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Summary

This thesis examines the framing devices which are used to interpret serial murder and their 

role in shaping our understanding of this most disturbing subject. Each chapter considers a 

period of writing which, I have argued, can be aligned with contemporary representations of 

serial murder. In chapter one the image of the serial killer as an outsider who is doomed to an 

aberrant worldview is explored within the context of the writing and aesthetics of the 

Romantic era. The work of William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Percy Shelley, 

Lord Byron and William Hazlitt are analysed in detail. The period’s concept of the individual 

and, in particular, the artist as an anomalous figure who is driven by his own inner-directed 

motives to discover the most intense aspects of human experience is juxtaposed to modem 

representations of serial murder which posit the killer in a similar role. The sexual 

implications of personal and artistic transcendence and the aesthetic of the sublime are linked 

to accounts of the violent and extreme deeds of the serial killer. Building upon these basic 

ideological correlations between Romanticism and contemporary narratives of serial murder, 

this first chapter also examines texts by Thomas De Quincey and Edgar Allan Poe, and argues 

these writers’ preoccupation with death, especially death by murder, can be interpreted as the 

genesis of a particular mode of representation which has remained central in modern-day 

discourses on serial murder.

Moving from the Romantic era through to the nineteenth and early twentieth century, chapter 

two and three of the thesis explore the ways in which the ideological constructions of 

Romanticism persist in narratives of medical science and war. With a more intimate and 

immediate connection to the body and to death, it is argued that the discourses of medicine 

and war build upon and refine the Romantic era’s ideological formulations of violence and 

murder. It is also argued that the development of criminological and psychoanalytical studies 

during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century draw connections between sexuality, 

gender identity and violence which have remained a central element in contemporary 

interpretations of the serial killer and his crimes.

With particular reference to the writing of Norman Mailer, the final section of chapter three 

considers the ways in which the latter half of the twentieth century lionises concepts of 

criminality and the artist by conflating both with psychological imperatives to defend 

individual identity and its free expression. These missions of private warfare, it is contended, 

are based on assumptions about the hostile nature of modem life and its crushing influence on 

individual freedom. They combine the artist as hero with the criminal as hero in a discourse



which attempts to form an inextricable bond between personal freedom and ‘legitimate’ 

violence.

The final two chapters of the thesis examine contemporary representations of serial murder in 

both non-fiction and fiction. It is argued that the framework of Romantic ideology and the 

discourses of medicine and war remain a prevalent means of understanding and representing 

serial murder. The problematic nature of certain serial killer narratives and their conflation of 

myth and reahsm are considered in media reportage, true-crime novels and works of fiction 

and film - from the writing of FBI profilers to novels and films such as The Silence o f the 

Lambs and American Psycho. Arguing that popular cuhure’s seemingly insatiable desire to 

create and consume narratives of serial murder are closely connected to broader social and 

psychological issues of identity and personal freedom, the thesis concludes with a 

consideration of how the quest for epistemological stability through narratives of murder is 

confounded by the subject’s complex interplay between reality and fiction.
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“OTHERS HAD THE MAKING OF ME”:

THE CULTURAL CONSTRUCTION OF THE SERIAL KILLER

INTRODUCTION

Other sins only speak; murder shrieks out'

In his study of American horror from 1951 to the present, Mark Jancovich describes how, “Different 

groups will represent the monstrous in different ways and representations will develop historically.”  ̂

Through the course of the twentieth century. Western culture gave life to a new form of monster in the 

figure of the serial killer. There is of course a very real possibility that the phenomenon of serial 

murder existed long before it was understood as such, and it may well be that a number of folkloric 

tales of vampires, werewolves and other demons of the night have their origin in real-life murders not 

unlike those now referred to as serial murder.^ The nineteenth century’s burgeoning study of sexuality 

and of criminality, and the liminal area where they overlap, in many ways represents a turning point in 

the understanding and representation of such ‘monstrosity’. The case of the Italian Vincenzo Verzeni, 

who was imprisoned in 1872 for his murder of approximately twenty young girls and women, is a 

typical example of this changing discourse on criminality. When apprehended he was studied and 

interviewed by the criminal anthropologist Cesare Lombroso. Verzeni admitted that he gained great 

sexual pleasure from strangling women and then mutilating their bodies, drinking their blood and 

eating their entrails. As Verzeni claims in his confession:

I had an unspeakable delight in stranghng women, experiencing during the act 
erections and real sexual pleasure. [...] The feeling of pleasure while strangling 
them was much greater than that which I experienced while masturbating. I took 
great delight in drinking Motta’s [a 14-year-old victim] blood."*

Studying Verzeni’s family history and his physical characteristics, along with his confessions, 

Lombroso’s conclusion was that Verzeni was epileptic and morally insane, the result of which was a 

morbid perversion of the affective faculties and a confusion of the will.^ The German psychiatrist.

' Webster, John, The Duchess ofM alfi (1623; Oxford; Oxford U.P., 2007), IV.'ii, 261.
 ̂ Jancovich, Mark, American H orror from  1951 to the Present (England: Keele U.P., 1994), p. 9. Judith 

Halberstam makes almost exactly the same claim: “The body that scares and appals changes over time, as do the 
individual characteristics that add up to monstrosity, as do the preferred interpretations o f  monstrosity.” Skin 
Shows: Gothic H orror and the Technology o f  Monsters (Durham: Duke U.P., 1995), p. 8.
 ̂ See Paul Barber’s Vampires, Burial, and Death: Folklore and Reality (New Haven; London: Yale U.P., 1988) 

for an account o f  the material reality for which folklore and the supernatural provide a pre-scientific explanation 
and rationale.

Vincenzo Verzeni quoted in Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis: with especial reference to the 
antipathic sexual instinct, a medico-forensic study (N.Y.: Rebman, 1899), p. 98.
 ̂ See Cesare Lombroso, Verzeni e Agnoletti (Rome, 1873).
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Richard von Krafft-Ebing also mentions Verzeni in his seminal study of sexual deviancy, 

Psychopathia Sexualis, noting how he sucked his victim’s “blood in the most intense and lustful 

pleasure.”® While Krafft-Ebing deals with the case of Verzeni in terms which understand his aberrant 

behaviour as that of an anthropophagist and a necrosadist, he also refers to him as a “modem 

vampire”’, suggesting a convergence between his scientific study of Verzeni and folkloric myth. In 

more recent times, despite the ascendance of scientific reasoning in the interpretation of similar 

crimes, popular imagination has continued to harbour a residual sense of such killers as the product of 

supernatural legend, with serial killers given nicknames such as ‘The Vampire of Diisseldorf 

(Weimar Germany’s serial killer, Peter Kiirten), ‘The Brooklyn Vampire’ (an American child-killer 

Albert Fish active during the 1940s) and most recently ‘The Tehran Desert Vampire’ (Iranian serial 

killer Mohammad Bijeh, who was flogged and executed in 2005).

The credit for the term ‘serial killer’ is disputed. It is widely beheved to have been coined either by 

FBI agent Robert Ressler or by Dr. Robert D. Keppel in the 1970s.* However, in his 1966 

publication, entitled The Meaning o f Murder, John Brophy uses the term ‘serial murder’ repeatedly, 

when describing the crimes of Jack the Ripper and other murders repeated over intervals of time.’ It is 

impossible to gauge just how widespread the occurrence of what we now refer to as serial murder was 

in the period before its recording in the annals of psychiatric and criminological studies and law 

enforcement records. There are a number of high-profile cases of demented and despotic aristocrats, 

such as Gilles De Rais, Elizabeth Bathory and Vlad Tepes, but their exploits offer little by way of a 

thorough analysis of the phenomenon on a more socio-cultural level.'® In his historical research on 

serial murderers, Eric Hickey challenges the commonly held view that such crimes are a recent 

phenomenon. Referencing various biographical materials from 1795 to 1988, he reveals that over two 

hundred individuals in the Americas have killed three or more persons over a period of days to years." 

By the twentieth century the number of recorded serial murders had increased dramatically, and in 

1980s the FBI announced that serial murderers might be guilty of between four and five thousands

* Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis, p. 97.
 ̂Ibid., p. 98.

® Ressler, Robert K. and Tom Shachtman, Whoever Fights Monsters: My Twenty Years Tracking Serial Killers 
fo r  the F fi/ (1992; London: Pocket, 1993), p. 124.
® Brophy, John, The Meaning o f  M urder (N.Y.: Thomas Y. Crowell, 1966), p. 189.

However, as Christopher Frayling points out, vampirism can be interpreted as providing a ready metaphor for 
exploiative class relations. Vampyres: Lord Byron to Count Dracula  (London: Faber and Faber, 1991).
'* See Eric Hickey, ‘The Etiology o f  Victimization in Serial Murder: An Historical and Demographic Analysis’ 
in Serial Murder: An Elusive Phenomenon, ed. Steven Egger (N.Y.: Praeger, 1990), pp. 53-72.



murders a year in the USA. This would account for between a fifth and a quarter of all murders.'^ 

Yet these statistics have been strongly contested, with some sources claiming that serial killers are 

responsible for at most 1% of all U.S. homicides, or two hundred deaths per year.'^ A number of 

studies - such as Kenna Kiger’s, for example - raise questions about the reliability and validity of 

various official data sources, given the tendency of mass media to invent social problems and 

legislators and practitioners’ tendency to base policy decisions on perceived public th re a t.E s tim a te s  

of the number of serial murderers currently active in the U.S. have varied so greatly between the 

1980s and the present day - from thirty to five hundred, depending upon the source consulted’̂  - that 

commentators have been quite justifiably dubious about the methods and motivations of some of these 

sources. The highest estimates, which came from FBI sources, have by and large been shown to be 

based upon a wilful misreading of the statistics and, by the end of the 1980s, such claims were no 

longer made by conscientious police officers or by the FBI.’̂

The moral panic and subsequent media frenzy which surrounded the issue of serial murder in the early 

1980s was to a considerable extent the product of the FBI, who threw a great deal of resources, of both 

money and time, into setting up various programmes, in particular the BSU (Behavioural Science 

Unit) and the VICAP (Violent Criminal Apprehension Program), and into funnelling information to 

the media, through journalists, fiction writers and film directors. As numerous commentators have 

pointed out the reasons behind the FBI's promotion of ‘the serial killer problem’ may be linked to a 

number of interrelated i s s u e s . O n e  such issue was the Bureau’s desire to get behind a ‘cause’ which 

would restore their somewhat tarnished image; an image which had been put to the test by the wake of 

revelations about the private life and political practices of J. Edgar Hoover'*, and by its reaction to 

dissent over the Vietnam War. Another motivation behind the FBI’s interest in advancement of the 

serial killer problem was its need to reestablish itself as a central force in both policy making and law 

enforcement; the threat of a nationwide serial killer epidemic could therefore act as a means of 

coercing local police forces into cooperating more fully with the Bureau. This perceived threat would

See Jill Radford, Introduction, in Femicide; the Politics o f  Woman Killing, eds. Jill Radford and Diana E. H. 
Russell (Buckingham; Open U.P., 1992), p. 11 and Joel Norris, Serial Killers: The Growing M enace (1988; 
London: Arrow, 1990), p. 33.

See Philip Jenkins, Using Murder: The Social Construction o f  Serial Homicide, (N.Y.: Aldine de Gruyter, 
1994), pp. 22-23.

See Kenna Kiger, ‘The Darker Figure o f  Crime: The Serial Murder Enigma’ in Serial Murder: An Elusive 
Phenomenon, pp. 35-52.

Ibid.
Jenkins, Using M urder, pp. 28, 69.
See Jenkins, Philip, Using M urder and Kenna Kiger, ‘The Darker Figure o f Crime: The Serial Murder 

Enigma.’
For more on Hoover and the FBI and in particular his hypocrisy over sexual matters, his illegally maintained 

personal files on people o f political prominence, and his running o f  the FBI as a separate regime within the 
Republic see Athan, G. Theoharis and John Stuart Cox, The Boss: J. Edgar H oover and the G reat American  
Inquisition, (Philadelphia: Temple U.P., 1988).
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also unite ordinary citizens of the U.S. in support of the FBI and their vital role as guardians of public 

safety.

The FBI and more specifically the BSU set about defining serial murder in opposition to other 

murders. One of the most straightforward definitions, which is still used by most commentators on 

the subject today, is the following:

Homicide classification Single Double Triole Mass Spree Serial

Number of Victims 1 2 3 4+ 2-1- 3-t-

Number of Events 1 1 1 1 1 3+

Number of Locations 1 1 1 1 2-1- 3-t-

Cooline-off Period N/A N/A N/A N/A No Yes'®

Once the definition of serial murder goes beyond these basic parameters it starts to become 

increasingly confused. It can be broken down in any number of ways: one of the more fundamental 

concepts divides the killer into one of two categories, organised and disorganised -  a classification 

Hannibal Lecter disparagingly refers to as a “real bottom-feeder thought.”"” The most obvious 

defining features of the organised and disorganised types of killer are their different methods of attack 

and the condition of their crime scene, with the disorganised killer attacking in a ‘blitz’ pattern and 

leaving a chaotic crime scene and the organised killer attacking by seducing victims into restraints and 

leaving a controlled crime scene. Among the myriad of other classifications of serial killers are the 

“Visionary Motive Type”, the “Mission-Oriented Type”, the “Thrill-Oriented Type” and the “Lust 

Killer” . '̂ These categorisations are often broken down further into specific conditions, from 

depressive to sociopathic. However, because such methods of categorisation are a part of an 

interpretive process, criminologists and other serial killer specialists are not always in accord with one 

another’s analysis of specific cases. Perhaps more importantly, these classifications often overlap, as 

for example in the case of Arthur Shawcross, an American serial killer who between 1972 and 1988 

raped and murdered two children and eleven women, most of whom worked as prostitutes, usually by 

strangling and beating them to death, often mutilating their corpses afterward. Shawcross claimed to 

have been told to kill prostitutes by God, this would fit into the type of murder associated with 

“Visionary Motives” but he also claimed that he was ridding the world of prostitutes because they

See Robert K. Ressler, Ann W. Burgess, John E. Douglas, Sexual Homicide: Patterns and M otives (1988; 
London: Simon and Schuster, 1993), p. 136.

Harris, Thomas, The Silence o f  the Lambs: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, (London: William Heinmann, 
2001), p. 409.

See Robert K. Ressler, Ann W. Burgess, John E. Douglas, Sexual Homicide: Patterns and M otives and 
Warren Wille, Citizens Who Commit M urder (St. Louis, MO: Warren Green, 1974).
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transmitted dangerous diseases and in particular AIDS: this fits with a “Mission-Oriented” motive. 

However, because Shawcross’ method of attack was often spontaneous and sadistic it may also be 

interpreted as the act of a “Thrill-Oriented” killer. The fact that he raped and mutilated his victims, in 

one case taking a victim’s labia away with him to eat, also places him in the category of the “Lust 

Killer”. Shawcross is by no means an exceptional case in his traversing of these categories of serial 

killer types. Like other modes of categorisation, there is a certain arbitrary nature to this process of 

labeling, and while it may prove to be a necessary or useful aid in the pohce investigation of these 

murders and the apprehension of their perpetrators, it is a system which does not facilitate a more 

socio-cultural based investigation of the phenomenon.

Adopting an approach founded on an analysis of serial killing within a cultural context, this thesis will 

focus in particular on the serial killer whose crimes are of a sexual nature; these types of murder, 

sometimes referred to as sexual murder or lust murder, have been defined by a U.S. Government 

source in the following manner:

Quite often the motive is psychological, and the offender’s behavior and the 
physical evidence observed at the crime scenes will reflect sadistic, sexual 
overtones.

However, as Cameron and Frazer have argued, sexual murder is a “fuzzy category”, with unclear 

boundaries.^^ Indeed, sadism and elements of sexual gratification might be found in all manner of 

murder and it is never really possible conclusively to determine the degree to which sexual 

gratification is at work as a motive.^'* One of the most striking examples of sex murder’s inscrutable 

nature is the case of the Hungarian killer Sylvestre Matushka, who was arrested in 1932 for having 

engineered a series of railway crashes, killing more than 30 passengers and injuring many others. He 

explained at his trial that he could only achieve sexual release when witnessing a train crashing. 

Matushka was sentenced to life but he escaped. He reappeared in 1953, during the Korean War, as the 

head of a military unit for blowing up trains.*^ Without Matushka’s own testimony (or perhaps a 

thorough psychological evaluation) it would have been impossible to assign a sexual motive to his 

crimes. The fact that Matushka found an acceptable outlet for his bizarre and violent sexual fantasies

Brooks, P.R., Devine, M.J., Green, T.J., Hart, B.L. and Moore, M.D., M ulti-agency Investigation Team 
Manual, Washington, D.C.; U.S. Dept o f Justice, 1988, p. vii.

Cameron, Deborah and Elizabeth Frazer, The Lust to Kill: A Feminist Investigation o f  Sexual M urder (Oxford: 
Polity Press, 1987), p. 18.

Tatar, Maria, Lustmord: Sexual M urder in Weimar Germany (Chichester: Princeton U.P., 1995), p. 20.
Wilson, Colin, and Patricia Pitman, Encyclopedia o f  M urder (N.Y.: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1962), p. 383; Mark 

Seltzer, ‘Serial Killers (II): The Pathological Public Sphere’, Critical Inquiry, Vol. 22, No. 1. (Autumn, 1995).



in a wartime situation also highlights how it is often the social contexts in which these fantasies and 

drives are acted out that highlight their aberrant nature. As Cameron and Frazer have validly pointed 

out, all manner of violence and murder may have elements of sexual gratification not readily traceable 

in the act itself; from domestic killing and religious or occult rituals to extreme circumstances like 

Nazi concentration camps and torture chambers.^® For the purpose of brevity and clarity, this thesis 

will primarily focus on murder where an underlying sexual impulse is more clearly manifest; in other 

words, where murders exhibit evidence of rape, necrophilia, sexual sadism or extreme postmortem 

mutilation (particularly of the sexual organs). As the course of this thesis will show, assigning a 

sexual dimension to these murders in no way lessens the possibility that other impulses or motivations 

are at work also; issues of class and race, for example, may also play a part in these crimes.

As various commentators have observed, one of the main features of serial killing is its apparent 

motivelessness. Maria Tatar has argued that serial murder provokes our “curiosity and our anxiety” 

because of the absence of the “familiar parameters of greed, revenge [and] sexual jealousy.” ’̂ This 

concept of motiveless murder however is clearly not applicable to all forms of serial murder. The 

most obvious example of this is in cases where the killer can benefit financially from the death of 

hisAier victims; doctors and workers in retirement homes for example - Harold Shipman is perhaps the 

most infamous example of this type of killer. However, it must be acknowledged that financial gain 

does not preclude the possibility that there are also other motivations behind such murders.

What is interesting about this broad assumption regarding the motiveless nature of the serial killer’s 

crimes is that commentators are quite obviously focusing on a particular type of serial murder. In 

relation to this, the serial killer who receives the most attention - be it from law enforcement sources, 

media coverage or representations in popular culture - is undoubtedly the sexual murderer. The names 

most synonymous with serial murder are it should be noted almost all murderers whose acts involve a 

sexual dimension; from the murderer and mutilator of prostitutes Jack the Ripper, to the murderer and 

mutilator of young college women, Ted Bundy.

From this perspective, commentators such as Mark Seltzer and Philip Jenkins are perfectly correct in 

drawing attention to the “reverse bias” that is often enacted in discussions of serial murder. This 

bias is predominately based on assumptions about the race and sex of the killer. As these and other

Cameron and Frazer, The Lust to Kill, p. 18.
Tatar, Lustmord, p. 24.
Seltzer, Mark, ‘Serial Killers (II): The Pathological Public Sphere’: 127.
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commentators have pointed out, in an American context, the ratio of both black and female serial 

killers is consistent with the homicide statistics more generally. Figures that have been quoted from 

various sources would back up this argument; 13-16% of serial killers are black and whilst this means 

that they do not attain the proportions that are current for run-of-the-mill homicides the figure is 

nonetheless consistent with the U.S. murder statistics as a whole.^^ Approximately 10-15% of serial 

killers are female, which again means that women are almost as heavily represented amongst serial 

killers as they are in any other field of c r i m e . H o w e v e r ,  when focusing on serial murder with 

observable sexual elements, these figures change dramatically, particularly in relation to female serial 

killers. Undoubtedly the most comprehensive reference source on the subject of women serial killers 

is Kerry Segrave’s Women Serial and Mass Murderers: A Worldwide Reference, 1580 Through 1990. 

Her comments on the virtual absence of female serial killers employing methods associated with 

sexual murder are significant in this regard:

Only a handful of the women profiled employed more typically “male” methods 
of aggressive murder; the few women who worked with men in some fashion 
tended to use “male” methods, it is only among these that we can find examples 
of women who murdered at a place other than their residence, the victim’s 
residence, or their place of employment. Still there are no female murderers like 
Richard Speck, Ted Bundy, the sniper who killed from a Texas tower, or the man 
who killed in the McDonalds near San Diego. There are no female counterparts 
to a Bundy or a Gacy, to whom sex or sexual violence is part of the murder 
pattern.^’

Published just before Aileen Wuomos was arrested and tried for the murder of seven men, Segrave’s 

book does not include an account of this case. In many ways W uomos’ crimes are unusual compared 

with other female serial killers and do have a number of similarities to “more typically ‘male’ methods 

of aggressive murder.” Wuomos killed outdoors, she used a gun to kill; she killed strangers and her 

motive was not primarily financial. However, her crimes cannot be classed as sexual murder despite 

their context of a prostitute/client transaction. While it is impossible to verify W uomos’ own claims 

that she killed her client-victims because they became sexually violent towards her, it is certainly the 

case that there was no evidence of sexual sadism in the murders themselves, which were committed by 

means of gunshots to the victim’s head and chest and at a distance a little over point blank range.^^

Jenkins, Using Murder,}^. 169.
Jenkins, Using M urder, p. 15land Hickey, ‘The Etiology o f  Victimization in Serial Murder: An Historical and 

Demographic A nalysis’.
Segrave, Kerry, Women Serial and Mass Murderers: A Worldwide Reference, 1580 Through 1990  (Jefferson, 

NC: McFarland, 1992), pp. 4 -5 .
See Aileen W uomos: The Selling o f  a Serial Killer (1992) Aileen: Life and Death o f  a Serial K iller  (2003), 

both directed by Nick Broomfield.
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Two of the most infamous cases of serial murder which do involve a female perpetrator and sexual 

sadism are that of Myra Hindley and Rosemary West. Myra Hindley and Ian Brady took part in the 

abduction, sexual abuse, torture, and murder of five children between November 1963 and October 

1965. Together with her husband Fred, Rosemary West is believed to have tortured and murdered at 

least 12 young women, most of whom were killed between April 1973 and August 1978. The fact that 

both of these rare cases of women killers employing sexually sadistic methods involve their 

partnership with a man complicates a reading of their crimes. In the case of Rosemary West, there 

have been considerable doubts raised about the soundness of her conviction. While a good deal of 

circumstantial evidence was built up against her, her actual part in the murders remains unclear. Like 

other murder cases involving a male and female perpetrator, media coverage often portrayed 

Rosemary West as the dominant partner of the two, despite the fact that Fred West had killed before 

Rosemary knew him - the remains of one victim, found buried, dismembered and bound with cord, in 

the garden of the Wests’ Gloucester house, belonged to Ann McFall, who had disappeared before 

Frederick West met Rosemary. In his book on Rosemary West, Brian Masters has suggested that her 

conviction seems to be based on little more than the idea that ‘She Must Have K n o w n . W h i l e  this 

assertion is certainly contestable, it is undoubtedly legitimate to point out that Rosemary W est’s trial 

and subsequent conviction were influenced by her husband’s suicide following his arrest and the 

enormous public appetite for retribution which was fed by highly prejudicial media coverage.

Even more infamous is the case of Myra Hindley, who, like Rosemary West, received far greater 

vilification for her crimes than her male accomplice, Ian Brady. Unlike West, there is little doubt that 

Hindley was deeply involved in the torture and murder of at least some of the five children abducted 

and murdered between 1963 and 1965; Pauline Reade, John Kilbride, Keith Bennett, Lesley Ann 

Downey and Edward Evans. The fact that Brady never sought release from prison while Hindley 

actively petitioned for hers certainly did not do anything for her public image, despite having 

advocates such as Lord Longford supporting her applications for parole. On 15 November 2002, after 

37 years in custody at the age of 60, Hindley died from a heart attack. Her funeral, which had tight 

police security, was not attended by any of her family and a sign ‘Bum in Hell’ was left at the 

crematorium entrance.^'* Due to the assumption that women and violence are mutually exclusive, 

when women do act violently, they are often demonised to a far greater extent than their male 

counterparts; even to the extent that they are rhetorically excluded from womanhood, especially when 

they murder their own or someone else’s children. The following comment, made by F. Harrison in 

his 1986 book on the Moors Murders, is a typical example of how assumptions about gender feed into

See Brian Masters, She Must Have Known: Trial o f Rosemary West (London: Doubleday, 1996).
BBC News UK, ‘Moors murderer cremated’, 20 Nov 2002, http://news.bbc.co.Uk/l/hi/uk/2481911.stm, 

accessed 2 Dec. 2007.



the reading of such crimes, “How could a woman offend against the protective maternal instinct that 

was nurtured into the genes in a process of evolution that spanned a period of two million years

What such observations reveal is the way in which serial murder - and the public response to it - create 

powerfully stabilising arguments about gender roles. This aspect of serial murder, and more 

specifically serial murder with sexual overtones, has been a part of the law enforcement and media 

response to sexually violent crimes since Jack the Ripper. The Ripper’s murder and mutilation of five 

women in London’s Whitechapel in the Autumn of 1888 may in many respects be considered the first 

truly modem case of serial murder, not because of the crimes themselves but because of their 

extensive and vivid media coverage. As critics such as Maria Tatar and Judith Walkowitz have 

pointed out, the reporting of the Ripper murders, with its emphasis on the terrorised female population 

of Whitechapel, reinscribed “the notion of female vulnerability and male dominance (with men 

figuring simultaneously as threatening presence and necessary p r o t e c t o r s ) . A s  the course of this 

thesis will show, this emphasis on prescribed gender roles is still an intrinsic part of serial murder 

narratives, both factual and fictional; one striking example of which is the newspaper reportage 

surrounding the crimes of Peter Sutcliffe (convicted of the murder of thirteen women in 1981) which 

included headhnes quite obviously directed at the male population, ominously warning them that “The 

next victim could be anyone’s w'ife, daughter or girlfriend.” ’̂

The ideological status of the victims of serial murder is central to an understanding of its cultural 

representation; issues of gender, sexuality, class and criminality habitually influence readings of the 

serial murderer’s crimes. As the course of this thesis will demonstrate, the preponderance of certain 

attitudes towards victims deemed to be a specific ‘type’ reveals the problematic nature of cultural 

assumptions and judgments whose implications reach far beyond the specific subject of serial killing. 

Serial murders involving the killing of prostitutes are undoubtedly one of the most potent examples of 

how broader social-cultural attitudes affect the reading of the killer and his victims. As Nicole Ward 

Jouve has suggested, “It is evident that what made Sutcliffe’s kiUings possible, and gave them their 

meaning, is the status and image of prostitutes.” *̂ As serial killers whose victims were primarily 

prostitutes, the murders committed by Arthur Shawcross, Gary Ridgway, Bobby Joe Long, Bill Suff,

Harrison, F., Brady and Hindley: Genesis o f  the M oors M urders (Bath: Ashgrove Press, 1986), p. 17.
Tatar, Lustmord, p. 24; Judith Walkowitz, City o f  Dreadful Delight: Narratives o f  Sexual D anger in Lxite- 

Victorian London (London: Virago, 1992).
D aily M irror  headline from 1979, quoted in Lucy Bland, ‘The Case o f the Yorkshire Ripper -  Mad, Bad, 

Beast or M ale?’, in Femicide: The Politics o f  Woman Killing, ed. Jill Radford and Diana E.H. Russell, p. 238.
Jouve, N icole Ward, “The S treetcleaner”: The Yorkshire R ipper Case on Trial (London and N.Y.: Marion 

Boyars, 1986), p. 167.
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Robert Yates, John Eric Armstrong, Joel Rifkin, Robert Pickton, Thomas George Svekla and Stewart 

Wilken can also be interpreted within a broader socio-cultural context of attitudes towards class, 

criminality, gender and sexuaUty.

Until recently, it has been primarily the work of feminist commentators which has drawn attention to 

the gender implications of serial murder, and in particular sexual serial murder. Arguing that “an 

account of sexual murder which does not address gender is not merely incomplete, but systematically 

misleading”'^, studies such as Jane Caputi’s Age o f Sex Crime, Cameron and Frazer’s Lust to Kill and 

Radford and Russell’s edition of collected essays on ‘femicide’ have, since their pubhcation, 

influenced critical commentary on the cultural reaction and representation of serial killing as a 

whole.'*” Not only has their work emphasised the importance of gender in a consideration of the act of 

sexual murder itself - in which virtually all perpetrators are male and the great majority of victims are 

female - it has, just as significantly, examined the gender issues and arguments that surround the 

subject in its broader socio-cultural context; noting for example, the preponderance of blame placed 

on women for the crimes of male sexual murderers -  from ‘provocative’ victims to emasculating 

mothers and wives.

While this thesis shares many of its ideological concerns with these feminist critics, it also diverges 

from their work in a number of ways. Firstly, I am resistant to the idea of inscribing essentialist 

gender values onto issues. As such, my thesis does not concur with arguments based on broad 

assumptions about gender attributes that are evident, for example, in Jane Caputi’s equation that the 

‘femicidal’ predation of sexual murderers finds its logical counterpart in the ‘male’ atom bomb raping 

and destroying a ‘female’ mother earth.'” Such biological determinism is, I believe, entirely unhelpful 

to any study which seeks to discover or understand the socio-cultural significance of a phenomenon 

like serial/sexual murder. However, I would also add a caveat to this by acknowledging that, as 

Barbara Ehrenreich has argued, “Just as biology is not a dictatorship - at least when it comes to human 

behaviour - neither is culture a realm of freedom.”'*̂ hi other words, while the ideological basis of this 

work does not give credence to biological or cultural determinism, it does recognise that individual 

attitudes, choices and actions are influenced by cultural circumstances and contexts. In its most 

extreme and immediate form this cultural ‘influence’ is given witness to in various modification 

therapies practiced in U.S. correctional facilities; one example of which involves the serial killer John

Cameron and Frazer, The Lust to Kill, p. 1.
Cameron and Frazer, The Lust to Kill, Jane Caputi, The Age o f  Sex Crime (Bowling Green: Bowling Green 

University Popular Press, 1987); Femicide: The Politics o f  Woman Killing, ed. Jill Radford and Diana E.H. 
Russell.

Caputi, The A ge o f  Sex Crime, p. 142.
Ehrenreich, Barbara, Blood Rites: Origins and History o f  the Passions o f  War (London: Virago, 1997), p. 89.



Wayne Gacy, convicted and later executed for the rape and murder of 33 boys and young men 

between 1972 and his arrest in 1978, who underwent the following ‘therapy’ while incarcerated:

Prisoners are alternatively shown slides of children and of adult women in G- 
strings or provocative clothing. If criminals hesitate too long over slides of 
children before switching to pictures of adult women they are given electrical 
shocks."'^

In light of Gacy’s, and a number of his fellow inmates’, profoundly sadistic and sexually violent 

crimes it is impossible to interpret the motivation behind such ‘modification therapy’ as anything 

other than an attempt to ‘reinstate’ a culturally prescribed gender dynamic onto the killer’s attitude 

and behaviour; a dynamic in which sexual violence is not addressed or modified but instead channeled 

into a more culturally acceptable form which views women as the natural victims of men as opposed 

to children or other men. As David Schmid explains, “The message could not be clearer. We must 

return these men to ‘normality’ where women are the correct objects of sadism and abuse.

This inscribing of cultural suppositions, be they about the killer or his victims; be they gender based or 

otherwise, has implications for all of those who engage with the subject of serial murder - from 

criminologists and media reporters to moviegoers and true-crime readers. It is in this area that my 

own work departs most markedly from previous feminist analysis, in that, unlike these studies, this 

thesis is not a sociological study; it is primarily a work of literary criticism. It does however engage in 

a study of literature (as well as painting, film and non-fiction texts) with an intense awareness of the 

textuality of history as well as history of texts. From this perspective it is a work which approaches 

cultural representation as an active force in history and in particular the history of ideas.

The work of critics such as Maria Tatar, Nicole Ward Jouve and Karen Halttunen has also been an 

influence on the writing of this thesis. All approach the subject of murder from a culturally and 

temporally specific position. Tatar’s Lustmord is an investigation of sexual killing and its 

representation in the writing and painting of Weimar Germany. Jouve’s The Streetcleaner focuses on 

the cultural contexts of the murders of the English serial killer Peter Sutcliffe. Halttunen’s Murder 

Most Foul explores the shift from religious to secular representations of murder in American literature 

from the late seventeenth to the early nineteenth century. Each one of these commentators 

contextualises the murder and/or sexual violence they examine within a broader socio-cultural 

framework; a methodology which this thesis also adopts. The most striking point of divergence

Linedecker, Clifford, The Man Who Killed Boys: The John Wayne Gacy, Jr. Story (N.Y.: St. Martin’s Press, 
1980), p. 247.
^  Schmid, David, Natural Bom Celebrities: Serial Killers in American Culture (London: University of Chicago 
Press, 2005), p. 282.
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between this thesis’ approach and these particular critics’ approach is that my work is concerned with 

the phenomenon of serial killing from varying cultural contexts and different periods in time and 

place. In other words, while this thesis engages with the subject of serial murder as a culturally 

specific occurrence, it draws on a broad range of culturally specific examples in order to explore the 

possible connections between the phenomenon of serial murder and its representation in the modem 

era as a whole.

The thesis is divided into five chapters. The opening chapter examines the themes and the aesthetics 

of Romanticism and their cultural legacy. It considers how the construction of the Romantic poet or 

poet narrator is replicated in contemporary constructions of the figure of the social outcast and rebel 

outsider. Combining the Romantic theme of the loner - with its lofty individualism and anxieties over 

personal freedom - with the aesthetics of the sublime and its interpretation of “danger and pain [...] 

with certain modifications” as “delightful”"'̂ , the chapter compares these aspects of Romantic thought 

with contemporary representations of sexual/serial murder. The chapter’s argument is that much of 

our understanding of the socio-cultural phenomenon of serial murder derives from a legacy of 

Romanticism, not in the sense that commentators on serial murder, or indeed serial murderers 

themselves, are consciously appropriating Romantic themes or aesthetics as a means of explaining 

serial murder but that the actual basis of modem concepts of individual freedom and its darkest 

possibilities are to an appreciable extent founded on Romantic thought. The chapter ends with a 

reading of Edgar Allan Poe as a late Romantic writer who assimilates these Romantic concepts into 

narratives specifically concerned with the subject of murder.

The second chapter of the thesis explores how the Romantic themes of the first chapter can be linked 

to the nineteenth-century’s varying narratives of medical science and their burgeoning concepts of 

sexual deviancy and violence. This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section looks at 

Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein as a seminal text which reveals the inherent links between pioneering, 

ambitious science and Romanticism. It also argues that Frankenstein and his creature can be read as 

two distinctive examples of serial killer ‘types’, found in both factual and fictional serial killer 

narratives. The second section of the chapter focuses on the interpretation and representation of the 

‘Man of Science’ as a brutal sexual sadist by relating the figure to social and medical developments - 

such as grave robbing and vivisection - occurring throughout the nineteenth century. The final section 

of chapter two concentrates on real-life cases of sexual/serial murder from the late nineteenth century

Burke, Edmund, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin o f  Our Ideas o f  the Sublime and Beautiful (1757), 
ed. James Boulton (London: Routledge and Paul Kegan, 1958), p. 73.
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and examines the way medical fact and fiction combine in a broad discourse on criminality which 

centres on the victim and in particular the fem ale victim’s body as the definitive site of terror.

The third chapter of the thesis moves into the twentieth century and focuses on the interplay between 

the aesthetics, language and imagery of military violence and serial murder. The writing of the Great 

War poets, Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen, will be considered, particularly in relation to the 

development of a psychoanalytical reading of war trauma and its correlation with psychosexual 

repression and narratives of the returning veteran. In relation to this subject, the themes of 

internalised homophobia and a fear and hatred of the feminine are examined in connection with later 

developments in war writing and propaganda. These issues are in turn considered with reference to 

contemporary representations of serial murder. Post-war World War One and Second World War 

attitudes to women and the feminine and their relationship with sexual violence are also considered, 

with reference to the depiction of female sexuality in Weimar Germany and the American home front. 

With particular attention to the work of Norman Mailer, from The Naked and the Dead to The 

Executioner’s Song, the closing section of the chapter examines how developments in wai' discourses 

facilitate the concept of modem masculinity as engaging in a constant battle for self-preservation - 

through the use of both literary and literal violence - in a peacetime environment that is nonetheless 

deemed hostile to ‘mascuhne identity’.

The fourth chapter of this thesis focuses on modem representations of the sexual/serial killer in the 

true-crime genre. It begins with an examination of the true-crime narrative’s intimate connection with 

fiction; its varying approaches to the subject of serial murder and the way in which it precariously 

balances its depictions between mythical construction and psychological realism. The image of the 

serial killer as ‘monster’ will be examined in this regard. In this chapter I will argue that despite the 

true-crime narrative’s moralistic tone and its attempts to demonise the killer, it often adopts the 

killer’s perspective in its retelling of crimes and its evaluation of victims. In connection with this, the 

chapter closes with a reading of the criminal profiler as the serial killer’s double.

The final chapter explores a number of popular fictional narratives of serial murder in literature and 

cinema, from early fictional accounts of Jack the Ripper, Hitchcock’s Psycho and the slasher films of 

the 1980s to Thomas Harris’ Hannibal Lecter series and Bret Easton EHis’ American Psycho. These 

fictional representations are discussed both in relation to the critical responses they have received and 

the ‘real-life’ contexts of serial murder that have ‘inspired’ them. This chapter also considers the 

ways in which Romantic and medical discourses coalesce in the depiction of these popular narratives 

of the serial killer, often acting as distancing gestures which contain and mollify the brutal realities of 

serial murder and sexual violence, resulting in a problem.atic overarching orthodoxy which
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simultaneously celebrates individual violence and demonises individual sexuality. The chapter 

concludes with a discussion of the film Henry: Portrait o f a Serial Killer, and argues that, in its 

rejection of numerous ideological and narrative ploys, it offers the audience an opportunity to more 

fully reappraise its own expectations and assumptions both in regard to the figure of the serial killer 

and contemporary culture’s preoccupation with him as a benchmark for moral understanding.

The thesis as a whole rejects the narrow focus of any one particular avenue of inquiry. Its very 

premise is that in order better to comprehend the phenomenon of serial killing it is necessary to 

consider the cultural contexts of representation which reach far beyond the confines of specific cases 

of serial murder and their fictional or factual representation. The thesis shifts both temporally and 

geographically, from English Romanticism to American popular culture. In doing so, it traces the 

foundational myths on which serial murder is constructed as well as their development at different 

times and in different cultural contexts. Many studies of serial murder are drawn towards a quest for 

monocausal explanations as a means of explaining its existence in our society and the prevalence of its 

depiction in popular culture. However, as Maria Tatar has suggested, when attempting to understand 

the phenomenon of serial murder more fully it is essential to consider how our culture represents and 

assimilates the narrative of serial murder from a myriad of sources;

No one has yet found the biological, psychological or social key to decoding the 
mystery of sexual murder. What we can clearly identify, however, is the way in 
which our culture mystifies the notion of sexual murder and constructs a 
stereotypical perpetrator on the basis of what we read in the papers, what we find 
in books, or what we see in the movies rather than on the basis of the actual 
history of cases.'^

Yet, even Tatar’s reference here to “the actual history of cases” suggests that there is some truth to be 

reached beyond this accumulation of serial killer data. This thesis holds no such belief There is of 

course individual truth for those few unfortunate enough to have a personal experience of such crimes, 

be they victims or perpetrators; yet even immediate personal experience is not immune to the 

influence of wider social commentary. There is also the ‘truth’ of statistics, which at the very least 

will always be partial, in both senses of the word.

The statistics quoted earlier in this introduction would suggest that whatever the truth behind 

sexual/serial murder may be it is an extreme and rare social occurrence. However, as Cameron and 

Frazer have quite rightly argued:

^  Tatar, Lustmord, p. 27.
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The sexual murderer is extreme and very rare; however his position in the culture 
is nevertheless not a marginal one.'*’

Even as narratives of serial murder testify to the crime’s rarity they instill a sense of its ever-present 

threat. Describing the scene leading up to eight-year-old Karen Hill’s abduction, rape and murder by 

Arthur Shawcross in 1972, the following true-crime writer does just this:

The chances against any American citizen falling into the clutches of a predatory 
homicidal sexual psychopath are about 350 million; 1. However, Karen’s chances 
increased considerably when such a monster came on the scene as she played on 
her front lawn during this beautifully clear Sunday."**

Our culture has responded in many different ways to the seemingly arbitrary and inescapable fate of 

falling victim to the sexual/serial killer. On the most fundamental level, there are guides to spotting 

potentially life threatening encounters with strangers. One internet article entitled ‘Don’t Be a Victim: 

Tips on Surviving a Serial Killer - Avoiding Their Traps’ admits the difficulty of such a task but 

attempts to console its readers with the knowledge that their fate lies in their own hands and not the 

shadowy figure of their would-be attacker:

Obviously you cannot possibly have the knowledge that you are dealing with a 
serial killer when he first approaches you. You can however train yourself to 
recognize several inappropriate behavior signs that could indicate the individual 
has a diabolical plan in store for you.

Serial killers do not look like monsters. You could walk by one every day at 
work or on the way to school. But if you can remember these tips, you can live to 
see what they look like when they are captured, instead of being one of the faces 
of their victims.

Yet, the sexual/serial killer does not subsist in a murky world of cultural ignorance and he too can 

recognise and appropriate the culture of fear which surrounds him, as Ted Bundy did when he 

proclaimed, “We serial killers are your sons, we are your husbands, we are everywhere. And there 

will be more of your children dead tomorrow.” °̂ Bundy’s terms of references clearly go beyond 

representing the serial killer as an outside threat and implicate ‘ordinary’ men, inside the family home, 

as threatening others. His terms of reference -  “we are your husbands” - are also more directly

Cameron and Frazer, The Lust to Kill, p. 118.
Berry-Dee, Christopher, Talking With Serial Killers: The M ost Evil People in the World Tell Their Own 

Stories Christopher Berry-Dee (London: John Blake, 2003), p. 45.
Lindell, ‘Don’t Be a Victim: Tips on Surviving a Serial Killer: Avoiding Their Traps’, A ssociated Content, 25 Jan.

2006, http://www.associatedcontent.com/article/19322/dont_be_a_victim_tips_on_surviving.html, accessed 2 Dec.
2007.
™ Bundy, Ted, quoted in Colin Wilson and Donald Seaman, The Serial Killers A Study in the Psychology o f  
Violence (W. H. Allen: Virgin Publishing Ltd. 2004), p. 42.
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addressed to women. Many writers on serial killers have, themselves, looked for the serial killer 

inside, with a variety of results. True-crime writer Joel Norris depicts a primitive Hyde-like creature 

lurking beneath the facade of social and psychological decency:

There is a fine Une separating each one of us from yielding to the primal, 
instinctual, animal behaviour that lurks beneath the veneers of psychological self- 
control and social convention.

In a less melodramatic fashion, Joyce Carol Oates contemplates the serial killer and wonders at “Our 

uneasy sense that such persons are forms of ourselves, derailed and gone terribly wrong.”^̂  More 

insightfully, Richard Tithecott defines the serial killer as “one who must not be fully represented and 

one who is made in our own image.”^̂  Both vivid and elusive, the serial killer in contemporary 

culture has become an oxymoronic figure; a familiar aberration who is nothing like us and yet is, at 

least in part, our own creation. While his crimes are very rare but very real, his connection to our 

reality and our connection to his is tenuous. Unlike the vampire and the werewolf he cannot be 

comfortably consigned to the realm of folklore and myth, yet he inhabits these places all the same. 

The serial killer’s ‘popularity’ in our culture in many ways testifies to our own obsessive desire to 

know ourselves and seek some deeper truth and understanding but our representations of him are the 

product of so many labyrinthine metaphors and allusions that they resist the very clarity we allegedly 

seek.

Norris, Joel, Serial Killers: The Growing Menace, pp. 88. 15, 321.
Oates, Joyce Carol, “‘I had no other thrill or happiness”*. New York Review o f  Books, 24, March 1994; 56. 
Tithecott, Richard, O f Men and Monsters: Jeffrey Dahmer and the Construction o f  the Serial K iller (Madsion, 

University o f Wisconsin Press, 1997), p. 179.
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CHAPTER ONE

“KINDRED MUTATIONS”: ROMANTICISM AND SERIAL KILLmG

When considering contemporary concepts of what constitutes a ‘true’ artist, we find that the myth 

constructed around this figure has, in many ways, changed very little in almost two hundred years. This 

extraordinary figure, who is invariably male, sees things differently from others, his imagination is 

deeper and more complex, and his emotional and intellectual world works on a higher, more abstract, 

set of beliefs and ideas. Often, he eschews various social structures, such as a family, a home and a job, 

and in the process becomes master of his own destiny, subservient to nothing other than his 

compulsions as an artist. As a result of these aspects of his experience, the artist is thus perceived as an 

outsider figure, a courageous loner and rebel, who lives by his own inner-directed motives and rules.

As we shall see through the course of this work, the ideological and aesthetic standards which conceive 

of this asocial, self-motivated figure in heroic terms are, to a great extent, founded on theoretical 

developments of the Romantic era. However, what also becomes increasingly evident, when examining 

these assumed personahty traits in relation to present-day figures of the outsider rebel, is how closely 

allied they are to contemporary, factual as well as fictional, depictions of certain violent criminals, 

particularly modern-day murderers, known as serial killers. In fact, a consideration of such killers’ own 

comments on their psychological and sociological ‘predicament’ often reveals these very same 

ideological assumptions to be at work at the deepest levels of self-analysis. The following observation 

made by the English serial killer Dennis Nilsen, who murdered fifteen young men between 1978 and 

1983, is a striking example of just how similar the image of the Romantic artist and the serial killer can 

be, not simply in the cultural representation of these figures but in the mind of the serial killer himself;

I was a child of deep romanticism in a harsh plastic functioning 
materialism [...] I am an odd personality for today. There was never a 
place for me in the scheme of things [...] My inner emotions could not be 
expressed, and this led to the alternative of a retrograde and deepening 
imagination.'

When the figure of the Romantic artist acts as a ‘model’ for the outsider serial killer, there is little in the 

depiction of personality traits to differentiate the two, except for the fact that one is understood as 

expressing these personality traits in creative acts, while the other expresses them through acts of 

violence and destruction. However, as the following work will show, these destructive and creative 

elements are not as starkly opposing as they may at first appear; they are, rather, set up in a cyclical

' Nilsen, Dennis, quoted in Brian Masters, Killing fo r  Company: The Case o f  Dennis Nilsen (London: Cape, 1985), 
p. 196.

1



union, wiiereby one invokes the other or one lapses into the other. Another of Nilsen’s personal 

observations reflects this idea:

I guess I may be a creative psychopath who, when in a loss of rationality 
situation, lapses temporarily into a destructive psychopath. ^

The process of myth-making at work in the construction of the artist and the serial killer insinuates 

itself so successfully into present-day culture that, as a consequence, representations of both figures 

continually propagate the assumptions behind these myths. Colin Wilson’s comments on the 

connection which can be drawn between the serial killer and the artist are a typical example of this. He 

writes of how outsiders who become killers

share certain characteristics of the artist; they are unlike other men, they 
experience drives and tensions that alienate them from the rest of society, 
they possess the courage to satisfy these drives in defiance of society.
But while the artist releases his tensions in an act of imaginative creation, 
the outsider criminal releases his in an act of violence.^

Within such an interpretation, which places the figure of the artist and that of the killer in the selfsame 

role of social outsider, lies an implicit understanding of the status of both as modern-day heroic figures, 

who are, to use W ilson’s terms, courageous and defiant enough to follow their own personal drives and 

motivations in the face of widespread social disapproval, regardless of the consequences. Nevertheless, 

what remains conspicuously absent from such a reading is a consciousness of the level of contrivance 

involved in creating these figures and their assumed personality traits in the first place. The aim of this 

chapter is to examine this contrivance, and to discover how closely linked the optimistic ideological 

concepts of art and the artist are with present-day interpretations and representations of the serial killer 

and his actions.

The starting point of this study will be the Romantic period, an era which witnessed a tremendous focus 

of theoretical attention on the nature of artistic creativity and the role of the artist. As the course of this 

work will show, it is also a period which, despite the intercession of modernist and post-modernist 

theory, still exacts a powerful influence on contemporary concepts of art. The following chapter is 

comprised of four parts. The first will focus on the construction of the figure of the artist as laid out in 

the poetry and numerous critical essays of major literary figures of the period, such as Wordsworth, 

Coleridge and Shelley. Developing a ‘profile’ of this Romantic figure in the second part of the chapter, 

I shall demonstrate how this coincides with many of the social and psychological traits associated with

 ̂ Ibid., p. 214. Like many serial killers since the 1980s, Nilsen is quite au fa it  with the terminology used in 
psychologists’ descriptions o f serial killers.

Wilson, Colin, The Outsider {]956\  London: Pan Books, 1978), p. 14.
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the violent homicidal individual, as mapped out by modern-day criminologists. Paying particular 

attention to the crucial role of gender, the third part of the chapter will consider how Romantic, as well 

as latter-day, discourses on art and aesthetics support and develop this connection between positive 

concepts of artistic creativity and the violent and destructive social phenomenon of serial killing; 

Thomas De Quincey’s essay ‘On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts’ will be considered in this 

regard. The final section of the chapter will examine how these readings can be applied to specific 

works of Romantic and post-Romantic literature, and, in particular, to the works of Edgar Allan Poe, 

whose writing, I shall argue, acts as critique, as well as an example, of the major themes of egomania, 

violence and gender enmity which underlie much of Romanticism’s aesthetic project. As my sources 

assume that this hypothetical, ideal figure is male, so shall I. However, as the course of this work will 

demonstrate, I do so with a consciousness of all that such an assumption implies. For the purposes of 

this chapter, my focus will be primarily on Romantic poetry rather than other literary disciplines, as it is 

in poetry (and the artist in the guise of the poet) that the most unequivocal statements about Romantic 

art and the artist are made.

1. ROMANTIC MYTHS: THE ARTIST. “HIMSELF ALONE”

Although the figure of the Romantic artist has been greatly enhanced by the modem imagination, it is, 

nonetheless, an image initially, self-consciously constructed and honed by the Romantics themselves, 

defined and shaped for generations to come, as much as for the time in which they lived. One of the 

most significant aspects of the artist figure during this period is his relation to ‘common life.’ A 

tremendous emphasis is placed upon him as a figure set apart; this notion is developed in a number of 

ways, involving both social and psychological factors. Romantic essayist William Hazlitt’s comments 

on this aspect of the Romantic artist’s ‘personality’ are particularly interesting in this respect:

He is a limb tom off from society. In possession of eternal youth and 
beauty, he can feel no love; surrounded, tantalized and tormented by 
riches, he can do no good. The faces of men pass before him as in a 
speculum; but he is attached to them by no common tie of sympathy or 
suffering. He is thrown back into himself and his own thoughts. He 
lives in the solitude of his own breast, without wife or child or friend or 
enemy in the whole world [...] He is himself alone.'*

Despite Hazlitt’s, admittedly cynical, depiction of the artist’s disassociation and detachment as a natural 

element of his ‘calling’, time and again, close consideration of the phenomenon suggests that the sense 

of distance so often understood to exist between the artistic individual and his social environment is

Hazlitt, W illiam , ‘W illiam  G odw in’ (1818), quoted in Frank Kerm ode, R om antic Im age  (1957; London: Fontana, 
1971), p. 14.
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actually an artful contrivance developed not only to mythologise the figure of the artist but to ‘release’ 

him from the burden of social context and any ethical accountability such a context might imply.

Considering this distancing technique in its most literal and most physical manifestation, we see how 

the Romantic poet’s love of the pastoral can be read as the love of spaces virtually unpopulated by other 

people. Often coinciding with this is the complete denial of the existence of the city or a city life or, 

alternatively, a representation of the country/city divide will be invoked as a means for the Romantic 

poet to define himself in complete opposition to city life and the values associated with it.^ In his study 

of literary representations of the country and the city, Raymond Williams makes just this point, arguing 

that the “Romantic structure of feeling” finds its basis in “the assertion of nature against industry and of 

poetry against trade.”* In Wordsworth’s ‘Preface to Lyrical Ballads', for example, a link is drawn 

between city life and a general decline in both intellectual and aesthetic standards; as he explains, 

among “the multitude of causes, unknown in former times [...] now acting with a combined force to 

blunt the discriminating powers of the mind [...] reduc[ing] it to a state of savage torpor” is the

increasing accumulation of men in cities, where the uniformity of their 
occupations produces a craving for extraordinary incident, which the 
rapid communication of intelligence hourly gratifies [...] When I think 
upon this degrading thirst after outrageous stimulation, I am almost 
ashamed to have spoken of the feeble effort with which I have 
endeavoured to counteract it. ^

Amid this throng of activity, Wordsworth expresses an anxiety about feeling irrelevant, powerless and 

unappreciated; his “feeble efforts” at poetic expression are almost an embarrassment to him. His 

concern, regarding his audience’s taste, their penchant for “gross and violent stimulants”, betrays a deep 

apprehension about the place of the artist in a nation undergoing rapid industrialisation. Perhaps, most 

tellingly, it sets up a distance between the true artist, committed to higher goals, and the vulgar 

capitalism and rapid communication of the literary marketplace -  as exemplified by the daily press and 

popular literature such as “frantic novels”; all of whom are engaged in the profit-making process of 

supply and demand. It is not surprising that such concerns arise at this period in time; a time witnessing 

a decline in the financial support of the artist, via patronage, and a time when the artist becomes 

increasingly reliant on the sale of his work as the prim.ary source of his income. In this sense we can

 ̂There are o f  course notable exceptions to this representation of the city. In particular, the city poet William  
Blake engaged in the condemnation o f the dire conditions o f industrialised living as call for active social change 
rather than as a means o f  expressing his dissociation from it.
® W illiams, Raymond, The Country and the City (1973; London: Hogarth Press, 1993), p. 79.

Wordsworth, William, ‘Preface to Lyrical Ballads, with pastoral and other poem s’ (1802), in William 
Wordsworth: The Poems, ed. John O. Hayden (New Haven and London: Yale U.P., 1981), vol. 1, pp. 872-873. 
Further references to this work will be from this edition and will appear in the text, abbreviated to PLB.
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trace a developing strain in the artist’s conception of himself and his aesthetic goals as not merely in an 

uneasy alliance with popular taste and society at large but actually pitted against it.

A significant aspect of this potential antagonism towards broader social mechanisms which threaten to 

compromise the artistic vision is the institution of marriage and of family - leaving the true artist 

“without wife or child”, as Hazlitt’s essay sceptically phrases it.® Imagining, for a moment, the less 

than ideal vision of the Romantic artist with a family, we can discern a number of levels on which he 

may appear to be compromised. Firstly, if he himself is financially reliant on the saleability of his 

artistic vision (his work), he is further pressurised in his role as a husband and father; he must therefore 

either compromise his creative instincts to support his family (either by producing more commercial art 

or finding some other employment), or he must compromise his social and self-image as patriarchal 

provider and protector by allowing his family to suffer financial hardships. G. B. Shaw’s ‘Man and 

Superman’ satirizes this predicament by concluding that an artist may judge the strength of his integrity 

by the level of suffering his loved ones must endure on his behalf:

The true artist will let his wife starve, his children go barefoot, his 
mother drudge his living at seventy, sooner than work at anything but his 
art.®

The fact that this ‘sacrifice’ of others, which the true artist willingly makes for the sake of his art, is 

almost always envisioned as a sacrificing of women is not without its own very particular significance, 

and it is an issue which I will consider in some detail later in this chapter. We can, of course, also read 

the family as symbolic of broader social mechanisms, which call for a level of involvement that saps 

creative energy, turning the artist away from his necessary subjectivity into a confusing mesh of inter- 

subjective relations, waylaying, draining and dissipating individual artistic expression. Like Cyril 

Connolly’s assertion that “there is no more somber enemy of good art than the pram in the hall” this 

‘anti-family’ sentiment does not stem from a simple concern with the impracticalities of attempting 

artistic work in a house filled with the bustle of family life; rather, it betrays a profound distrust of 

social networks, which may threaten individuality and its free expression.

* There are occasional exceptions to this image o f  the Romantic poet as “without wife or child”, for example, 
Coleridge’s poem ‘Frost at Midnight’ and Wordsworth’s ‘Surprised by Joy’, although in the latter the child 
referred to is dead.
 ̂Shaw, George Bernard, ‘Man and Superman’ (1902), The Complete Plays o f  George Bernard Shaw  (London: 

Paul Hamlyn, 1965), Act 1 ,11.184-185.
Connolly, Cyril, The Enemies o f  Promise (1938; London: Deutsch, 1973), p. 121.
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Along with the French and American Revolutions’ ideals of individual rights and liberty, there was, 

throughout this period, an increasingly dissatisfied number o f political and religious factions at home in 

England." A great deal of Romantic literature reflected these developments, emphasising its belief in 

the supremacy of the individual mind and its intellect.'^ W ordsworth’s epic homage, The Prelude is 

undoubtedly the acme o f this poetic venture:

The freedom  o f the individual mind.
W hich, to the blind restraints of general laws 
Superior, magisterially adopts 
One guide, the light of circumstances, flash’d 
Upon an independent intellect.

( 1805, X. 826-830)

Along with this idealisation of individuality, present throughout the Rom antics’ writing, there came a 

deep distrust of authority and the “restraints o f general laws” as well as other social networks which 

might, at some point, require the individual to compromise his personal vision. This strong desire not 

to concede the superiority of anyone or anything to the self, while seeming to promote individual 

psychological liberty and political concepts such as universal suffrage, also justified the artist in the 

preference of his creative imagination over that of the realities of social engagement. As Jerome 

M cGann argues:

The idea that poetry, or even consciousness, can set one free of the ruins 
of history and culture is the grand illusion of every Romantic poet.

This is not necessarily in conflict with the elements of political thought to be found in the Rom antic’s 

work'"'; in fact it may be seen as a mode through which the artist can ‘be political’ and yet remain at an 

aloof distance from his subject. It is, in a sense, a means through which the artist can enjoy the best of 

both worlds, being at once a political com m entator and critic, as well as an asocial figure, divorced 

from the complicated and frustrating elements of actual socio-political negotiation. Very much under 

the influence of the Romantics, W alter Pater echoes these sentiments, when he writes:

"  For more on various dissatisfied religious factions during the Romantic period see E. P. Thompson’s "Witness 
Against the Beast”: William Blake and the Moral Law (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1993).

Despite works such as Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication o f the Rights o f Woman (1792), it must be 
understood that to a great extent this promotion of the individual’s rights did not extend to include women in any 
socially or politically meaningful way.

McGann, Jerome, The Romantic Ideology: A Critical Investigation (Chicago and London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1983), p. 91.

In fact political commentary can be found in a great deal of Romantic writing, Blake’s ‘Songs of Innocence and 
Experience’ and Shelley’s ‘Mask of Anarchy’ are just two examples.
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Art [...] is thus always striving to be independent of mere intelligence, to 
become a matter of pure perception, to get rid of its responsibilities to its 
subject [matter, i.e. its object] or material.'^

Romanticism’s preoccupation with the individual and individual subjectivity closely corresponds with 

this concept of “pure perception” as an artistic ideal. However, such an ideal entails a considerable 

element of ambivalence. At its heart lies a great positivist belief in the expansivity and multitudinous 

capacity of the individual; as Blake proclaimed, “All deities reside in the Human breast” . With this 

expansive godlike importance placed on the individual, faith in the ‘purity’ and ‘truth’ of personal 

experience becomes paramount, whether that experience takes the form of sensory perceptions, 

childhood reminiscences, dreams, visions or m a d n e s s . W i t h  the extremes of personal experience 

conceived of as the greatest truth in art, the artist is understood as one who seeks, understands and 

expresses those extremes with superior capabilities; as such, he is posited as a figure capable of creating, 

as Shelley phrases it, “the very image of life expressed in eternal truth.”'* The work of the poet, and 

consequently the figure of the poet himself, is set apart from other forms of human employment, which 

can never attain such a level of truth because they must always refer to something outside of themselves, 

and thus become compromised visions. As Wordsworth explains it, the poet’s occupation, unlike that 

of the lawyer, the physician, the mariner, the astronomer or the natural philosopher, is the only form of 

creative and exploratory endeavour which engages with real truths; for poetry’s

object is truth, not individual and local, but general, and operative; not 
standing upon external testimony, but carried alive into the heart by 
passion; truth which is its own testimony. {PLB, 879)

Conceived of as an intensely personal, yet collective truth, the poet’s vision becomes the ultimate vision; 

self-contained, and reliant on nothing but reference back to itself in order to confirm its authority. 

Allowing for the wilful marginalisation of conflicting visions, the poet’s subjectivity is celebrated as 

encompassing universal truths. However, this opens up the possibihty that if this visionary power is 

challenged or, even worse, ignored, it can become akin to the ravings of a madman, a disgruntled 

would-be tyrant or a misunderstood genius. Indeed, for Edgar Allan Poe, there is no doubt that such an 

individual, “gifted or rather cursed” with a vision above or outside of society’s norms, “would be 

considered a madman since his opinions and speculations would widely differ from those of all

Pater, Walter, The Renaissance (1888; N.Y.: Mentor Books, 1959), p. 97.
Blake, William, ‘The Marriage o f Heaven and H ell’ (1790-93) in Complete Poems o f  William Blake, ed. Alicia 

Ostriker (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1977), p. 186.
Hence, the Romantic writer’s preoccupation with alternative and extreme states o f mind, from the turbulent 

visionary powers o f Blake’s writing and images, and the opium-soaked reveries and dreams o f  De Quincey, to the 
Gothic novel’s depiction o f obsession, lust and madness.

Shelley, Percy Bysshe, ‘A Defense of Poetry’ (composed in 1821, first published in 1840), in Percy Shelley’s 
Prose or The Trumpet o f  a Prophecy, ed. David Lee Clark (London; Fourth Estate, 1988), p. 281. Further 
references to this work will be from this edition and will appear in the text abbreviated to DP.
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mankind”.'® It is of little wonder, then, that the Romantics should relate so strongly to figures whose 

heroic over-reaching ambition and intellect ends in tragedy, from Faust and Milton’s Satan to Mary 

Shelley’s modem Prometheus.

One aspect of the poetic vision which can remain relatively intact in the face of such difficulties is the 

poet’s imaginative construction of himself, his own truth of self-creation. Immortal and omnipresent 

within the realms of his own creation, his imagination is, to quote Coleridge, “the eternal act of creation 

in the infinite I As a result of this intense interest in subjective experience and self-creation, it

is not surprising to find a critic such as Lionel Trilhng claiming that, “Psychoanalysis is one of the 

culminations of the Romanticist hterature of the nineteenth century.” ^’ Just as in the process of 

psychoanalysis, a narrative of self-creation is developed, beginning with the construction of the 

subject’s identity as different from what is defined as ‘normal.’ Thus an active and wilful cultivation of 

difference and disconnection begins: this process is nowhere more obvious than in the depiction of 

origins, and childhood experiences. From the Romantic period on, we can trace this highly self- 

conscious tendency to mystify the origins of the artist and to represent his creativity and his insight as 

distinct from the ‘common’ experience of humanity. This is evident in sources as diverse as 

Wordsworth’s Prelude, Byron’s Manfred (“From my youth upwards my spirit walk’d not with the souls 

of men”^̂ ) and Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘Alone’:

From childhood’s hour I have not been 
As others were - 1 have not seen 
As others saw - 1 could not bring 
My passions from a common spring -

Such an understanding of the artist can also be found in C. G. Jung’s description of him as “a man who 

from his very birth has been called to a greater task than the ordinEiry mortal.” '̂* This innate difference 

of the artist, in turn, sets up a polarity between ‘normal’ human endeavour and artistic expression, with

'^Poe, Edgar Allan, ‘Mcirginalia’ (1845-1850) in The Complete Work o f  Edgar Allan Poe, ed. James Harrison 
(N.Y.: T.Y. Crowell, 1902), xvi. pp. 165-166.

Coleridge, Samuel Taylor, Biographia Literaria  (1817), in The Collected Works o f  Samuel Taylor Coleridge 1, 
vol. 1-2, eds. Kathleen Cobum, James Engell and W. Jackson Bate (Princeton: Routledge, Paul Kegan, Princeton 
U.P., 1983), 2.304. Further references to this work will be from this edition and will appear in the text abbreviated 
to BL.

Trilling, Lionel, ‘Freud'and Literature’ (1953), in Twentieth Century Literary Criticism: A Reader, ed. David 
Lodge (London and N.Y.: Longman, 1998), p. 276.

Byron, George Gordon, Manfred (1817), in Poetical Works, ed. Fredrick Page, correction ed. John Jump 
(London: Oxford U.P., 1970), Act II, Scene II, 11. 55-56. Unless otherwise stated, all further references to Byron’s 
work will be from this edition and will be referenced in the text.

Poe, Edgar Allan, ‘A lone’ (composed in 1829, first published in 1875), in The Fall o f  the House o f  Usher and 
Other Writings, ed. David Galloway (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1986), p. 7. Unless otherwise stated, all 
further references to P oe’s work will be from this edition.

Jung, Carl Gustav, ‘Psychology and Literature’ (1930), in Twentieth Century Literary Criticism, p. 185.
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one habitually pitted against the other, as discussed above. With the forging of this divide between 

artist and society, a certain license is often given to the figure of the artist to pursue his vision at the 

expense of ethical concepts such as altruism, as Jung argues:

The creative force can drain the human impulses to such a degree that 
the personal ego must develop all sorts of bad qualities - ruthlessness, 
selfishness, and vanity (so-called auto-eroticism) - and even every kind 
of vice, in order to maintain the spark of life and to keep itself from
being wholly bereft.

What becomes evident, when Unking this statement of Jung’s with the Romantics’ intense beUef in 

individual liberty, is that while an element of this belief may have taken the form of an anti-

authoritarian stand against monarchy, parliament and organised religion (producing radicals, liberals

and dissenters), another equally prevalent element of this equation resulted in a defiant stand against the 

moral and ethical values of society as a whole (producing so-called moral and social deviants). Writers 

such as Sade, Byron, De Quincey, Wilde and Baudelaire have been depicted as such characters, devoted 

to selfish and immoral pleasures. Here we see a move from the Romantic myth of the artist engaged in 

a priest-like abstinence from society, wholly consumed by his artistic vocation, to an equally 

mythologised image of the Romantic artist as a debauched libertine, who moves amid the throng of life 

with a sardonic detachment, and whose art and life express a deep-seated antagonism towards various 

social and moral codes. However, whether abstinent or overindulgent, outsider or outcast, the figure of 

the artist, as developed through the discourses of Romanticism, is posited as an individual intellectually 

and emotionally set apart, often alienated, from the rest of humanity, whose very position outside of the 

‘common lot’ allows him the insight and freedom to understand and judge that humanity all the better. 

The carefully forged difference of the artist is thus a difference which renders him superior.

Developing this image of the artist/poet as not only a socially distant but also a superior individual, are 

two major strands of Romantic writing. The first group, which has been the primary focus of this 

chapter thus far, is epitomised by the so-called Lake poets, such as Wordsworth, Coleridge and Southey. 

The second strand of this conception of the Romantic poet is best typified by later Romantics like 

Shelley and Byron and their heroic literary creations, Alastor, Manfred, and Childe Harold, who stand 

outside the jurisdiction of the ordinary criteria of good and evil, acting as fearless, if ultimately tragic, 

individualists whose outcast status and rebellious spirit is akin to Milton’s Satan in Paradise Lost (an 

inspirational figure for many of the Romantics). With a weary cynicism indicative of many of the

Ibid., p. 186.
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Romantic writers who came to prominence after the French Revolution, Byron’s heroes were examples 

of the Miltonic Satan, tinged with a deeply troubled, tormented and fatahstic outlook. Like Milton’s 

original anti-hero, Byron’s Satanic figures are possessed of an over-reaching ambition which leads to an 

inevitable but heroic damnation. In 1830, Macaulay defined the Byronic hero as

A man proud, moody cynical, with defiance on his brow, and misery in
his heart, a scomer of his kind, implacable in revenge, yet capable of
deep and strong affection.

With this air of gloom and tragedy surrounding him, the Byronic hero exhibits the traits of an individual

whose ennui and love of solitude manifest themselves in the curled lip of disdainful superiority, a

glowering fierce defiance and an unrelenting belief in self-generated moral codes. This is a figure 

which Byron continually depicted and modified throughout his writing. However, Byron’s heroes are 

also shown to be individuals who keenly cultivate their sense of difference in an act of disdain for 

‘common’ humanity. In this sense, it is their misanthropic and obsessive desire for difference and fear 

of sameness which distinguishes them most from other men. The following passage from an early work, 

Lara, is a vivid example of this Byronic character’s defining traits:

So much he soar’d beyond, or sunk beneath.
The men with whom he felt condemn’d to breathe.
And long’d by good or ill to separate 
Himself from all who shared his mortal state;
His mind abhorring this, had fix’d her throne 
Far from the world, in regions of her own;
Thus coldly passing all that pass’d below.'^

Particularly significant in this depiction of what Hazlitt refers to as the Byronic hero’s “gloomy 

egotism”, is how closely paralleled it is with representations of the figure of Byron himself."* This 

image of Byron as the living embodiment of his own poetic creations can, at least in part, be traced to 

the poet himself, who seems to have actively encouraged the popular public perception that all his 

major poetic figures were thinly disguised variations on the theme of Byron, the man and the poet. 

Exhibiting an aloof deprecation in public and engaging in several scandalous and less than private love 

affairs, an ex-lover, Lady Caroline Lamb would dub Byron “mad, bad and dangerous to know.”*® As

^^Lord Macaulay, Thomas Babington, review o f  Thomas Moore’s Life o f  Byron (1830), quoted in J.D. Jump, 
‘Lord Byron’ in The Pelican Guide to English Literature 5, ed. Boris Ford (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 
1965), p. 240.

Byron, Lara (1814), in Poetical Works, 11. 201-208.
Hazlitt, William, quoted in Peter Thorslev, ‘German Romantic Idealism’, in The Cambridge Companion to 

British Romanticism, ed. Stuart Curran (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1993), p. 91.
Elwin, Malcolm, Lord B yron’s Wife (N.Y.: Harcourt, Brace and World Inc., 1963), p. 113.
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this contemporary newspaper comment suggests, in the public mind, Byron had indeed become the 

living embodiment of Childe Harold, “the wandering outlaw of his own dark mind” “̂:

He is a wretch whose organs, blunted by the habits and excess of the 
most monstrous debauchery, could no longer find any means of 
excitement or stimulation except in the images of terror, suffering and 
destruction with which a crime stained soul furnished him only too 
easily.^'

Essential to these images of evil and debauchery surrounding Byron and his writing, is the notion of 

superiority. Like the figure of Milton’s Satan, there is a sort of classical heroism at work in Byron’s 

creations which adds a sense of superhuman power to these figures of evil. For Byron’s heroes this 

superhuman quality manifests itself in the most elemental fashion, through a fiercely superior aura, 

most keenly felt in a forbidding gaze, which masters all who come into contact with it, as in the case of 

his Giaour:

The flash of that dilating eye 
Reveals too much times gone by;
Though varying, indistinct hue,
Oft will his glance the gazer rue,
For in it lurks that nameless spell.
Which speaks, itself unspeakable,
A spirit yet unquell’d and high.
That claims and keeps ascendancy;
And like a bird whose pinions quake.
But cannot fly the gazing snake.
Will others quail beneath his look,
Nor ‘scape the glance they scarce can brook.

(8 3 4 -8 4 5 )

Wary of the seemingly irresistible appeal that such Satanic heroes of “Commanding Genius” held for 

the Romantic temperament, Coleridge insisted upon the need to acknowledge such figures as a very real 

and threatening presence among humanity; “mighty Hunters of Mankind, from Nimrod to Napoleon”:

And from inattention to the possibility of such a character as well as 
from ignorance of its elements, even men of honest intentions too 
frequently become fascinated. Nay whole nations have been so far 
duped by this want of insight and reflection as to regard with palliative 
admiration, instead of wonder and abhorrence, the Molocks [sic] of 
human nature, who are indebted, for the far larger portion of their 
meteoric success, to their total want of principle.^^

Byron, Childe Harold's Pilgrimage (1812-1818), Poetical Works, Canto 3:3.30 1

Quoted in Mario Praz, The Romantic Agony (1933), trans. Angus Davidson (London: Oxford U.P., 1951), p. 90. 
Coleridge, The Statesm an’s Manual (1816), Appendix C, in Collected Works 6, 66.
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As Simon Bainbridge has so forcefully argued B yron’s own response to Napoleon was one of 

am bivalent admiration^^, which did not preclude him  from once dubbing him self “The grand Napoleon 

o f the realms o f rhym e.’’(Don Juan, X.55.5-8) Quite clearly, while Byron’s poetic creations lauded the 

liberating spirit of individualism, the freedom and rebellion which these works praised and promoted 

was not concerned with proletarian revolt or universal suffrage. Rather, it was the freedom and 

privilege o f the aristocrat, the dream o f sovereign rule - be it in the figure o f the feudal despot, the rebel 

outlaw, or the sexual libertine - which Byron’s heroes em ulated and, as Bertrand Russell states, “not the 

inferior sort that might be enjoyed by ordinary mortals.” "̂* Possessed of, as Russell phrases it, a “titanic 

cosmic self-assertion” , these Byronic figures can be read as an important stage in the development of a 

philosophical and political outlook and stance towards social structures which would form the 

Nietzschean concept o f the S u p e rm a n .N ie tz s c h e ’s insistence on the struggle for power as the 

cornerstone o f all human action and his singling out of a few great individuals who possess the will to 

power is in many ways the initial premise behind the Byronic character’s doomed heroism.^^ It is not 

without reason then, that Nietzschean theory has been referred to as “Romantic nihilism”^̂ , and it is 

perhaps, with a nod o f appreciation, that Nietzsche includes, not only “philosophical men of great 

power” but “artist-tyrants” among the ranks of his own Supermen.^®

Despite their many points of divergence, Byron and the Lake School poets both engage in a similar 

construction of the artist as a figure who is superior, as well as socially distant. Part of this superiority 

is derived from the nature of poetry itself; described by Shelley as “the highest wisdom, pleasure, virtue 

and glory” {DP, 295), and by W ordsworth as, “the first and last of all knowledge” {PLB, 874). As this 

wisdom, glory and knowledge find their provenance in the poet, it follows that, “Poets are the 

unacknowledged legislators o f the world” {DP, 297). Yet, this poetic genius is not portioned out 

equally am ong mankind, and as such, it must also follow that, to quote W ordsworth, “one being is 

placed above another, in proportion as he possess this capability” {PLB, 872). Such concepts, in both 

language and logic, freely admit the place of dominance and supremacy in the Rom antic’s vision o f 

himself, but, in order to do this, these concepts must also allow for the marking off of others as inferior.

See Simon Bainbridge, Napoleon and English Romanticism, (Cambridge; Cambridge U.P., 1995), Chap. 4. 
Russell, Bertrand, The History o f Western Philosophy (1945; London; Allen and Unwin, 1974), p. 718. Similar 

accusations have been levelled at the so-called sexual liberalism of Sade.
Ibid., p. 717.
What I am suggesting here is that Byron’s poetic creations actually ‘go beyond’ the Nietzschean concept of 

the Superman, by predicting this figure’s ‘tragic’ fall as well as his meteoric potential.
’̂ Miller, J. Hillis, ‘The Critic as Host’ (1976), in Modem Criticism and Theory: A Reader, ed. David Lodge 

(London and N.Y.; Longman, 1995), p. 284.
Nietzsche, Friedrich, The Will to Power, Book IV; Discipline and Breeding (originally published in 1901), trans. 

Walter Kaufmann and R.J. Hollingdale (N.Y.; Random House, 1968), p. 958.
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Perhaps in an attempt to curb the consequences of this reading, Wordsworth makes specific reference to 

the nature of such poetic genius:

Among the qualities which I have enumerated as principally conducing 
from the poet, is implied nothing differing in kind from other men, but 
only in degree. {PLB, 882)

Yet, such claims by no means exclude the concept of the poet as superior; rather, they merely state that 

while the poet is not of a different species to his fellow man, he is nonetheless elevated above them by 

the quality of his perception, feeling and expression; while still a man, he may be a Superman.

Wordsworth’s poetical agenda, as set forth in the ‘Preface to Lyrical Ballads', includes among its vital 

criteria the concept of the poet as “a man talking to men”, and the language best suited to this is the 

language “actually spoken by men”, specifically, the language of “low and rustic life” (PLB, 869). Yet, 

as Coleridge, in his Biographia Literaria, points out “every man’s language varies”, not only according 

to class, but to “the extent of his knowledge, the activity of his faculties, and the depth and quickness of 

his feehng”, as well as his county, even his village {BL, 55). Here, Wordsworth’s attempts to, as it were, 

democratise the language of poetry, engage in a process of generalisation and oversimplification based 

on the poet’s own assumptions regarding the ‘elementary’ and ‘simple’ life of the farmer and rural 

peasant. The same highly selective processing is evident in his choice of subject matter, also to be 

taken from the “low and rustic life” in which “incidents and situation from common life” can be 

gathered and, subsequendy, translated into powerful, yet simple, poetry {PLB, 869). How can this 

preference for the “low”, favoured in so many Romantics’ work, be read in relation to the continual 

assertions of superiority, implicitly and explicitly, made in their theoretical writings? What may, at first, 

appear to be conflicting poetic impulses - on the one hand, to draw on low subjects and, on the other, to 

claim superior poetic insight - can in fact be understood as working in tandem. To put it crudely, the 

lower the subject matter, the greater the poetic achievement in transforming it into an aesthetically 

pleasing work, imbued with profound timeless and universal truths; truths which only the poet, with his 

superior insight, can uncover. In light of this, the Romantic poet’s elevation of the ‘meanest’, and 

therefore, most unpromising subject to the realms of high art, can be read, not as a part of an idealistic 

humanist or democratic agenda, but rather, as a shrewd mode of self-aggrandisement.

This concept of the artist ‘using’ his subject matter as a means of self-aggrandisement is particularly 

significant to the poets of the Romantic period. With decreasing patronage and increasing 

secularisation in the arts, the Romantic poet finds himself freer to choose a subject most fitting to his
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own artistic purposes. Bearing in mind the period’s intense interest in individual subjectivity we may 

consequently question to what extent the Romantic artist’s subject matter is incidental to his desire to 

explore and express his own subjecthood. Indeed, as we have already seen, the Romantic period’s 

legacy included a distinct inclination to “get rid of its responsibility to its subject” matter, devoting its 

energies instead to an exploration of the “infinite I AM.” In part, the answer to this Hes in a 

consideration of the Romantic poet’s treatment of his subject matter as an extension of himself. In his 

comments on ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality to Isabella Fenwick’, Wordsworth fondly reminisces 

about his youthful ‘confusion’ on this very subject:

I was often unable to think of external things as having external 
existence, and I communed with all I saw as something not apart 
from me, but inherent in me, my own immaterial nature. {PLB, 978)

In psychoanalytic terms, this sort of experience could be interpreted as an example of the pre-oedipal 

stage of childhood, before the individual has begun to conceive of the world and the other people as 

distinct from him. Wordsworth chose to interpret it as evidence of a possible pre-existent state of being, 

in which one could detect the interconnectedness of all living things. However, it is also possible to 

read such an understanding of the self and its surroundings as yet another example of what Russell calls 

“titanic cosmic self-assertion.” In such an instance, the apparently humbling experience of discovering 

one’s place in the vast interconnectedness of all things becomes, instead, an egomaniacal belief that all 

matter is an extension of the self, and that, as such, all self-expression displays individual pre-eminence 

and power. In his philosophical writing Eureka Poe’s belief in the sentience and the interconnectedness 

of all matter turns into such an act of “titanic cosmic self-assertion”, with clearly violent and destructive 

implications;

If I venture to displace, by even the billionth of an inch, the 
microscopic speck of dust which lies upon the point of my finger, 
what is the character of that act upon which I have ventured? I 
have done a deed which shakes the moon in her path, which causes 
the sun to be no longer the sun, and which alters forever that 
density of the multitudinous myriads of stars that roll and glow in 
the majestic presence of their creator.^^

While most analogies between God and the artist tend to focus on the connection between human and 

divine creation, what often remains understated in this analogy is the extent to which issues of power 

and control, dominance, possession and destruction continually surface in relation to both. In Poe’s 

comments, the figure of the artist moves from an individual in touch with the profoundest truths of 

existence to a being capable of altering and destroying that existence with a godlike omnipotence and

Poe, Eureka: An Essay on the M aterial and Spiritual Universe (1848), in Poe: Poetry and Tales, ed. Patrick 
Quinn (N.Y.: Literary Classics o f the USA, 1978), p. 1245.
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power.'*® In fact, what Poe’s statement does is draw on the concept that at the heart of the myths of both 

divine and artistic creation there is an implicit understanding of creation and destruction, not in 

opposition to one another but in a cyclical union, whereby the former invokes the latter in order to 

continually reinstate the authority of the original creative forces. Elaine Scarry’s comments on this 

element of violence and destruction in numerous Biblical scenes may also be applied to the artist’s 

‘power’ to alter and thereby re-create the world around him:

Man can only be created once, but once created, he can be 
endlessly modified. Wounding re-enacts the creation because it 
re-enacts the power of alteration that has its first profound 
occurrence in creation.'”

Curiously, Poe’s final reference to the “stars that roll and glow in the majestic presence of their creator” 

conflates the figure of the artist and God completely. Having, in an act of cosmic “wounding”, altered 

the course of the celestial bodies and the sun’s role forever, can God, alone, now be called their creator, 

or is the majestic presence referred to that of the artist? The fact that the word creator is written with a 

small “c” would hint at the latter. Re-enacting this “power of alteration”, the artist does not simply act 

like God, he becomes God.

It is clearly the Romantic artist’s power of imagination which places him in the unique position as an 

earthly equivalent to God; as Jerome McGann explains, “final mastery lies in those who create and 

master the world of ideas; God ultimately, but in the mortal sphere the manipulators of the creative 

imagination.”''̂  During the Romantic period, such concepts are apparent in the influential idealist 

philosophies of Friedrich Schiller and Arthur Schopenhauer who argued for a distinct link between 

creativity in man and the concept of ‘divine’ creation, emphasising the importance, and the power, of 

the individual will in the act of creation.''^ It is as if in an attempt to counteract the image of the artist as 

a passive participant in the creative process, a figure subservient to the drives of his own powerful 

imagination, as well as the influence of ‘Nature’, that this concept of the artist as a controlling and 

masterful creative force continually surfaces in Romantic literature and criticism. As I shall discuss 

later in this chapter, mastery in the artistic process is closely connected with concepts of masculinity.

This also goes some way towards explaining the neurotic hyper-sensitivity o f characters such as Poe’s Roderick 
Usher, who feels every interaction with his natural environment so keenly.

Scarry Elaine, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking o f  the World (N.Y. and Oxford: Oxford U.P., 
1985), p. 183.

McGann, The Romantic Ideology, p. 102.
See Schiller’s On the Aesthetic Education o f  Man in a Series o f  Letters (1794) and Schopenhauer’s The World 

as Will and Representation  (1819) and his collection o f essays The A rt o f  Literature.
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However, through the course of the century, this association between emotional or psychological 

mastery and the artistic process has faced numerous challenges, not the least from the early writings of 

Freud, in which there ultimately seems to be very little separating the artist from what he refers to as the 

neurotic, for both are engaged in the “separation of imagination and intellectual capacity” and, as a 

result, are “destined to be [either] a poet or a neurotic.” "̂  Presumably, what differentiates these 

categories from one another is the level of reason and control evident in the former and the lack of such 

qualities in the latter; anyhow, the distinction, it seems, is to be made by degrees rather than types. 

Present-day psychological theories have often maintained this differentiation between the controlled 

and creative imagination of the artist and the uncontrolled and destructive imagination of the neurotic cr 

psychopath, while still defining the two forms of imagination as each other’s correlative - with both 

being in opposition to the ‘normal’ and ‘moderate’ use of the imaginative faculties. Criminal 

psychologist James Gallwey’s comments on the imagination and the “schizoid personality” are a typical 

example;

A normal person enriches experience and life with imagination. A 
schizoid personality indulges imagination for its own sake. This 
can produce artists, but in schizoids it can be dangerous, causing 
split personality."*^

Yet, if we take the arguments of commentators such as Colin Wilson into account, the Romantic artist's 

deep sense of artistic purpose and subsequent engagement with the imagination does not necessarily 

constitute a positive or constructive form of expression:

Wordsworth’s ‘unknown modes of being’ achieved glimpses of a 
wider type of consciousness - but it was achieved at enormous cost 
- allowing for a strengthening of the imagination that reduced their 
power to cope with reality [...] The power of the imagination can 
be dangerous, Wordsworth once admitted that he was afraid of it, 
because it could carry him away into a world of negative 
fantasies.”*̂

What seems to be proffered by these varying interpretations of the imaginative faculties is the potential 

danger of their usurping reality when ‘overused.’ In the case of the artist, and particularly the artiit 

since Romanticism, this overindulgence in the imagination is seen as an acceptable abnormality as lorg 

as it adheres to the concepts of artistic control, mastery and purpose. Without this sense of control over, 

his imaginative world the artist and his work often become associated with states of emotional, evtn 

mental, instabihty. Interestingly, at such a point in numerous commentators’ arguments, the word

^  Freud, Sigmund, ‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming’ (1908), in Twentieth Century Literary Criticism, p. 40. 
Gallwey, James, quoted in Masters, Killing fo r  Company, p. 226.
Wilson, Colin, Misfits: A Study o f  Sexual Outsiders (London: Grafton, 1988), p. 124.
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‘imagination’ is often replaced with the word ‘fantasy’ (in W ilson’s comments above, for example). 

Since the advent of psychoanalysis, if not before, the term fantasy has carried with it certain 

connotations not so readily associated with the word imagination. This is clear from Freud’s 

description of fantasy, which, significantly, is made in relation to the figure of the artist in his essay, 

‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming’:

The motive forces of fantasies are unsatisfied wishes, and every 
single fantasy is the fulfillment of a wish, a correction of 
unsatisfying reality

Suddenly, with the use of the term “fantasy” in relation to the artist’s work, the process of creativity 

becomes associated with personal dissatisfaction and wish-fulfilment; and consequently becomes a far 

more intensely subjective, personally motivated, even somewhat embarrassingly revelatory affair, with 

a myriad of negative implications. As Freud goes on to say:

If fantasies become overluxuriant and overpowerful, the conditions 
are laid for an onset of neurosis or psychosis. Fantasies are, 
moreover, the immediate precursors of the distressing symptoms 
complained of by our patients. Here a broad by-path branches off 
into pathology.'**

2. ROMANTIC MYTHS: THE SERIAL KILLER. MAD. BAD AND DANGEROUS TO KNOW 

Turning from this psychoanalytical evaluation of the dangers of fantasy in the artist to the branch of 

psychology known as criminology, we can observe how the serial killer is also often understood to be in 

possession of a rich, active and complicated fantasy life; a life so intense, absorbing and preferable to 

reality that everyday living becomes increasingly difficult:

Even as a child he is likely to have been withdrawn, hving in part 
in his own dream world. His fantasy life is in many ways more 
important to him than his ordinary hfe, and in a sense more real, so 
diminishing the value he puts on external life and other people. It 
is almost as if he were forced by practical realities to emerge 
unwillingly from fantasy at times, but returns as soon as he can.“*̂

The similarities which can be drawn between this psychological outline of the ‘typical’ serial killer and 

the figure of the artist are numerous. In both there is an understanding of difference (defined as an 

unusually strong imaginative faculty) as developing during childhood, there is also a construction of the 

figure as withdrawn and distant from ‘common’ experience or ‘ordinary’ life; all of which are familiar

Freud, ‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming’, p. 47.
Ibid., p. 48.
Brittain, Robert, ‘The Sadistic Murderer’, Medicine, Science and the Law, 1970: 10: 102.
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themes in the Romantic and post-Romantic artist’s projected ‘life story.’ Furthermore, there is a distinct 

interpretation of these tendencies to manifest themselves in a disinclination or inability to connect 

successfully with other people or to fit comfortably into social networks and institutions. Driven or 

forced by inner-directed passionate, yet abstract, purposes, both are often seen as unable or unwilling to 

function in everyday life. This being the case, both figures are conceived of as shunning the inter- 

subjective experience of societal relations (the “practical realities” of “the pram in the hall”) in favour 

of an intensely subjective world of their own creation.

Constructed as intellectually and emotionally alienated from the society in which they find themselves, 

the figure of the serial killer and artist are also depicted as outsiders, often disdainful of what they see as 

society’s rigid demands, and its narrow definition of decency and morality. This antagonistic stance 

towards conventional social morals can, in turn, be interpreted as the act of a rebel, to be in some way 

admired as heroic, even superhuman, in its display of courageous individualism and defiance. 

Discussing the mythologised figure of the serial killer, Joyce Carol Oates explains;

The individual who violates taboo in so spectacular a way is 
perceived as undefined by society’s restraints, unlike those who 
believe themselves defined, and so it is a temptation to project 
extraordinary powers - romantic, dark ‘Satanic’ - upon him.^°

Such logic might, in part, explain the public interest and media love affair inspired by serial killers such 

as Ted Bundy or, two centuries earlier, by the Romantic figure of Byron, both being, in their very 

different ways, “mad, bad, and dangerous to know”.

This defiant individuahsm and general disdain for ‘common’ life, coupled with unique powers of 

perception and expression, can also lead the figure of the artist/serial killer to be considered as a likely 

harbourer of egomaniacal tendencies; an individual who revels in his own subjecthood to the exclusion 

of all else. In fact, both figures can be linked together by their apparent desire for self-expression in 

which the subject matter or object of self-expression (i.e. the poetic theme or the victim) becomes 

incidental, merely acting as a vehicle for the exploration and expression of the figure’s subjecthood. 

For the serial killer, this tendency is evident in his inability to recall or differentiate any personal 

attributes of his victims; chosen as types reflecting certain attitudes and desires of the killer, their 

existence and subsequent death is significant only to the extent to which it bears a relation to the killer’s 

own subjecthood. With the importance of personal vision placed above external reality, the figure of 

the Romantic artist and the serial killer can be interpreted as, in a sense, transcending not merely the 

general but the ‘real’, of binding together a world image through the force of their own intellect, and of

Oates, “‘I had no other thrill or happiness’” : 58. 
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doing so by a process of depersonalising and objectifying others. This is a process which mirrors the 

Romantic philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s argument for the dualism of subject (me) and object 

(everything not-me); it sets up a tension between the subject’s inner life and the outer world of things 

and other people.^' The following comment on the attitude of a serial killer towards his victims, made 

by criminal psychologist John MacKeith, shows just how such a profound incomprehension of the 

subjectivity and the otherness of others is concomitant with depersonalisation and objectification:

He recalled some physical aspects of his victims, but scarcely 
anything about them as people. They were objects who filled his 
assumptions, indicating a strange depersonalised state.^^

Such acts of depersonalisation, and subsequent objectification, can also include a process of self

projection. As MacKeith goes on to explain:

Divorced from normal awareness that his victims were real people, 
enlivened with human properties, they became objects to him.
Sometimes they seemed to be himself

Within this process, whereby everything outside the self is only a product of the se lf s awareness, lies 

the Romantic aesthetic which conceives of the outer world as the creation of the subjective mind, and as 

such an extension or projection of the self In the case of relationships with other people, we see in 

the later Romantics’ work, a great propensity for self-projection, particularly in matters of romantic 

love and sexual attraction. Mario Praz, like numerous other critics of Romanticism, reads this tendency 

not only in certain poets’ work but in their biographies, in ‘real life’ tales of incestuous love between 

siblings and marriages between cousins:

The only love, apart from a mere temporary excitement of the 
senses, which Byron was able to feel, was for a being who already 
closely resembled him, tuned, so to speak, to the same key, exactly 
as his half-sister was [...] In the case of other women, the obstacles 
of a difference of temperament which had to be overcome in order 
to attain to a spiritual unison were too great for a nature as tightly 
shut up within itself as Byron’

Fichte’s theory o f Wissenschaftslehre (1794-1813) - ‘The Doctrine o f  Scientific Knowledge’ - is particularly 
influential in this regard. Perhaps the most characteristic, as well as most controversial, feature o f the 
Wissenschaftslehre is Fichte's effort to ground his entire system upon the concept o f  subjectivity, or, as Fichte 
expressed it, the “pure I.” See The Popular Works o f  Johann Gottlieb Fichte, trans. William Smith, ed. with and 
introduction by Daniel Breazeale (Bristol: Thoemes Press, 1999).

MacKeith, John, quoted in Masters, Killing fo r  Company, p. 223.
Ibid., p. 226.
This concept is o f course in part based on John Locke’s theory that all knowledge com es through the five senses. 

An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690).
Praz, The Romantic Agony, p. 88.
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The level of assumption involved in Praz’s comments reveal just how powerful and deep-seated the 

myth of Byron, the man and the poet, remains. However, rather than finding recourse to the poet’s 

private life, there is ample evidence of the Romantic poet’s tendency to project himself on to an 

idealised image of the beloved, in the poetry itself. This can be found, for example, in the following 

description of the beloved from Byron’s play, Manfred'.

She was like me in lineaments - her eyes,
Her hair, her features, all, to the very tone 
Even of her voice, they said were like to mine.

(2 .2)

This narcissistic desire is also exhibited by the fictional poet of Shelley’s work Alastor, or The Spirit o f  

Solitude. In the poem’s preface Shelley writes:

His mind is at length suddenly awakened and thirsts for 
intercourse with an intelligence similar to itself. He images to 
himself the Being whom he loves. Conversant with speculations 
of the sublimest and most perfect natures, the vision in which he 
embodies his own imaginations.^^

As Thomas Weiskel explains, “If you love what is essentially an ideal version of yourself, your love 

nourishes a growing ‘selfhood’ which is incapable of desire and [...] stands alone.” ’̂ Such a figure, as 

Hazlitt states, “can feel no love” and is, instead doomed to live “in the solitude of his own breast.” 

Shelley’s Alastor is no different:

He seeks in vain for a prototype of his conception. Blasted by 
disappointment, he descends to an untimely grave.

{Alastor, 14-15)

Bertrand Russell argues that such Romantic tropes of idealised and narcissistic love stem from the 

Romantic artist’s profound ambivalence towards societal relations in which he feels compromised and 

entrapped; an ambivalence that, as we have already seen, extends to include familial relationships and 

marriage, both of which pose a threat to the artist’s sense of autonomy. This tension between the artist 

and his loved ones is often conceived of, and represented as, a battle of competing egos. As Russell 

explEiins;

Not only passionate love, but every friendly relation to others, is 
only possible, to this way of feeling, in so far as others can be

Shelley, Percy, Preface to Alastor, o r The Spirit o f  Solitude (1815), in Poetical Works, ed. Thomas Hutchinson 
(Oxford; Oxford U.P., 1970), pp. 14-15.
57  * •!W eiskel, Thomas, The Romantic Sublime: Studies in the Structure and Psychology o f  Transcendence 
(Baltimore; London: Johns Hopkins U.P., 1976), p. 163.
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regarded as a projection of one’s own self [...] This is made more 
feasible if others are blood relations.^*

Such a description inevitably brings the work of Edgar Allan Poe to mind, with its line of lovers and 

siblings whose physical and psychological similarities are the basis of a profound attraction which is 

nonetheless underlined by an intense fear of ego sublimation and eventual destruction. In what is a 

typically Romantic vein, D. H. Lawrence echoes rather than analyses this attitude to passionate love in 

relation to Poe’s short story ‘Ligeia’:

It is a tale of love pushed over a verge. And love pushed to
extreme is a battle of wills between the lovers [...] What he
[Ligeia’s husband] wants to do with Ligeia is analyse her, till he 
knows all her component parts, till he has got her all in his 
consciousness [...] It is easy to see why each man kills the thing he 
loves.^’

In one brief swoop of Romantic rhetoric, profound love and the desire, or rather the necessity, to kill

(and dismember) are made inseparable. Following the logic of this particular Romantic theory, it

becomes somewhat difficult to accept the phrase used by Anthony Storr when referring to the serial 

killer Dennis Nilsen. By calling Nilsen a “terribly distorted romantic”, Storr suggests that, in the 

killer’s acts of murder, a clear warping of Romantic ideology has taken place.^ However, it would 

seem more accurate to suggest that Nilsen is a terribly extreme Romantic, rather than a distorted one, 

who violently literalises some of the most fundamental aspects of Romanticism.

One of Nilsen’s psychological examiners, for instance, describes Nilsen’s “dangerous ability to place 

false meanings on to what people say” as connected to his “unusual capacity to invest others with 

attitudes and feehngs reflecting his own feelings”.®’ This understanding of other people as self

projections also allowed Nilsen to feel morally justified in taking their lives; assuming he knew their 

thoughts and their needs, he could allow himself the decision of whether they would be better off dead. 

For Nilsen, the young men who became his victims were merely projections or extensions of his own 

psychology, as such his murder of them can be interpreted as an attempt to unburden or release himself. 

As Nilsen claims:

Russell, The H istory o f  Western Philosophy, pp. 657-658.
Lawrence, D.H., Studies in Classic American Literature (London: Seeker, 1923), vol. vi, p. 234.
Storr, Anthony, Postscript in Masters, Killing fo r  Company, p. 319. It may o f  course be argued the Storr is 

referring to “romantic” in the modem sense, as someone who idealises love. However, considering the level of 
connections between Nilsen writing and Romanticism, Storr’s comment can, I believe, be justifiably read as 
incorporating both meanings o f the term.

Quoted in Masters, Killing fo r  Company, p. 256.
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I never sensed the feeling of killing as such, only a [...] compulsion 
to squeeze the person by the throat to reheve and absolve him and 
me from something terrible.^^

Nilsen even viewed his murders as a sort of suicide by proxy, as he once acknowledged; “It may be that 

when I was killing these men I was killing m yself’.®̂ Through a process of depersonahsation and self

projection, Nilsen (and killers who follow a similar psychological pattern) uses the murder of others as 

a form of self-articulation, while substituting for the lives he has taken by insisting on the continued 

presence of his victims in his psyche. In what is fundamentally a Romantic manoeuvre, Nilsen thus 

appropriates his subject (his victims) and presents it as a part of himself, of his ego. Devoid of any true 

significance outside of the ‘animating’ principle of his psyche, his victims become the ideal objects for 

Romantic contemplation and self expression, not only through the act of murder, but also through his 

subsequent representation of them in his sketches and poetry.^ (Fig. 1:1)

While connections may be drawn between this dangerous egotism of the serial killer and the ‘darker’ 

exponents of Romanticism (Poe’s work, for example, comes to mind when examining the case of 

Nilsen), it also has implicit connections with Romantic writing that is less conspicuously antagonistic in 

its stance towards its environment and its subject. Consider for example, the following lines from The 

Prelude:

There I beheld the emblem of a mind 
That feeds upon infinity, that broods 
Over the dark abyss, intent to hear 
Its voices issuing forth to silent light 
In one continuous stream; a mind sustained 
By recognitions of transcendent power.
In sense conducting to ideal form,
In soul of more than mortal privilege. (14. 70-77)

Detecting the air of exclusive egotism in such writing, William Hazlitt’s comments on the poets of the 

Lake School arrive at the following conclusion:

He tolerates only what he himself creates; he sympathises only 
with what can enter into no competition with him, with “the bare 
trees and mountains bare, and grass in the green field”. He sees 
nothing but himself and the universe.^^

“  Nilsen, Dennis, quoted in Masters, Killing fo r  Company, p. 143.
“  Ibid., p. 193.
^  N ilsen’s ‘Sad Sketches: Monochrome Man’, which contains drawings and handwritten prose and poetry about 
his victims, is quoted at length in Masters’ Killing fo r  Company.

Hazlitt, Lectures on the English Poets (1818) in The Complete Works, 21 vols., ed. P.P. Howe, vol. 5, (London: 
Dent, 1935), 5: p. 163.
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Drawing attention to these poets’ emphasis on the natural world, devoid of thinking subjects (i.e. 

alternative or competing consciousnesses), Hazhtt’s comments suggest that concomitant with the 

egomania which may be detected in such work is a fundamental hostility towards other consciousnesses. 

Reading this hostility as, at least in part, an expression of a deep-seated fear of losing individual 

consciousness or ego aligns it to what numerous criminologists have isolated as a major force behind 

apparently ‘motiveless’, repeated murders. In both cases there is what criminologists and psychiatrists 

describe as an instinct towards aggression closely linked to self-presentation, self-assertion and self- 

affirmation at the expense of another; an extreme form of assertion of individual identity.^^

The notion of killing for self-esteem or as “a defence against impending psychotic ego rupture” is 

relatively new in criminology, and has been developed primarily as a means of explaining serial 

killing. Arguing that The Prelude, for example, may also represent a similar defence against 

impending ego rupture is not to argue that Wordsw'orth himself was personally in need of such a 

psychological defence. However, there certainly is a legitimate argument for comparing the ideological 

contexts under which the Romantic artist and his work have been created and perceived with present 

day interpretations and representations of the serial killer. Having considered the figure of the 

Romantic artist in this light, I will now focus my attention on the aesthetics of the period, in order to 

examine in what ways it too may contribute to an understanding of art and artistic creativity in relation 

to serial killing.

3. “A SORT OF DELIGHTFUL HORROR”: MURDER AND THE ROMANTIC AESTHETIC 

In turning my attention away from the figure of the artist and towards theories of art and aesthetics, it 

seems apt to refer to the following comment made by Coleridge:

What is poetry? is so nearly the same question with, what is a poet? 
that the answer to the one is involved in the solution of the other.

(5L, 15)

William Hazlitt displays a similar consciousness of the connection which can be drawn between poetry 

and the figure of the poet. However, infused with his usual morose perceptiveness, the assertions 

Hazlitt makes and the conclusions he draws from those assertions, are very different from anything 

Coleridge would sanction. In Hazlitt’s comments, the qualities of disconnection and superiority

^  Storr, Anthony, Human Destructiveness (1972; London: Routledge, 1991), p. 12. 
Masters, Killing fo r  Company, p. 262.
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associated with Romantic poetry imply an active cultivation of those qualities in the figure of the 

Romantic poet himself:

The language of poetry naturally falls in with the language of 
power. The imagination is an exaggerating and exclusive faculty: 
it takes from one thing to add to another: it accumulates 
circumstances together to give the greatest possible effect to a 
favourite object [...] The principle of poetry is a very anti-levelhng
principle [...] Poetry is right-royal. It puts the individual for the
species, the one above the infinite many, might before right.^*

The concept of disconnection, so lauded in the Romantic figure of the artist, can be linked to Immanuel 

Kant’s theory of aesthetic judgement; a theory influential to a number of Romantic writers, in particular, 

Coleridge and Thomas De Quincey. For Kant, the aesthetic pleasure to be derived from an object 

requires a conscious detachment from all interest in that object, except for the feelings it evokes in the 

viewer. As he explains, the “definition of the beautiful is an object of delight apart from any interest”, 

and, as such:

If we wish to discern whether something is beautiful or not, we do 
not refer to the representation of the object [in reality] by means of 
understanding with a view to cognition, but by means of the 
imagination [...] we refer the representation to the subject and its 
feeling of pleasure and displeasure.^®

In her ‘rephrasing’ of this argument, Susanne Kappeler emphasises its entirely self-conscious elevation

of the subject and his pleasure, at the expense of any interest in, or understanding of, the object of

representation:

Aesthetic sense [must be] divorced from an interest in (cognition 
or understanding of) the object of representation, and that the 
aesthetic pleasure derived stems entirely from the ‘genius’ of the 
imagination of the perceiver who is representing the object to 
himself™

In the practice of Romantic writing, the object of representation, be it Wordsworth’s Lucy or Leech 

Gatherer or Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner or Christabel, is presented as corresponding to the inner 

spiritual world of the subject (the poet). Through a process of projection, the object is invested with a 

significance which the poet is solely responsible for; it is only the animating power of his imagination 

which renders it worthy of its place in the realm of the aesthetic. While this particular conceptualisation

Hazlitt, Characters o f  Shakespeare's Plays (1817), in The Complete Works, vol. 2, pp. 214-15.
Kant, Immanuel, Critique o f  Judgment (1790), translated, with an introduction, by Werner S. Pluhar 

(Indianapolis; Cambridge: Hackett, 1987), p. 47.
™ Kappeler, Susanne, The Pornography o f  Representation  (Oxford; Polity Press, 1986), p. 178.
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of the processes of artistic inspiration and creation may not be wholly new to the Romantics, it 

nonetheless takes on a very special significance during this period, particularly in relation to the 

Romantics’ concepts of sensibility and the sublime. Both of these concepts can be understood, at least 

in part, as engaging in a process of disconnection and disinterestedness which allows for the 

objectification and the aestheticisation of pain and suffering.

As Karen Halttunen states, the Romantic era witnessed “a revolution in sensibility, we may call 

humanitarianism.”’' This growth in a humanitarian sensibility brought with it what would seem a 

contradictory sadistic interest and delight in the contemplation of scenes considered unacceptable to, 

and beyond the pale of, ‘decent’ human experience. Of course, such an apparent contradiction of 

attitudes is in fact quite a predictable result of the creation of certain taboos, as Halttunen goes on to 

explain:

The same generation that discovered pain to be intolerable and 
death repulsive, discovered their pornographic possibilities as a 
source of dreadful pleasure, precisely because their unacceptability 
made them obscene.^^

The development of acute sensibility allowed for the experience of pain and suffering, at one remove, to 

become an illicit and titillating indulgence. The use of such sensibility enabled Wordsworth to 

construct a sentimental concept of sympathy - in the case of his ‘Sonnet, On Seeing Miss Maria 

Williams Weep at a Tale of Distress’’  ̂- as a “dear delicious pain”; the position of disconnection from 

actual suffering being doubled, with the poet vicariously indulging in the suffering of Miss Williams, 

which is, itself, brought about by the similarly vicarious means of a tale of distress. Certain 

commentators, during the Romantic period, were themselves quite conscious of how such expressions 

of sensibility and sympathy were reliant on an aesthetics of disinterestedness which could mask 

potentially cruel and sadistic impulses. William Godwin clearly detected this duplicitousness when he 

called the Romantic cult of sensibility “a moonstruck madness, hunting after torture.” '̂'

Halttunen, Karen, M urder M ost Foul: The Killer and the American Gothic Imagination (Massachusetts: 
Harvard U.P., 1998), p. 62.

Ibid., p. 66. See also Karen Halttunen, ‘Humanitarianism and the Pornography o f  Pain in Anglo-American 
Culture’, The American Historical Review, vol. 100, no. 2. (Apr. 1995), pp. 303-334.

Women also wrote on this subject. An example o f this is Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s 1773 essay, ‘An Inquiry into 
those Kinds o f Distress which Excite Agreeable Sensations: - With a Tale’, in The Works o f  Anna iMetitia 
Barbauld with a memoir by Lucy Aikin, 2 vols. (London: Routledge/Thoemmes Press, 1825), 2: p. 228. For a 
discussion of later examples o f this theme o f pleasurable distress see Robert Francis Brissenden, Virtue in 
Distress: Studies in the Novel o f  Sentiment from  Richardson to Sade (London: Macmillan, 1974).
‘̂‘ Godwin, William, quoted in Janet Todd, Sensibility: An Introduction (London and N.Y.: Methuen, 1986), p. 
139.
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The theory of the sublime, as famously defined by Edmund Burke, is central to an understanding of the 

disconnection, self-projection and sadism underlying the aesthetic formulations of Romanticism. Burke 

writes;

Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain and danger 
[...] is a source of the sublime. That is, it is productive of the 
strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling.^^

Linking this definition with Wordsworth’s assertion that “all good poetry” is rooted in “powerful 

feeling” {PLB, 870), we might then surmise that the greatest creative and motivational force for the 

Romantic artist has its source in the powerful feelings invoked in him by the idea of pain and danger. It 

is important to note that it is what excites the idea of pain and danger in the poet’s imagination which 

acts as an inspiration for “good poetry”, rather their actual presence in his personal experience. As 

Burke explains:

When danger and pain press too nearly, they are incapable of any 
delight, and are simply terrible; but at certain distances, and with 
certain modifications, they may be, and they are dehghtful.’^

Such logic promotes the practice of aesthetic disconnection and disinterestedness, which allow the 

artist’s creative powers the ‘freedom’ to conceive of pain and danger as ideas outside of any context 

other than that of his own imagination. In the following comment, Elaine Scarry makes the significant 

connection between pain and the imagination:

The only state that is as anomalous as pain is the imagination.
While pain is a state remarkable for being wholly without objects, 
the imagination is remarkable for being the only state that is 
wholly its objects.^’

Pain, then, becomes the ultimate artistic inspiration by its absence of imagery and meaning, it is seen as 

‘needing’ the imaginative power of the artist to animate it, to deposit meaning on to it, through symbols 

and metaphor:

Pain and the imagination are each other’s missing intentional 
counterpart [...] they together provide a framing identity of man- 
as-creator within which all other intimate perceptual, 
psychological, emotional, and somatic events occur.’*

Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin o f  Our Ideas o f  the Sublime and Beautiful (1757), p. 39. 
Ibid., p. 73.
Scarry, The Body in Pain, p. 52.
Ibid., p. 23.
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In this sense, pain is conceived of as the ideal object of Romantic art, as it gives the artist the greatest 

opportunity to impose his identity, his ‘presence’ on to his subject matter.

The act of writing itself has been linked to this binary of absence and presence, for example in the work 

of Lacan and Derrida^® Elisabeth Bronfen makes reference to this when she comments, “The work of 

writing [...] in some sense always coexists with a negation of the real world for representation renders 

present what is absent, fashions itself out of absence.” In the following passage, Wordsworth 

develops a similar understanding of the play between absence and presence in the Romantic poet’s 

mind, with the concept of absence as an inspiration to the poet; an invitation to create in lieu of this 

absence. Interestingly, Wordsworth also recognises the writer’s negation of the real world in favour of 

artistic representation. For him the poet has

a disposition to be affected more than other men by absent things 
as if they were present; an abihty of conjuring up in himself 
passions, which are indeed far from being the same as those 
produced by real events, yet (especially in those parts of the 
general sympathy which are pleasing and delightful) do more 
nearly resemble the passions produced by real events, than 
anything which, from the motions of their own minds merely, 
other men are accustomed to feel in themselves. {PLB, 878)

In Wordsworth’s definition, a poet is “a man [...] who rejoices more than other men in the spirit of life 

that is in him” {PLB, 877). This celebration of the life within the poet is expressed through his 

continued presence as the implicit “I” of the poem, in contrast to the absence of his subject matter, 

which is only perceived through his creative machinations: “The mind is lord and master - / The 

outward sense the obedient servant to her will.” (12.222-23) It is within this scenario of complete 

aitistic mastery and power that Wordsworth’s concept of the sublime reaches its summit, revealing “a 

mind sustained / By recognitions of transcendent power” and a “soul of more than mortal privilege.” 

(14. 74-77) However, while such revelations might be examples of the positive experience of the 

sublime for Wordsworth, for other Romantics, most notably John Keats, they revealed a rather 

troubling aesthetic which aggrandised and elevated poetic self-consciousness by a dissociation from 

other modes of consciousness. For Keats the “Wordsworthian or egotistical subUme” is a “thing per se 

and stands alone”; its amorphous nature allowing it to inhabit every realm of being and non-being, “it is

See Jacques Lacan, Ecrits, trans. Alan Sheridan, (London: Tavistock, 1977) and Jacques Derrida, ‘Signature, 
Event, Context’ in Glyph 1, trans. Samuel Weber and Jeffrey Mehlman (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins U.P., 1977): 
180

Bronfen, Elisabeth, Over Her Dead Body: Death, Femininity and the Aesthetic (Manchester: Manchester U.P., 
1992), p. 30.
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not itself -  it has no self -  it is everything and nothing -  it has no character.”*' With all consciousness 

and all perception feeding it, the parasitical nature of the “egotistical sublime” has the potential to 

subsume all otherness, while itself remaining intact as both “everything and nothing.”

Amid this configuration of the egoistical sublime, the image of the artist “who rejoices more than other

men in the spirit of life that is in him”, can be interpreted as a man who quite literally exults in his own

presence, his own life, through the imagined absence, that is the death, of his object of representation. 

He, in a sense, to use Walter Benjamin’s expression, warms his life at the representation of death.*^ 

Through this exultation of life in the face of another’s death the Romantic artist may achieve a sort of 

transcendence. However, for the artist who is the author of, as well as a witness to, the death of his 

subject matter, this pleasure is all the more intense, as he experiences his own power of agency in the 

process, as well as his status as survivor.

There are a number of ways in which the transcendence of the living artist over his dead subject matter 

may be interpreted further. We may, for example, consider the significance of his role as creator. 

Scarry’s comments on the Old Testament and its problematic scenes of hurting enacted by God as 

author/creator are useful here: “The creator and the created are differentiated by the immunity of one 

and the woundability of the other.”*̂  This immunity can be seen as an absolute imperative of the act of 

creation, for the artist as creator must always find himself in the role of survivor, having lived to relate 

his story. Freud discusses a similar sense of immunity in relation to the hero of the nineteenth-century 

novel, an immunity which can also be extended to include the figure of the artist/author;

He seems placed under the protection of a special providence. The 
feeling with which I follow [him] is the same as a real life hero [...]
It is the true heroic feeling which one of our best writers has 
expressed in an immutable phrase ‘Nothing can happen to me!’*'*

Interpreting this concept of complete personal immunity (be it in the figure of the Romantic artist or the 

hero of the novel) as an essential aspect of ego stability and subjectivity enables us to make a number of 

significant observations in relation to the notion of subject and object, self and other. For example, 

such celebratory expressions of personal immunity are reliant on an understanding, however implicit, of 

certain ‘others’ as wholly vulnerable or, to use Scarry’s phrase, woundable. Most importantly, through 

such an understanding of ego stability, subjectivity is represented as a state attainable through some 

form of oppression and/or aggression; this is particularly evident in cultural representations of gender.

Keats, John, to Richard Woodhouse, 27 Oct. 1818, The Letters o f  John Keats, 1814-1821, ed. Hyder Edward 
Rollins, 2 vols. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard U .P ., 1958), I, p. 387.

Benjamin, Walter, Illuminations (1936), trans. Harry Zorn (London: Pimlico, 1999), p. 93.
Scarry, The Body in Pain, p. 183.
Freud, ‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming’, p. 40.
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I have already touched upon the possible gender anxiety involved in the construction of the Romantic 

artist and subsequent attempts to remasculinise the figure and differentiate his emotional and creative 

impulses from those thought to emanate from a ‘feminine’ nature or temperament. What I would like 

to do now is to consider more closely the significance of the gendered nature of the immune- 

subject/woundable-object divide, and its connection to the representation of the act of artistic creation 

and its aesthetics. As I have discussed earlier, attempts to remasculinise the figure of the Romantic 

artist are closely linked to notions of artistic mastery, power and control. In associating these 

‘masculine’ traits with the artist, artistic creativity and the artistic impulse are also coded as masculine. 

As a result, what had initially appeared to be a defensive manoeuvre based on gender anxiety becomes 

an aggressive act of exclusion which defines artistic creativity as the exclusive domain of men and of 

the masculine. A typical example of this defensive/offensive shift are the following comments made by 

Gerard Manley Hopkins, who writes of the artist’s “most essential quality” as that of

masterly execution, which is a kind of male gift, and especially 
marks off men from women, the begetting of one’s thoughts on 
paper, in verse, or whatever the matter is.*^

Hopkins then qualifies this statement by sourcing this “essential quality” in biological rather than 

psychological gender difference:

On better consideration, it strikes me that the mastery I speak of is 
not so much in the mind as a puberty in the life of the quahty. The 
male quality is the creative gift.**

Not only are these sentiments typical of much nineteenth-century art theory, the language is also typical, 

loaded as it is with biological references and images. In particular, these references usurp the language 

and imagery of biological procreation to describe the artist’s creative vision and power; even whole 

landscapes become impregnated with the artist’s imagination, “Not a precipice, not a torrent, not a cliff 

but is pregnant with religion and poetry.”*’ Just as Mary Shelley’s experimental scientist, Victor 

Frankenstein, seeks “to penetrate into the deepest recesses of nature”, so the Romantic artist’s ever-

Hopkins, Gerard Manley, correspondence with Richard Watson Dixon (1886), quoted in Sandra M. Gilbert and 
Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Imagination  (New  
Haven and London: Yale U.P., 1984), p. 3.
“  Ibid.

Gray, Thomas, Thomas Gray, “Letter to Wharton (1 Oct. 1769)”, Journal o f  Lakes Tour, Correspondence o f  
Thomas Gray, ed. Paget Toynbee and Leonard Whibley (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1939), 1: p. 128. Gray links 
this pregnant landscape to the concept o f death, but death at an aesthetic distance which allows for a feeling akin 
to Burke’s sublime: “You have Death perpetually before your eyes, only so far removed, as to com pose the mind 
without frightening it.”
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questing creative impulse strives to “make the dark abyss pregnant.”** Of course, the artist is both a 

penetrative and a procreative force, and can therefore be understood to be, like Frankenstein, both 

father and mother to his creation. Conception, gestation and birth are all part of the artistic process, as 

Percy Shelley writes:

A great statue or picture grows under the power of the artist as a 
child in the mother’s womb. {DP, 294)

This idea of an ‘alternative’ or second birth can be linked to Kant’s comments on the perceptive and 

creative faculties, in which he describes how the “animating principle in the mind” of the perceiver (in 

our case, the artist or the scientist) “creates a second nature out of the material supplied to it by 

nature.”*̂  Whether figured as a metaphorically natural or supernatural second birth, the artist and the 

art critic’s use of such imagery raises a great number of problematic issues, none more so than the 

appropriation and subsequent discarding of the procreative agency of women.®” The following passage 

by Walter Benjamin, describing the nature of artistic creativity shows just how this problematic process 

of use and misuse evolves:

The genesis of great works of art has often been captured with the 
image of birth. This image is dialectical; it takes the process in 
two directions. One has to do with creative conception, and its 
genius is feminine. This femininity exhausts itself in 
accomplishment. It gives life to the work of art, and then it dies.
What dies in the master artist once creation has been completed is 
that part of him in which creation was conceived. But the work of 
art, once completed - and this takes us to the other side of the 
process - is not a dead thing [...] The creation, in the process of 
being completed, gives birth once again to its creator. Not in the 
feminine mode, in which creation was conceived, but rather in its 
masculine element. Reanimated, he exceeds nature: for the 
existence which he acquired the first time around from the dark 
depths of the womb he now owes to a more radiant domain [...] He 
is the masculine first bom of the work of art, which he once 
conceived.®'

In an aesthetic process which can be seen as fundamentally Romantic in origin, Benjamin uses the 

analogy of a flawed first birth, associated with the feminine, as a negative contrast to the triumphant

** Shelley, Mary, Frankenstein (1831; Hertfordshire: Wordsworth, 1993), p. 40.
Kant, Immanuel, Critique o f  Judgement (1790), trans. J.C. Meredith (Oxford: Oxford U.P., 1952), p. 134.
Shelley’s unethical medical student, Frankenstein, could be said to have taken Kant’s concept o f the 

“animating principle in the mind” and its creation o f  “a second nature out o f  the material supplied to it by 
nature”, quite literally.

Benjamin, Walter, ‘Thought Figures’ ( ‘Denkbilder’) (1933), Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings. Vol. 2, 1927- 
1934, trans. Rodney Livingstone and others; ed. Michael W. Jennings, Howard Eiland and Gary Smith 
(Cambridge, Mass.; London: Belknap Press o f  Harvard U.P., 1999), p. 730. First published Gesmmelte schiften 
IV, pp. 435-438.
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second masculine birth, not of art but of the artist himself, who, “reanimated” through his own creative 

processes, “exceeds nature” and that fatally flawed first birth. Like numerous other commentators, 

Benjamin incorporates a necessary feminine presence into his metaphor of artistic creation which he 

then must overcome, in other words, delete, in order to render the process of artistic creation a 

definitively masculine one. In her reading of this passage, Tatar comments on this aesthetic 

phenomenon in which “the male artist [...] effaces the feminine aspects of his labours” :

This second birth bears none of the biological traces of decay 
associated with female procreation; it transcends the “feminine” 
and “exceeds nature” to produce not only the perfect text (a wholly 
masculine one) but also the perfect woman (a dead, silent body),^^

The prevalence of this effacement of the feminine and the aura of female sacrifice which surrounds art 

and aesthetics since Romanticism is explored by critics such as Bram Dijkstra, whose extensive 

research reveals just how widespread and influential such attitudes became in post-Romantic culture, 

progressing from a cult of female invalidism to female death:

Art, which rarely shapes but nearly always helps to consohdate 
and entrench prevailing cultural prejudices, inevitably stepped in 
to celebrate the cult of the consumptive [...] Poets and artists 
everywhere drove women to go even further in their acts of 
sacrifice. As every properly trained, self-denying woman knew, 
true sacrifice found its logical apotheosis in death.^^

The significance of the gendered nature of the aesthetic concepts of sacrifice and death is a subject to 

which I will return. For the present I wish to come back to the curious fact that amidst the countless 

metaphorical allusions to conception and birth in the language and imagery of aesthetics, there is a 

distinct tendency discreedy to bypass the role of the sexual act itself The following comments from 

philosopher Norman O. Brown show no such qualms:

Poetry, the creative act, the act of life, the archetypal sexual act.
Sexuahty is poetry. The lady is our creation, our Pygmalion’s 
statue. The lady is the poem; Laura is, really, poetry.®'*

Tatar, Lustmord, p. 36.
Dijkstra, Bram, Idols o f  Perx’ersity: Fantasies o f  Feminine Evil in Fin-De-Siecle Culture (N.Y. and London: 

Oxford U.P., 1986), p. 28.
Brown, Norman O., ‘Daphne, or Metamorphosis’, Apocalypse and/or M etamorphosis (Bekerly; Los Angeles; 

Oxford; University o f  California Press, 1991), p. 10.
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There are two aspects to Brown’s comments worthy of further consideration here, the first equates 

poetry with the sexual act, and the other, somewhat confusingly, equates poetry with the figure of 

Woman. However, they can be linked together by the role desire plays in both. In each of Brown’s 

comparisons, poetry is an act of creation based on a sexual desire which not only inspires but also 

fulfils arousal. In this sense, it is not unlike the perpetual cycle of excitation and satisfaction which is 

the promise of pornography. In the case of poetry, the act of poetic creation stems from a sexual desire 

which the creation of the poetry then satisfies by constructing the ideal object of desire. Gender 

distinction is the primary organising principle behind this process, in which the artistic creative impulse 

stems from a sexual desire and drive that is configured as masculine; while the ideal object of this 

sexual desire and subsequent sexual and aesthetic pleasure is feminine. However, as Brown’s comment 

indicates if “the lady” (or the feminine) is the source of artistic and sexual inspiration, she is also its end 

product. By invoking the artistic trope of male creators we are to a certain extent returning to the image 

of the artist/scientist who usurps nature’s procreative powers in order to correct and improve upon 

nature. However, the dynamics of the act of creation are shifted somewhat when the object and product 

of that creation is to be female.

Here, we can once again return to Kant and his theory of “the animating principle of the mind” capable 

of “creating a second nature of the material supplied to it by actual nature.” Connected to this theory is 

Kant’s notion of disinterestedness, which puts forward the proposition that the beautiful is “an object of 

delight apart from any interest”, its ability to give the “subject pleasure or displeasure” actually 

stemming from the subject’s own “imagination”, in other words, “the animating principle of the 

mind.”’  ̂ Without this ‘spark of life’ objects of potential beauty are ultimately ‘soulless’ in the eyes of 

the subject/perceiver:

Of certain products which are expected, partly at least, to stand on 
the footing of fine art, we say that they tu'e soulless [...] A poem 
may be pretty and elegant, but it is soulless. A narrative has 
precision and method, but is soulless. A speech on some festive 
occasion may be good in substance and ornate withal, but maybe 
soulless. Even of a woman we may well say, she is pretty, affable 
and refined, but soulless.’^

Placed among a list of cultural “products”, woman is presented as an object of aesthetic perception, 

soulless, without the animating genius of the perceiver. Ironically, Kant insisted that his aesthetics of 

disinterestedness did not include a desire to master or control. However, I would argue that mastery 

and control are already implicit in the very foundations of Kant’s theory; a theory which contends that

Kant, Critique o f Judgment (1790), translated, with an introduction, by Werner S. Pluhar, p. 53. 
Ibid. p. 49
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objects (including women) may be valued aesthetically and that such a process does not refer back to 

the object in the real world, that is “by means of understanding with a view to cognition” but to “the 

subject and its feeling of pleasure or displeasure.”

As with Norman O. Brown’s comment above, Kant’s theory of disinterested aesthetics argues that all 

pleasure experienced by the subject is ultimately dependent on the subject’s own imagination, his own 

ability to represent objects to himself in a stimulating and satisfying way - “The lady is our creation”. 

As such, the perpetual cycle of sexual arousal and aesthetic inspiration, with sexual and aesthetic 

satisfaction, is a self-induced phenomenon, whose only limit is the subject’s own animating power of 

imagination. In this case, it can justly be argued that the “archetypal sexual act” to which Brown likens 

poetry is more accurately defined as masturbation than coitus, for it is masturbation and not coitus 

which has been described as “a triumph of the human imagination.” ’̂

However one interprets the role of sexual metaphor in such commentary, the concept of the male 

orgasm plays a crucial function in an understanding of the artistic process, particularly since 

Romanticism. In his book on sexual misfits, W ilson’s description of the experience of sexual 

excitement is utterly indistinguishable from what might be considered a typically Romantic concept of 

artistic inspiration:

In sexual excitement, it is as if the spirit itself becomes erect and
becomes capable of penetrating the meaning of life.’*

It is also quite clear from W ilson’s use of imagery that this intense sexual experience is coded as a 

masculine one. The euphoric and triumphant tone of his description of this sexual excitement would 

also suggest that it is either just prior to, or directly at, the moment of orgasm. The Romantic period’s 

literature is itself brimming with images of penetration, fertility, conception, pregnancy and birth to 

describe the artist’s creative processes; the actual moment of orgasm and ejaculation, however, is far 

less frequently or explicitly used as a metaphorical allusion in this literature. It is there nonetheless,

Wilson, Misfits, p. 90.
Ibid., p. 45.

^  The following section from Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’ (1816) may certainly be read as an example o f  this rather 
rare phenomenon in Romantic writing:
[.. .] with ceaseless turmoil seething.
As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing,
A mighty fountain momently was forced:
Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst 
Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail.
Or chaffy grain beneath the thresher's flail:
And 'mid these dancing rocks at once and ever 
It flung up momently the sacred river.
(Coleridge, ‘Kubla Khan’, Collected Works 2, 18-25).
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and is most evident in the description of the sublime, in the “spontaneous overflow of powerful 

feelings”, and “the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling” {PLB, 886). The intense 

excitation and the feeling of transcendence associated with the orgasm find their correlative in the 

description of the feeling of the sublime, in which omnipotence and potency become inextricably linked. 

And so, while Wilson refers to the orgasm as “the nearest man gets to God” ''*'’, Goethe’s young 

Werther seeks solace from the agony of unrequited love with feverish night-time excursions into the 

hills and forests, where he experiences a sublime release, not unlike Poe’s cosmic experience of 

personal fertility and potency in Eureka:

I felt as if I had been made a god in that overwhelming abundance, 
and the glorious forms of infinite Creation moved in my soul, 
giving it life.'°‘

The notion of a blinding revelation invoked by an explosive orgasm is at the very heart of the aesthetic 

of the sublime. This intensely subjective and ecstatic feehng of transcendence which can come with the 

experience of the orgasmic sublime carries with it numerous negative capabilities. It can invoke a sort 

of metaphysical terror; a fear of losing one’s reason and one’s self (one’s identity) in the midst of the 

explosive moment. As Kant explains, the power of the sublime

anticipates our reasonings, and hurries us on by an irresistible 
force [...] The mind feels itself set in motion in the representation 
of the sublime [...] This movement, especially in its inception, 
may be compared with a vibration, i.e., with a rapidly alternating 
repulsion and attraction produced by one and the same Object.
The point of excess for the imagination towards which it is driven 
[...] is like an abyss in which it fears to lose itself.’®̂

This orgasmic sublime can also produce a feeling of terrible personal insignificance in its aftermath. 

Once again Wilson’s comments, this time regarding the period just after orgasm, closely corresponds 

with the loss of the Romantic sublime:

After coitus ‘man becomes sad’ because he quickly returns to his 
unconcentrated and defocused self [...] Normal consciousness is 
limp and flaccid; its attitude towards reality is defensive.

Within this complex metaphorical matrix of allusions between artistic inspiration/creation and the male 

orgasm, there are a number of scenarios, including a sense of triumphalism and transcendence; of

Wilson, Misfits, p. 117.
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von, The Sorrows o f  Young Werther (1774), trans. Michael Hulse (Harmondsworth: 

Penguin Books, 1989), p. 65.
Kant, Critique o f  Judgment, trans. J.C. Meredith, p. 115.
Wilson, Misfits, p. 45.
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profound insight and understanding; along with their negative counterparts of feelings of loss and 

inadequacy. Another implication of this ‘orgasmic’ experience, in its invocation of the loss of reason, 

is a sense that the codes of normal life are suspended and that different ‘primal’ and transgressive 

forces take over - it “anticipates our reasonings, and hurries us on by an irresistible force.” This notion 

of transgression can in turn be linked to the concept of death. Take for example the following comment 

made by sociologist Philippe Aries;

By the beginning of the sixteenth century, danse macabres 
represent Death ravaging and raping the living. Like the sexual act, 
death was henceforth increasingly thought of as a transgression 
which tears man from his daily life, from rational society, from his 
monotonous work, in order to make him undergo a paroxysm, 
plunging him into an irrational, violent and beautiful world.

Interpreting the sexual act and in particular the “paroxysm” of the male orgasm, as a mode of 

transgression not unlike that of death itself has a number of implications. There is of course the idea of 

la petite mort, a loss of vitality after ejaculation, which again ties into a sort of post-sublime sense of 

deflation and personal loss. However, another interpretation of this equation between the transgressive 

nature of the explosive male orgasm and death (one suggested by the figure of Death in Aries’ 

comment) is the concept of sexual violence. In this instance, transgression becomes not merely a case 

of moving beyond one’s own psychological and physical boundaries but breaking in upon another’s, as 

in the case of rape and murder. Indeed, some commentators on the subject present violation-to-the- 

point-of-murder as a ‘natural’, even ‘logical’, extension of all erotic desire. For example, Georges 

Bataille rhetorically states:

What does physical eroticism signify if not a violation of the very 
being of its practitioners? - a violation bordering on death, 
bordering on murder?'”̂

Most particularly, it is in the act of sexual murder that the connection between sex and death becomes a 

connection between orgasm and killing. As Cameron and Frazer note in their study of sexual killing. 

The Lust to Kill:

Studies of the psychopathology of sexual violence would suggest 
that both the acts of coitus and of killing represent a psychic

Aries, Philippe, Western Attitudes Towards Death  (1974), trans. Patricia M. Ranum (London: Marion Boyars, 
1976), p. 56.

Bataille, Georges, Death and Sensuality; A Study o f  Eroticism and the Taboo (1957; N.Y.: Walker and Co., 
1962), p. 17.

Cameron and Frazer, The Lust to Kill, p. 17.
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Innumerable literary works also suggest an intimate relationship between male orgasm and killing. 

Take for example the following passage in Norman Mailer’s novel An American Dream, where Stephen 

Rojack, who is, among other things, a professor of existential psychology, describes his feelings after 

murdering his wife Deborah:

I released the pressure on her throat [...] Some blackbiled lust, some 
desire to go ahead not unlike the instant one comes in a woman 
against her cry that she is without protection came bursting with rage 
from out of me and my mind exploded in a fireworks of rockets, 
stars, and hurtling embers.

As Rojack bluntly phrases it, “Murder offers the promise of vast relief. It is never unsexual.” ''̂ * His 

experience of murdering his wife is just that; it is an instance of transcendent sublinuty, where sexual 

passion and murderous rage are completely interwoven, so much so that the act of murder results in an 

explosive burst of euphoria and “vast relief’ indistinguishable from sexual orgasm. Reading murder 

aesthetically, contemporary critic Joel Black also makes this connection between killing and orgasm, 

“Murder is not only a baptism of blood, but a baptism of sperm.” As several studies of sexual killers 

have shown, this connection moves well beyond the realm of the literary and aesthetic representations, 

with some killers achieving orgasm only during the act of killing i t s e l f . T h e  notion that a man may 

kill as a means of achieving a sense of omnipotence and transcendence, in other words, the ‘orgasmic 

sublime’, is one which readily adopts the language of aesthetics.

It is almost as if in examining certain criminologists’ theories on the psychological and behavioural 

patterns of the ‘typical’ serial/sexual killer we come full circle, and are presented with a ‘profile’ and an 

‘outline’ which reads very much like a modus operandi of the Romantic artist. The following is a 

summarised list of the serial killer’s actions, compiled by criminologist Joel Norris. It consists of seven 

predictable and coded phases, which, at times, not only mimic the language of a sexual/erotic quest but 

also follow the mythical process of inspiration, creation, revelation and dejection undergone by the 

Romantic artist:

A ura: “A biological engine driven by a primal instinct to satisfy compelling lust”, involving 
compulsive fantasising and a withdrawal from reality.

Mailer, Norman, An American Dream  (1965; Hammersmith: Paladin, 1992), p. 34.
Ibid., p. 21.
Black, Joel, The Aesthetics o f  Murder: A Study in Romantic Literature and Contemporary Culture (Baltimore 

and London: Johns Hopkins U.P., 1991), p. 207.
See Ressler, Burgess and Douglas, Sexual Homicide: Patterns and M otives, pp. 45-47.
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Trolling: Involving search for prey, killer becomes “very alert and focused”.

Weaving: Neurosis deep in the primitive brain begins to fire and causes a turbulence of early 
memories and primal emotions to mingle with live sensory data.

Wooing: Victim disarmed, winning of confidence.

Capture and Murder: Orgasmic relief; “an insight so intense that it is hke an emotional quasar, 
blinding in its revelation of truth” .

Totem: Killer may take photographs of victim’s body and/or rituahstically dismember it, 
possibly eating parts, often preserving organs or bones in sacred places, or keeping them as 
personal souvenirs.

Depression: Post-murder, finding that his sense of omnipotence fades with the revelation that the 
symbolic murder has not altered his Hfe, the killer “inhabits a shadowy world of gloom in which 
he feeds on his own sorrow”." '

When considering the strange alliance which exists between such criminological studies and aesthetics, 

one of the most difficult issues to determine is to what extent the aesthetic theories of the Romantic era 

should be considered as psychologically insightful works pre-empting the latter-day disciplines of 

psychoanalysis and criminology, or to what extent these disciplines have, as interpretative sciences, 

adopted their framework of understanding and modes of expression from the language and imagery of 

the Romantics. It is perhaps more comforting to believe that we owe the Romantic era a debt for its 

early insight into the darker elements of the human psyche, as the alternative involves an 

acknowledgement of the level of contrivance and ‘borrowing’ which takes place in mapping out 

narratives of psychoanalytical and criminological study. Of course, as we have seen earlier, the sexual 

and serial killers who are the subjects of these criminological studies are themselves often constructing 

and ‘borrowing’ numerous mythic structures which have their roots in the literature and aesthetics of 

the Romantic movement. Consequently, it is somewhat futile to extrapolate exactly where myth ends 

and reality begins in relation to the figure of the artist or indeed the serial killer as neither figure has 

evolved independently of these cultural influences or of the many narratives (fictional and factual) 

which surround them.

Whatever attempts at conclusion may be made in regard to the source of popular and ‘professional’ 

perceptions of the serial killer and artist, or murder and art, one thing that remains indisputable is that a 

correlation between both figures and their ‘pursuits’ certainly can be made. The mythic transgressive 

genius of the artist, with sexual desire at the root of its creative impulse, and an explosive orgasm of 

insight at its consummation, can be paralleled with criminological patterning of the serial killer’s 

actions. The artist’s work, which acts as a testament to his creative abilities, may also be interpreted as

Norris, Serial Killers: The Growing Menace, pp. 45-58.
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a form of production not unlike that of the serial killer in his so-called totem phase, in which he too 

‘produces’ artifacts and relics (poems and drawings, photographs and videos of victims as well actual 

body parts) which both capture and celebrate his acts of transgressive genius.

It is to this idea of the dead body as ‘product’ which I will now turn my attention. Earlier, I linked the 

concept of the artist’s transcendence over his subject matter with the survivor’s sense of triumph over 

death, achieved by witnessing and/or causing the death of another. This comparison can, in turn, be 

linked to the aesthetic understanding of the male orgasm, art and killing, as interrelated moments of 

explosive and transcendent insight. Like Burke’s sublime, Kant’s aesthetic experience involves a 

similar precondition that any sense of horror experienced by the subject must exclude the possibility of 

actual physical danger. Indeed, in his description of the murders he committed, Nilsen comments have 

a striking similarity to both Burke’s sublime pleasure and Kant’s subject-centered aesthetics of 

disinterest; “I only thought of the sublime pleasure those feelings gave me.”"^ As Thomas Weiskel 

succinctly observes, such Burkeian and Kantian brushes with the sublime require “courage where there 

is no danger”, in which, “the mind cultivates a state of imagined terror in order to perform a factitious 

transcendence”.''^ In the case of the serial killer this state of “imagined terror” is achieved through 

witnessing the suffering and death of his victim.

As author of, and witness to, the deaths of eight women, serial killer Edmund Kemper invokes his own 

sense of transcendence, as is evident in this description of his feelings on seeing the deaths of his 

victims:

What I wanted to see was the death [...] I just wanted the
exultation over the other party. In other words, winning over death.
They were dead and I was alive. That was a victory in my case.""*

Describing his feelings of exultation and triumph at witnessing and causing the death of another, 

Kemper’s comparative position endows him with a sense of power and agency. In the process he 

becomes, like the Romantic poet described by Wordsv/orth, “a man who rejoices more than other men 

in the spirit of life that is in him.” {PLB, 877)

Nilsen, Killing fo r  Company, p. 260.
W eiskel, The Romantic Sublime: Studies in the Structure and Psychology o f  Transcendence, p. 84.

' Kemper,  Edmund, quoted in Elliot Leyton, “Hunting Humans The Rise o f  the M odem  M ass M urderer 
(London: Penguin Books, 1989), p. 61. Many serial killers express a similar sense o f  power and agency at 
witnessing their victims die. The following comment by Ted Bundy is typical in this regard: “You feel the last bit 
o f breath leaving their body. You're looking into their eyes. A person in that situation is God!”
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Amidst the elevated rhetoric used to describe the act of artistic creation as a triumphant and energising 

experience for the artist, there is a corresponding ‘need’ to invoke a sense of lifelessness and death in 

his subject matter. The artist’s act of creation can be interpreted as a celebration of his own 

subjecthood which is, at least in part, founded on an understanding of his subject matter as devoid of 

subjecthood, as aesthetically dead, until animated by the artist’s creative genius. This equation fits well 

with the concept of the “egotistical sublime” evident in a great deal of Romantic and post-Romantic 

writing, for it must focus on the ‘poetic’ voice as the only voice; the voice of the surviving speaker. As 

Elisabeth Bronfen phrases it, “Any articulation of death, it seems, returns to the surviving speaker.”"^ 

However, as Elias Canetti explains, this position of survivor is by no means a wholly innocent or 

unproblematic one:

Survival can be a moment of triumph and power. Horror at the 
sight of death turns into satisfaction. The dead body is in the 
passive horizontal position, cut down, fallen, while the survivor is 
erect, imbued with a feeling of superiority.''®

This description of death and survival is set in gendered terms, with mascuhnity as the erect survivor 

claiming dominance over the feminised body in its “passive horizontal position”. In her analysis of 

serial killer Peter Sutcliffe’s description of his ‘divine calling’, Nicole Ward Jouve reads a similar 

gender distinction in the motif of the erect and the horizontal. Grave digger Sutcliffe is at work with 

his head just at ground level, five feet into a fresh grave, when hearing a voice, he emerges from the 

grave and, feeling himself ‘called’ by the voice of Jesus, he describes how

It had a terrific impact on me. It was sttirting to rain. I remember 
going to the top of a slope overlooking the valley and I felt as 
though I had just experienced something fantastic. I looked across 
the valley and all around and thought of heaven and earth and how 
insignificant we all were. But I felt so important at that moment 
[...] I told no one because I thought that if it was meant for 
everyone to hear they would hear it. I felt I had been selected.

The Romantic and sublime overtones of Sutcliffe’s transcendent experience are quite evident. Compare 

it to the following passage from the twelfth book of The Prelude, for example:

A virtue, by which pleasure is enhanced.
That penetrates, enables us to mount.
When high, more high, and lifts us up when fallen.
This efficacious spirit chiefly lurks 
Among those passages of life that give

Bronfen, Over H er D ead Body, p. 15.
Canetti, Elias, Crowds and  Power (1960), trans. Carol Stewart (N.Y.: Seabury, 1978), p. 229.
Sutcliffe, Peter, quoted in Nicole Ward Jouve, “The S treetcleaner”: The Yorkshire Ripper Case on Trial, p. 49.
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Profoundest knowledge to what point, and how,
The mind is lord and master - outward sense 
The obedient servant of her will.

(1 2 .216 -23 )

As Jouve points out, SutcUffe’s experience may also be interpreted as sort of symbolic sexual act, 

which establishes and affirms his position as one of masculinity and power. I would suggest that 

Wordsworth’s description may be read in a similar fashion;

He was inside a grave. In the grave. Laid low himself, as it were.
Non-existent in the world of men [...] In the earth, where corpses 
are put. Like women are supposed to be. Lying down [...] Christ 
calls. ‘Lazarus, rise!’, and the dead man arose from the grave [...]
You have to climb out of the grave. To hear it again. Climb on 
top of the hill. You raise your head. You get out. You stand erect.
Climb up a steep slope [...] And the rain falls, beneficent, fertile.
The top is sheer bliss. You’re the master of the world. You’ve 
discovered your own importance [...] what is evident is the 
erection-like character of this experience. It is a dream-like 
analogue of a sexual ‘cUmb’ (further and yet further, then the 
release, the rain, bliss).” *

This gender distinction between erect/living and horizontal/dead continually reasserts itself in every 

area of cultural representation, be it the arts, religion, the sciences or the media. However, it is also a 

well documented fact that, in the case of serial/sexual murders, the differentiation between killer and 

victim may be categorised along similar gender lines, with the overwhelming number of such crimes 

perpetrated by men, and their victims being predominantly w o m e n . O n c e  again, we are brought back 

to questions of origin. The statistical facts of gender in relation to sexual and serial murder are 

undeniable, and as feminist cultural studies have continually argued:

An account of sexual murder which does not address gender is not 
merely incomplete, but systematically misleading.

However, the statistical gender dynamics in serial/sexual killing, or indeed cases of rape and ‘domestic’ 

violence, do not mean that cultural representations of violence against women are merely engaged in 

reflecting society as it is. The notion of art as a culturally innocent practice, simply mirroring reahty, 

does not stand up well to close scrutiny.

Jouve, “The Streetcleaner”, pp. 51-52.
" ’ Among the innumerable sources testifying to this fact, see Ressler, Burgess and Douglas, Sexual Homicide: 
Patterns and M otives, p. 138 and Cameron and Frazer, The Lust to Kill, p. 1.

Cameron and Frazer, The Lust to Kill, p. 1.
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As earnestly as Kant attempted to construct an unproblematic unity between ethics and aesthetics, using 

the reasoning of a disinterested subject as his guiding principle, his own theory of aesthetics, and those 

which followed it, continually figured the pleasure of the subject (which is of course paramount in 

aesthetics) as reUant on a process of objectification. As I have already suggested, a number of 

Romantics were quite aware of the ethical difficulties surrounding the aesthetic theories of 

disinterestedness and the sublime pleasure of the subject. In relation to the modem phenomenon of 

serial kilUng, the most significant criticism on these Romantic aesthetics is undoubtedly Thomas De 

Quincey’s 1827 essay, ‘On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts’. As Joel Black explains:

De Quincey saw that murder furnished an excellent opportunity for 
exploring the troubling moral issues underlying aesthetics in 
general and the aesthetic phenomena of the sublime in 
particular.'^'

Suggesting that murder may be treated not morally but “aesthetically, as the Germans call it [t]hat is in 

relation to good taste”, De Quincey’s essay describes the meeting of “The Society of Connoisseurs in 

Murder” who lecture and debate on the aesthetic value of several real-life murder c a s e s . D e  Quincey 

himself seemed rather obsessed with the subject of murder and along with returning to the ‘On Murder’ 

essay twice over the next twenty seven years - once in 1839 to write a supplemental essay and again in 

1854, when he added a postscript -  he explored the subject of murder in his story ‘The Avenger’ and in 

a section from The English Mail Coach, entitled ‘The Vision of Sudden Death’, as well in his essay on 

Shakespeare’s play, ‘On the Knocking of the Gate in M acbeth'. Even when working as the editor of 

The Westmorland Gazette in 1818, De Quincey filled the paper with the most lurid accounts of murder 

from the Courts of Assize often at the expense of local and agricultural news.'^^ He had even 

considered a follow-up to his Confessions o f an English Opium-Eater which he intended to call The 

Confessions o f  a Murderer. Given his keen interest in the subject of murder, we may well question to 

what extent De Quincey used the aesthetics of Kant to explore the theme of murder rather than used 

murder as “an excellent opportunity for exploring the troubhng moral issues underlying aesthetics.” 

Nonetheless, whatever the over-riding theme of De Quincey’s essay may be, the Kantian aesthetics of 

disinterestedness are certainly an influential factor in its writing.

Black, The Aesthetics o f Murder, p. 69.
De Quincey, Thomas, ‘On Murder as One of the Fine Arts’ (1827; revised 1839, 1854), On Murder and War: 

Two Essays by Thomas De Quincey (London: Doppler Press, 1980), p. 1.
Lindop, Grevel, notes to Thomas De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater and Other Writings 

(1822; Oxford: Oxford U.P., 1985), pp. 228-229. See also Charles Pollitt, De Quincey’s Editorship of ‘The 
Westmorland Gazette’, July, 1818 to November, 1819 (Kendal: Atkinson and Pollitt, 1890).
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This, however, seems to be where critical debate on the work diverges. Some contemporary critics 

have argued that the essay points out the ethical and moral dangers and absurdities of the aesthetics of 

disinterestedness very much in the satirical mode of Swift’s ‘Modest Proposal’, in which the author 

makes the infamous suggestion that the poor of Ireland eat their own c h i l d r e n . O t h e r s  have argued 

that the essay explores its own version of the sublime through the awed experience of the murder 

witness and the narrator’s role as a descriptive ‘witness’ of the t a l e s . O t h e r  critical interpretations 

include a reading of the victims’ struggles in these murder tales as the true spirit of the piece, reveahng 

the latent heroism and transcendence the ‘average’ person is capable of under hfe-threatening 

circumstances.'^^ Still others have interpreted De Quincey’s focus on the murder of whole families as 

an example of his representation of the killer as a conservative force, who fights against 

industrialisation and capitalism’s threat to the family unit, and keeps families ‘together’ by killing 

them.' ’̂

Sigmund K. Proctor’s reading of De Quincey’s variation on the sublime opens up yet more interpretive 

possibilities;

The originality of De Quincey’s conception of the sublime would
appear to consist in his vision of the dark sublime, and, in
particular, in his emphasis on the element of mystery in that

128species.

The concept of mystery has often been closely associated with tales of murder, so this reading of De 

Quincey’s “dark sublime”, with its emphasis on mystery, corresponds well with his chosen subject. 

However, the mystery in these murder tales is not of the ‘who-dunnit’ variety; the murderer’s identity is 

a basic given in De Quincey (being ‘artists’ it would be rather self-defeating to remain anonymous). 

Rather the mystery of De Quincey’s tales of murder lies in the much darker question of why, not who. 

Among the numerous examples of real-life murders which the essay lists, De Quincey’s descriptions of 

murders where the motives appear somewhat obscure receive the most attention and commendation. In 

particular, there is John WilUams’ mass murder of two families in 1812, described in the essay’s 

postscript (which is considerably longer and more detailed than the two previous essays put together):

De Quincey made this link between his essay and Swift’s in his 1854 postscript. De Quincey, ‘On Murder as 
One o f the Fine Arts’, p. 50.

See Black, The Aesthetics o/M urder, pp. 105-109.
See Frederick Burwick, Thomas De Quincey: Knowledge and P ower (Basingstoke: Palgrave Press, 2001), pp. 

67-88.
Clej, Alina, A Genealogy o f  the M odem  Self: Thomas De Quincey and the Intoxication o f  Writing (Stanford,

Calif: Stanford U .P , 1995), pp. 143-151.
128 Proctor, Sigmund K., Thomas De Quincey’s Theory o f  Literature (1943; N.Y.: Octagon Books, 1966), p. 91.
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Never, throughout the annals of universal Christendom, has there 
indeed been any act of one solitary insulated individual, armed 
with power so appalling over the hearts of men, as that 
exterminating murder, by which, during the winter of 1812, John 
Williams, in one hour, smote two houses with emptiness [...] and 
asserted his own supremacy above all the children of Cain.'^^

While the story of these murders is given meticulous attention, with a detailed description of the slaying 

of the Marr and the Williamson families, the murderer’s motives remain unclear. For example, we are 

told that although he steals from the Williamsons’ household, the murderer still seeks out more throats 

to cut on the upper levels of the house, despite knowing there is little chance of money there, “thus it 

appeared that in his wolfish thirst for blood, Mr, Williams put to hazard the whole fruits of his night’s 

labours, and his life into the bargain.” '^” In the case of the Marr family murders, we are told that 

Williams was rumoured to have been involved in a romantic rivalry with Mr. Marr over the “very pretty 

young” Mrs. Marr. However, this motivation is undermined by the narrator’s observation that “on 

occasion of a murder not sufficiently accounted for” the pubhc are often keen to accredit it with an 

“impassioned and noble” motive.'^' Thus, while motives for murder are offered in both cases, there is 

an underlying sense that these are inadequate explanations for the level of violence the crimes involve. 

It is in this sense that the narrator finds the events most intriguing, “The act and the actor are each 

separately in the highest degree interesting.” '̂  ̂ It can therefore be justly argued that De Quincey’s 

essay is more concerned with the possibilities behind apparently motiveless killing than it is in with 

scrutinising the ethical consequences of the connoisseur’s aesthetic interest in murder per se. However, 

this does not banish the specter of aesthetic disinterestedness from its purview; rather it is the 

possibility of aesthetic disinterestedness as a motive for murder which becomes the central focus of the 

essay. This is clearly the case in the narrator’s description of W illiams’ intended kilhng of the 

WilUarnson’s granddaughter; an act which the murderer contemplates as the child lies asleep in bed:

Murders of mere necessity Williams was obliged to hurry; but, in a 
murder of pure voluptuousness, entirely disinterested, where no 
hostile witness was to be removed, no extra booty to be gained, 
and no revenge to be gratified, it is clear that to hurry would be 
altogether to ruin.'^^

Despite the lack of motive for murder, Williams’ hesitation over killing the girl is not due to ethical 

qualms but rather the “aesthical consideration” of waking her up before doing so. The murderer’s “ultra

De Quincey, ‘On Murder as One o f the Fine Arts’, p. 53. 
Ibid., p. 90.
Ibid., p. 60.
Ibid., p. 53.
Ibid., p. 93.
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fiendishness” will not allow him to be “satisfied to kill the poor child whist unconscious.” '̂ '* Tellingly, 

the intended murder is described as “entirely disinterested”, yet this statement is preceded by a 

description of it as an act of “pure voluptuousness.” This would seem to be a contradiction in terms. 

For Joel Black this is an example of De Quincey’s satire. He argues that De Quincey’s aim is to 

highlight how Williams is not a true artist because his intended murder “gratifies desire [...] beyond 

aesthetic experience” in other words, Williams is not really disinterested at all. However, an 

alternative explanation for De Quincey’s apparent inconsistency is that Williams’ contradictory drives 

are a dynamic example of the aesthetic project in full flight. Kantian aesthetics acknowledges that the 

subject of aesthetics seeks pleasure from its chosen object but then attempts to curtail the potentially 

dangerous ethical implications of this by insisting that the subject maintains a lucid disinterestedness in 

this preferred object. What Williams does is combine these stipulations and apply them ‘as best he can’ 

to a real-life situation. His disinterestedness is not complete but it is arguably as complete as it can 

conceivably be. His intended murder is not motivated by financial gain, revenge or self-preservation, 

yet maintaining the prerequisite of the pleasure-seeking aesthetic subject he ahghts on sexual 

objectification as a compromise to disinterestedness. This objectification allows him a level of relative 

disinterestedness, in that it eschews motives of ‘worldly’ gain or necessity as well as removing the 

impediments of compassion or identification with his chosen object of pleasure.

Reading De Quincey’s description of Williams’ intended murder as a pragmatic negotiation of Kantian 

aesthetics has a considerable significance in terms of interpreting the act serial/sexual murder. In 

contemporary analyses of the phenomenon of serial murder it has also been perceived as an act of 

apparent disinterestedness, or as law enforcement agencies have referred to it, “motiveless murder.” '̂ ® 

Although modern-day interpretations of serial killing are increasingly attentive to the concept of 

‘sexually motivated’ violence, a similar level of ‘mystery’ has been, and often still is, accredited to the 

acts of serial killers and as such it is not surprising to find that a substantial amount of commentary on 

the subject has recourse to ‘aesthical considerations.’

Interpreting De Quincey’s description of the mysterious workings of Williams’ motivations further, we 

find that his commentary on the nature of motivation and action - written in a note on the cover of 

“Crombie on Philosophical Necessity” - reveals that he was captivated by the possibility that individual 

actions which might appear to be inexphcable are, in fact, guided by a wholly internal series of self- 

justifiable motivations:

Ibid., p. 92.
Black, The Aesthetics o f  Murder, p. 107.
See the FBI website for the Violent Criminal Apprehension Program (VICAP), 

http://www.fbi.gov/hq/isd/cirg/ncavc.htm, accessed 28 Jul. 2007; P. Jenkins, Using Murder: The Social 
Construction o f  Serial Homicide (N.Y.: Aldine de Gruyter, 1994), p. 87.
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Any reason which has reference to action, we call a motive. To act 
without motive -  i.e. without a reason -  is (otherwise exposed) to 
act irrationally. Now all action in obedience to a motive the 
Necessarians call necessity: and to establish liberty, as against 
them, it would be required of us to establish a case of action 
without (or against) motives. The true liberty however [...] lies in 
this, that we by our own internal acts create our own motives: 
those considerations, which to you or me are motives, to another 
are not so: and why? Because my reflexions upon the tendency of 
particular acts, or because my feehngs connected with them, have 
given to certain considerations a weight which raises them into the 
strength and power of motives. Here lies our liberty. And to an 
obedience to motives thus created it is an easy artifice to give the 
name necessity: but that creates no real necessity. The autonomy 
of Man is still secure.'^’

In light of De Quincey’s avowed interest in seemingly inexplicable murder cases, these comments have 

a disturbing set of implications. If, as De Quincey argues, “true liberty” lies in our ability to “by our 

own internal acts [i.e. feelings] create our own motives” then any act becomes justifiable, at least to 

ourselves. But more than this, by giving “certain considerations a weight which raises them into the 

strength and power of motives”, we may then artfully give them “the name of necessity” when in fact 

there is “no real necessity” at all. What De Quincey’s supposition entails is that by an act of will an 

individual can not only “create” motives for an act but can elevate these motives into necessity, all the 

while conscious that they are in fact not necessary in any way. This, in turn, allows the individual the 

justification of necessity -“I had to” - yet, all the while, secretly maintaining their liberty - “I didn’t 

really have to. I wanted to.” De Quincey is undoubtedly correct in identifying this process of self

justification as a feasible psychological trajectory; certainly it can be seen as a factor in the serial 

killer’s rationalisation of his acts. It can be argued that, at least in some cases of serial murder, whilst 

posing as a slave to necessity and circumstance - be it in the form of sexual pathology, social 

disenfranchisement, familial abuse and so on -  the serial killer may in fact carefully weigh his 

intentions and then go about realising them.'^*

What is disquieting about De Quincey’s observations is his apparent celebration of this means of 

rationalisation, particularly taking into account his own “aesthical consideration” of ‘motiveless’ killing. 

De Quincey’s proclamations that “Here lies our hberty” and “The autonomy of Man is still secure”.

Note found “on the cover o f a copy o f  Crombie on Philosophical Necessity” by Shadworth H. Hodgson, 
Outcast Essays and Verse Translations (London; Longmans, Green, 1881), p. 32, quoted in Proctor, Thomas De 
Q uincey’s Theory o f  Literature, p. 51.

This is a matter o f debate. However in cases where there is no ‘obvious history’ of violence, neglect or 
psychological imbalance - in the case of serial killer Arthur Shawcross for example - necessity and circumstance 
are still cited as explanations for acts o f violence and murder.
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underlie his evident satisfaction at the realisation that, while appearing to be under an inexplicable 

compulsion to act in a certain manner, man may in fact have a highly calculated and controlled reason 

for what appears to be aberrant behaviour. He is the sovereign of his compulsions, not their slave, but 

he may dress himself up as such in order to be at “liberty” to act them out. In light of these 

considerations, De Quincey’s description of Williams’ murders as the “act of one solitary insulated 

individual, armed with power so appalling over the hearts of men” may be interpreted as a perfect 

example of the autonomous man whom he celebrates; a man who by his self-directed act of 

“exterminating murder [..] asserted his own supremacy above all the children of Cain.” Such a reading 

of De Quincey makes an interpretation of his ‘Murder’ essays as primarily a satirical undertaking 

highly problematic. His satire can in fact be seen as a defensive expression of his genuine conviction 

that man’s “true liberty” lies in absolute self-governance. In this regard, the murderer, whose actions 

are guided by an internal reasoning, despite social or ethical implications, may be judged as a truly 

liberated and autonomous individual, and may, under certain circumstances, even be considered a hero.

Rather than interpreting De Quincey’s hyperbolic admiration of ‘true-life’ murder as principally a mode 

of satire it may be argued, then, that his deliberate use of exaggerated appreciation covers a subtly 

veiled admiration for the murderer’s diabolical acts of self assertion. If this is so, then his ‘On Murder’ 

essays may be interpreted as foreshadowing true-crime narratives which frequently use hyperbolic 

expressions of disgust and horror as a means of covertly praising, or at least revelling in, violence and 

murder. Indeed, some true-crime writing dispenses with the ruse of moral indignation and quite openly 

praises murderers much in the same way De Quincey does. The following Harper’s Magazine article 

on the nineteenth-century American serial killer Dr. H. H. Holmes is an archetypal example:

He deserves to rank with the great criminals in history. Crime 
writers reserve the word ‘master’ for top-notch murderers. A 
master ranks above such lesser criminals as fiends, beasts, and 
phantoms [...] the master of murder castle possessed all these 
qualifications and more'^^

Another open display of admiration for Holmes’ ‘art’ of murder can be found in mystery writer 

Anthony Boucher’s contribution to the true-crime anthology, The Quality o f Murder. Boucher writes 

his comments on Holmes “out of pure admiration for a man who was, within his chosen field, superb 

both as an artist and as a c r a f t s m a n . S u c h  sentiments are worthy of De Quincey but are certainly not

Batlow Martin, John, ‘The Master o f  Murder Castle: A Classic o f  Chicago Crime’, H arper’s M agazine, Dec. 
1943:76.

Boucher, Anthony, The Quality o f  Murder: Three Hundred Years o f  True Crime, Complied by the M embers o f  
the M ystery Writers o f  Am erica  (N.Y.: Dutton, 1962), p. 66. Boucher’s admiration does not end there, he has also 
used the pseudonyms Herman W. Mudgett and H. H. Holmes, which were the name and alias, respectively, o f this 
19th-century serial killer.
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intended as satire. As David Schmid has quite rightly pointed out, the true-crime narrative is often 

heavily reliant on aesthetic evaluations of murder and like other modes of aesthetic appreciation it has 

very specific gender implications:

Such expressions of admiration which cannot be found in the work 
of female true-crime writers, illustrate both a male identification 
with what is taken to be a strong and assertive man, and the 
reasons why so many true-crime writers urge an aesthetic approach 
to crime. Such an approach is used to license expressions of 
admiration for killers by removing tiresome considerations of 
morality and ethics.''"

Thus aesthetic contemplation can itself become a form of freedom - “Here hes our liberty” -  and what 

the true-crime narrative is perhaps most successful in doing is highlighting the role aesthetic theory can 

play in the development of certain socio-cultural attitudes towards violence.

Despite its status as a consummate piece of satire, De Quincey’s essay is undoubtedly a part of a 

developing and increasingly staid outlook on the figure of the murderer in modem culture. So, while 

Laurence Senelick suggests, “connoisseurship in murder may be regarded as a direct ancestor of ‘art for 

art’s sake’”, such connoisseurship has also been a major influence upon subsequent cultural 

interpretations and representations of so-called cold-blooded murderers, and in particular, serial 

k i l l e r s . I t  is, above all else, such killers’ apparent lack of motive, and the meaninglessness of their 

actions, which invites aesthetic interest.

As an aesthetic construction, the concept of murder for murder’s sake is itself based on a series of 

assumptions regarding the motiveless nature of serial murder rather than a consideration of the specific 

social factors involved in such violence; factors which, when taken into consideration, may radically 

alter the interpretation of these particular crimes. One of these social factors is, of course, the striking 

gender division between murderer and victim, mentioned earlier. The level of assumption inherent in 

regarding the status of women in our culture as that of the generic ‘object’ enables commentators on the 

phenomenon of serial killing to by-pass issues of gender almost completely. Therefore, ‘it goes without 

saying’ that women are the primary victims of serial killing, just as ‘it goes without saying’ that men

Schmid, Natural Bom  Celebrities, p. 268.

Senelick, Laurence, The Prestige o f  Evil: The M urderer as Romantic Hero from  Sade to Lacenaire (N.Y.: 
Garland, 1987), p. 60. Undoubtedly, the most extreme example o f this figure in contemporary fictional 
depictions o f  the serial killer is Thomas Harris’ Hannibal Lecter, in whom murder and aesthetics are 
entirely conflated.
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are their killers. The subsequent degendered discussions of serial killing, stemming from these 

attitudes, may be linked to the implicit gendering o f subject and object in aesthetic theory. Because 

aesthetics is a highly patriarchal tradition it automatically understands the subject of aesthetics to be 

masculine, and the object, feminine. W ith the pleasure of the masculine subject reliant on the female 

object, the objectification o f the female, and by extension, women, can thereby be interpreted as the 

cornerstone o f aesthetic theory. To argue that this happens in the ‘safe’ realm  of the imagination and 

the aesthetic, entirely neglects the question of why this impulse to objectify exists in the first place; 

consequently ignoring that the ‘safe’ artistic imagination is itself a product of, and an agent in, the real 

‘unsafe’ world. The crucial question which needs to be addressed here is why the pleasure o f the 

subject, or indeed subjectivity itself, should need to be based on the objectification of another.

W hile the place of gender in this process of aesthetic objectification is central, it cannot in itself explain 

how or why this process is deemed essential to the subject’s sense of pleasure. For instance, noting that 

“women are the generic object in our culture” , be that the ‘low ’ culture o f pornography and advertising, 

or the ‘high’ culture o f art, does not explain why they are.''*’ W hat can help explain this is a closer 

examination o f aesthetics as a process formulated on the premise of male desire and on an 

acknowledgement o f how desire itself is structured within certain socio-cultural parameters. In the 

pleasure dynam ics o f the subject, in both aesthetics and serial killing, the object is invariably a sexual 

object, specifically an object of male desire. Hence, for example, in the relatively small number of 

serial/sexual murders where the victims are not women, they are instead predominantly young men, and 

their killer, a homosexual man, who often labels his victims as weak, passive and vulnerable.'"^ In 

either case, m ale desire is central to an understanding of both, and when the cultural matrix of desire is 

understood as working within the polarities of active and passive, then the role of masculine action 

becomes an essential means o f expressing, and of ‘dealing’ with, male desire. For theorists such as 

Freud, the trajectory from desire and objectification to aggression is a fundamental aspect of male 

psychology. He writes:

The sexuality o f most male human beings contains an element of 
aggressiveness - a desire to subjugate; the biological significance 
of it seems to lie in the need for overcoming the resistance o f the 
sexual object by means other than [...] wooing. This sadism would 
correspond to an aggressive com ponent o f the sexual instinct

Kappeler, The Pornography o f Representation, p. 49.
Among the most notorious examples of homosexual serial killers are John Wayne Gacy, Dennis Nilsen and 

Jeffrey Dahmer. Like quite a few of their heterosexual counterparts, many homosexual serial killers target 
prostitutes (in this case, male), presumably for similar reasons that heterosexual killers do; namely because of the 
relatively easy ‘opportunity’ prostitution offers the killer in terms of picking up a stranger, but more significantly, 
because of the power dynamics and level of sexual objectification already involved in the prostitute/client 
transaction.
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which has become independent and exaggerated and, by 
displacement, has usurped the leading position.''*^

Presenting these aspects of male desire as natural and inborn aspects of men, Freud’s psychological 

(biological) viewpoint appears to ignore but in fact surreptitiously relies on an array of culturally-based 

assumptions about the nature of men and, more covertly, the nature of women. For example, not only 

does his comment problematically conflate aggressiveness and sadism as component parts of male 

“sexual instinct”, it also, quite tellingly, assumes that the sexual object of male desire holds a resistant 

stance towards the desiring male which he must overcome, either by “wooing” or by more aggressive 

means.

An alternative approach to understanding male desire and aggressiveness can be reached if we consider 

how these qualities are founded on a cultural construction of masculinity as complete and autonomous. 

Yet, the act of desiring may operate as a challenge and a potential threat to autonomy, because it 

suggests the subject’s incompleteness (a lack and potential femininity) and reliance on something 

(someone) outside of itself. As a means of counteracting this, active desiring and active objectifying 

intertwine, thereby emphasising, and testifying to, the subject’s autonomy and agency. In sexual 

violence and murder, consummation of desire and affirmation of autonomy and of subjecthood, are 

expressed through the violation and subsequent annihilation of the object of desire. This brings us back 

once again to the aesthetic concept of transcendence. In this instance, as in others we have examined, 

transcendence might be described as a defensive strategy to maintain and protect subjecthood, which is 

realised through the objectification and subjugation of whatever is judged to be a threat to the subject’s 

sense of self This is exactly the point Cameron and Frazer make in relation to the serial killer Dennis 

Nilsen:

Nilsen certainly is a transcendent subject by virtue of kiUing the 
object of his desire, but further, his subjectivity is affirmed when 
he gazes at it.'”*̂

This observation calls for a curious reconsideration of Julia Kristeva’s comments on the corpse. Rather 

than arguing that “The corpse, seen without God or science is the utmost abjection” we would have 

to add that it is the corpse seen without God, science, or aesthetics which is the utmost abjection. With 

the aesthetic prerequisites of disinterestedness and objectification, the corpse merely represents 

someone else’s abjection and as such, can in fact be used to affirm rather than challenge the viewer’s

Freud, ‘Three Essays on sexuality’ (1905), in The Essentials o f  Psychoanalysis, ed. Anna Freud 
(Harmondsworth: Pelican, 1986), p. 301.

Cameron and Frazer, The Lust to Kill, p. 153.
Kristeva, Julia, The Powers o f  Horror: An Essay about Abjection  (N.Y.: Columbia U.P., 1982), p. 4.
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identity. In a sense, objectification of others, that is, turning people into objects, is killing them, and if 

the generic object in our culture is woman, then the personification of powerlessness and subjugation is 

the female corpse.''**

In the realms of high art, the subject’s sexual desire for the object can be correlated to the idea of the 

woman as an inspiration, or a muse, to the male artist. However, there is also an anxiety surrounding 

this notion of the woman or the feminine as the inspirational force behind male creativity. Firstly, in its 

continued existence, the original object of inspiration can be seen as a rival to the art work it has 

inspired. However, concomitant with this notion of rivalry between reality and artistic representation is 

the idea that, at some point, the artist’s work must outgrow, must transcend its original inspiration, and 

that it may do so by laying claim to a perfection and immortality not open to its rival. Secondly, as I 

have discussed earlier, in relation to objects of desire, objects of artistic inspiration may also offer a 

challenge to the artist’s sense of himself and his work as autonomous, forcing him to acknowledge the 

importance of ‘outside’ influences and powers, over which he has little or no control. What develops 

out of these theories is a certain stance towards Woman and the feminine as an object of artistic 

inspiration which, like the object of sexual desire, must be consumed or subsumed into Man and the 

masculine. Like violent sexual crime, this theory of art insists that it must consume its object totally - 

in other words, that the object must be sacrificed to the subject’s pleasure and autonomy. The continual 

‘rhetorical’ question behind Sade’s writing which can be summarised as “Do not all passions require a 

victim?” fits equally well with the aesthetics of masculine artistic creativity, as it does with sexual 

serial killing. In fact, in Death and Sensuality, Georges Bataille associates the sexual act itself with the 

sacrifice of the desired object/woman:

The lover strips the beloved of her identity no less than the blood 
stained priest his human or animal sacrifice.

In an attempt to mask issues of agency, sacrifice and suffering are often represented as the ‘natural’ 

qualities of women, even as their inevitable fate. In a telling phrase that hnks women with the 

production of art, Balzac clearly isolates suffering as the domain of the feminine, “Women and paper 

are two white [blank] things that suffer everything” .'^’ This phrase recalls Freud’s use of the words 

“Nothing can happen to me!” in his discussion on the invulnerability of the hero in the early novel. It is 

almost as if aesthetic theory has created its own narrative of heroism, in which the immunity of the 

hero/artist is highhghted by the complete vulnerability of the object/woman. In a re-enactment of

See Bronfen, O ver H er D ead Body: Death, Femininity and the Aesthetic.
Cameron and Frazer, The Lust to Kill, p. 153.
Bataille, Death and Sensuality, p. 90.
Balzac, Honore de, Pensees, sujets, frogm ens (c 1834-1848), ed. J. Crept (Paris; Blaizot, 1910), p. 45, quoted 

in Peter Brooks, Body Works: Objects o f  Desire in M odem  N arratives (London; Harvard U.P., 1993), p. 84.
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Elaine Scarry’s immune-creator/woundable-creation binary, nothing ‘happens’ to the creator because 

he possesses the power of agency, whereas the creation must “suffer everything” because she is the 

epitome of passivity, and is always acted upon.

What seems to be the crucial principle behind such theoretical positioning is that something, or more 

correctly someone, must suffer erasure in order to affirm the subject’s autonomous identity. For the 

serial killer this is achieved through the complete physical debasement of his victims in acts of rape, 

torture, mutilation, murder and cannibalism. For the figure of the artist, a similar affirmation of 

selfhood is obtained by the sacrificial death of the feminine in his art. This death of the feminine in art 

manifests itself in two ways; one is exemplified in Benjamin’s description of the process of artistic 

creation, in which two births take place. The first birth is that of artistic inspiration, which Benjamin 

genders as feminine, presumably because he considers receptivity to be a feminine trait. The second is 

a masculine birth from which the artist himself is reborn through his creation. While the second 

masculine birth ends in a revitalisation of the artist, the first feminine birth, from which inspiration was 

bred, ends in the death of the feminine elements of the creative process. The “feminine” “genius” of 

“creative conception” “exhausts itself in accomplishment”, “It gives life to the work of art, and then it 

dies” ; here we clearly see the prophecy of the suffering and sacrificial feminine fulfilled. As Benjamin 

goes on to explain, “What dies in the master artist once the creation has been completed is that part of 

him in which the creation was conceived” . I n  other words, what dies, and what must die for the 

master artist’s work to be fully realised, is the feminine aspects of his artistry. As Tatar states;

Through the production of images in which female bodies are 
obliterated, the male artist also effaces the feminine aspects of his 
labours and spiritualizes the work of art to which he gives birth 
and which, in turn, rejuvenates him and makes him ‘masculine’.

Of course, this ‘symbolic’ obliteration and effacement of the feminine is to be found in numerous other 

aspects of patriarchal ‘high’ culture, from the creation of historical narratives to the development of 

philosophical argument. As Helene Cixous argues:

In Plato, Hegel, and Nietzsche, the same process goes on, 
repression, exclusion, distancing of women. Murder, which 
intermingles with history as a manifestation and representation of 
masculine power.

Benjamin, Walter, ‘Thought Figures’ ( ‘Denkbilder’) (1933), Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings. Vol. 2, 1927- 
1934, p. 730.

Tatar, Lustmord, p. 13.
Cixous, Helene, ‘Sorties’ (1975), in M odem  Criticism and Theory, p. 293, n.2.
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In relation to artistic production, the alternative method by which the death of the feminine is brought 

about is the more Uteral, yet ultimately more subtle, production of images of dead and dying women not 

in critical commentary but in the work of art itself. The reason why I suggest that this is in fact the 

more subtle of the two approaches of killing the feminine in art is because it too manages to erase the 

feminine aspects of the artist’s work, but in the process of doing this it turns the death of the feminine 

itself into the moment of artistic inspiration. This is achieved by collapsing the inspiration and the 

hindrance associated with the feminine influence in art together, and representing both through images 

of the inspirational and aesthetically pleasing deaths of women. An array of aesthetic commentary 

turns on the theme of the feminine in the process of artistic creation, presenting the feminine as a 

necessary, yet, ultimately, an expendable trope. What the most strategical works manage to do is to 

turn that expendability into an inevitable and tragic sacrifice and present it as a theme in the art work 

itself. Among the most successful exponents of this process, if success is measured by the number of 

tragic female deaths which occur in his work, is Edgar Allan Poe.

4. CASE STUDY: POE’S PHILOSOPHY OF MURDER

As an avid commentator on, and critic of, his own work, Poe was in no way backward about admitting 

the centrality of the theme of feminine death in his theory of aesthetics and his art, as he infamously 

once wrote:

The death of a beautiful woman is, unquestionably the most 
poetical topic in the world.

With reference to Poe’s work, Elisabeth Bronfen makes the following comments, which accurately 

summarises this theme of the feminine in art:

[T]he objectification of Woman in/through death can serve as an 
aesthetic discussion about the conditions of artistic creation, or 
more precisely the sacrifices representation requires. The equation 
between femininity and death is such that while in cultural 
narratives the feminine corpse is treated like an artwork, or the 
beautiful woman is killed to produce an artwork, conversely, 
artworks emerge only at the expense of a beautiful woman’s death 
and are treated like feminine corpses.'^®

This circular movement between art, death and the feminine is evident in almost every aspect of Poe’s 

work; no single writer has focused so exclusively on the theme and the aesthetic of feminine death. For 

Poe, his commitment to this theme is based on his belief that it most successfully “excites” and

Poe, ‘The Philosophy of Composition’ (1846), p. 486 
Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body, pp. 72-73.
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“elevates the soul.” ’̂ ’ It is this excitation and elevation of the soul which, for Poe, is unquestionably 

the most important purpose of art. In this sense, Poe is the definitive Romantic artist. However, 

interpreting him as a late Romantic is not without its problems. Poe himself damned the Romantic 

project, and what he viewed as its metaphysical tendencies, in no uncertain terms, holding it in “the 

most sovereign contempt” ; referring to the work of the Lake School poets in particular as “the most 

singular heresy in [poetry’s] modem history.”’ *̂ Indeed, the heightened artificiality of Poe’s imagery 

and language would seem entirely at odds with the general temper of the Romantic movement. As 

Daniel Hoffman notes:

Nothing is further from his intention than to sing a simple song, or 
use the language of clear and common speech.

However, the assertion that poetry should be a “simple song” using “common speech” is very much the 

product of early Romantic thought and quite at odds with the work of later Romantics, such as Byron or 

Shelley. In fact, Poe seems to have admired Shelley’s poetry a great deal, traces of its influence being 

particularly evident in his earlier poetry. This influence from the British Romantic writers also includes 

a debt to Coleridge in a number of Poe’s darker images, as well as his occasional near plagiarism of 

Coleridge’s theories on art and poetry.'^” Hoffman’s 1972 reading of Poe is an example of how he has 

been gradually adopted not only into the Romantic canon, but into the Romantic movement’s mythic 

construction of the artist;

Strange and lonely as he and his work appear, he nevertheless had 
his semblances in his own time, though not, to be sure, among his 
neighbours in the United States [but among the Romantics of 
Europe]. They are all among the founders of a convention long 
since taken for granted, the ahenation of the artist.'^'

In relation to Poe’s aesthetics he is, like Coleridge, strongly influenced by Kant, asserting 

disinterestedness as the key to true aesthetic pleasure. Emphasising the importance of pleasure in the 

poem, which is to be derived by the contemplation of beauty, Poe follows Kant, assuming that this 

beauty is to be found not in an innate quahty belonging to the object under contemplation but in the 

subject’s own judgment of the object’s power to affect him:

Poe, ‘The Poetic Principle’ (1848), p. 499.
Poe, ‘Letter to B -’ (1836), pp. 385, 380.
Hoffman, Daniel, Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe Poe (London: Robson Books, 1973), p. 73.
Coleridge was himself accused o f plagiarism by Thomas De Quincey. Such accusations became very common 

during the Romantic period; a period which placed a new emphasis on the idea o f originality and the concept of 
intellectual property. See Tilar J. Mazzeo, Plagiarism and Literary Property in the Romantic Period  
(Pennsylvania: University o f Pennsylvania Press, 2006).

Hoffman, Poe, pp. 323-324.
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That pleasure which is at once the most intense, the most elevating, 
and the most pure, is, I believe, found in the contemplation of the 
beautiful. When, indeed, men speak of Beauty, they mean, 
precisely, not a quality, as is supposed, but an effect.

For Poe, the passivity of the object of beauty, in the dynamics of aesthetic pleasure, is rendered in its 

most extreme terms in the image of the female corpse. In Poe’s Romantic poems, such as ‘Annabel 

Lee’, ‘Lenore’, ‘Ulalume’ and ‘For Annie’, the beloved is dead, remaining an object of aesthetic as well 

as sexual fascination by continually provoking desire without fulfilling it. This use of the feminine 

corpse can be understood, at least in part, as a conspicuously secular Memento Morv, a Romantic 

contemplation of the ephemeral nature of the temporal world, represented in the form of a woman. In 

relation to the theme of artistic creation and aesthetic inspiration, the female corpse itself is very 

important because its presence continually provokes the lover/moumer/poet into a remembrance of his 

loss. Elisabeth Bronfen explains this aesthetic of Poe’s poetry as follows, “Death transforms the body 

of a woman into the source of poetic inspiration precisely because it creates and gives corporeality to a 

loss or absence” . I t  is in this strange state as an ever-present absence that the feminine object of 

inspiration and desire can be used - in a similar fashion to Benjamin’s concept of the artist’s feminine 

first birth - as a necessary presence, which must, finally, be expended with in order to confirm the 

artist/subject’s autonomy. In reading Poe’s poetic use of the dead beloved as a means of developing a 

space for artistic creation through the act of remembrance, the problematics of artistic inspiration’s 

need for a living sacrifice come to the fore.

These problematics are more closely examined by Poe in his prose, particularly in his tales of terror. 

Curiously, Poe’s tales have often been described as his best poetry, their dense imagery, heightened 

emotion, and essentially static narratives with little or no plot progression, all being more readily 

associated with a work of poetry than prose. Coupled with these elements, the shortness of the tales 

reinforces this reading of them as essentially ‘poetic’ structures, containing, as Poe liked to phrase it, a 

“unity of effect” . '^  Among the many tales of Poe’s which represent the death of a woman, the one 

which most directly deals with feminine death as a sacrifice to the aesthetics of artistic creation is 

undoubtedly ‘The Oval Portrait’. The central ‘action’ of this tale is the story of an artist who paints his 

young bride’s portrait, becoming so impassioned by his work, he fails to notice that with each life- 

giving stroke of paint applied to the canvas there is a corresponding death stroke placed upon his young 

wife’s features.

Poe, ‘Watkins Tootle’ (1836), p. 411.
Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body, p. 71
Poe, ‘The Philosophy of Composition’, p. 486
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The tale vividly depicts the vampiric tendencies of an art which feeds off life; exploiting mortal beauty 

in order to create an immortal beauty. The inspirational qualities associated with the feminine soon 

come to represent a threat and a rival to the artist and his work. This is brought out most pointedly by 

the description of the painter as “having already a bride in his A rt” , his young wife, therefore, being his 

s e c o n d . I n d e e d ,  the tension which exists between the artist’s work and the artist’s wife is well fitted 

to this m etaphor of sexual rivalry, for it is apparent that not only is his time and attention given solely to 

his work but his sexual energy and passions are too: “ [He] took a fervid and burning pleasure in his task 

[...] growing wild in the ardour of his work” {OP, 252). Yet again, we return to the trope o f the act of 

artistic creation as an orgasmic experience and, as it is brought about by the artist’s own mental efforts, 

an orgasmic experience most closely related to the sexual act o f masturbation. As a result of this 

reading, Poe’s tale can also be said to engage with the contentious issue of the artist whose obsession is 

a form o f self-obsession, disconnected from fundamental realities, unable or unwilling to face those 

realities. This artist prefers his first bride whom he can recreate, refashion and control. As something 

within the boundaries of his own imagination and manipulation, his intellectual, em otional and sexual 

engagem ent with his work represents an unthreatening alternative to the fearful instability o f an inter- 

subjective relationship with another living person.

It is curious to note how often writers use the figure of the painter or sculptor to explore the power of 

artistic agency and the dangers of its misuse. It is after all far easier to conceive of a sculpture or 

painting as an artifact or object than it is a poem. It is almost as if  the writer at times shies away from 

interpreting his/her own work as a process which also takes from life to produce artifacts. The image of 

the art object as signifier of life in death and death in life runs throughout literary texts, particularly 

those of a supernatural or Gothic vein. It is an equally popular trope, in such texts, to present the figure 

of the artist as a killer. Nonetheless, what is less explicitly addressed in texts which deal with these 

themes, is the role gender plays. It is certainly there however, in the most basic form; by having male 

artists and female muses. Poe’s story of the oval portrait is unquestionably alive to the significance of 

the gender difference between the artist/subject and the sitter/object, most evidently in his 

representation of the sexual excitement the artist derives from the manipulation of his art, which is 

gendered female, his first “bride.” Indeed, Poe’s tale is far more conscious of the important role gender 

has in this particular myth of artistic creation than a number of the tale’s critics. M ost notable among 

these critics is James Twitchell, whose account o f ‘The Oval Portrait’ and other Rom antic works as 

tales of vampirism manages not only to ignore but also to erase gender by continually using the

Poe, ‘The Oval Portrait’ (1846), p. 252. Further references from this work will appear in the text abbreviated to 
OP.
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ungendered term “loved-ones” in reference to the victims of the a r t i s t . I n  fact, Twitchell also 

manages to let the artist of the oval portrait away with murder, clouding issues of artistic agency, by 

suggesting that it is the art itself, the portrait, which takes the young wife’s life in an act of vampiric 

transfusion of energies, thereby reducing the role of artist to that of an accomplice to murder.

Poe’s tale is certainly not alone in its acknowledgement of gender in the shady goings-on in the artist’s 

studio. The following Christina Rossetti poem is a powerful invocation of gender difference, 

representing a distinctly masculine art’s obsessive desire to consume and exert complete control over 

the objects of its aesthetic desire:

One face looks out from all his canvasses [...]
A saint, an angel - every canvas means 
The same one meaning, neither more or less.
He feeds upon her face by day and night.
And she with true kind eyes looks back on him.
Fair as the moon and joyful as the light;
Not wan with waiting, not with sorrow dim;
Not as she is, but was when hope shone bright;
Not as she is, but as she fills his dream.

This work is very likely to be a reference to Rossetti’s brother the Pre-Raphaelite painter and poet 

Dante Gabriel and his obsessive painting of his wife Elizabeth Siddal. Many versions of their story 

exist. One maintains that Siddal died of pneumonia after endless ‘sittings’ immersed in water for the 

famous painting of the drowning Ophelia by John Millais. Echoing Poe’s tale of the painter’s vampiric 

transubstantiation of a living woman into art object, this story of Siddal’s death is a clear example how 

extreme fiction and extreme fact become interchangeable, by merit of their shared mythic structure.'^*

The theme of masculine control of the feminine through the image of a painting is taken up by Robert 

Browning in his poem, ‘My Last Duchess’. Browning adds a curious twist to his poem by transferring 

the source of masculine power and domination from the artist to the art patron and collector. The Duke 

of Ferrara, in the midst of negotiating his marriage to the niece of a Count, through the Count’s agent, 

shows the agent a portrait of his last wife, his last Duchess: “That’s my last Duchess painted on the

Twitchell, James B., The Living Dead: A Study o f  the Vampire in Romantic Literature (Durham: Duke U.P., 
1981), p. 166.

Rossetti, Christina, ‘In an Artist’s Studio’ (1862), The Poetical Works o f  Christina Georgina Rossetti: With a 
memoir and notes by William M ichael Rossetti (London: Macmillian and Co., 1904), p. 330,11, 7-14.

At the interment o f Siddal’s body Dante Gabriel Rossetti is said to have buried manuscripts o f his poems with 
her - a story which emphasises the conflation o f the figure a dead woman with an art work. However, Rossetti’s 
subsequent disinterment o f  Siddal’s body, in order to reclaim the work, some seven years later is clear proof o f  
the provisional nature of such romantic gestures when faced with creative and financial necessity.
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wall,/ Looking as if she were alive.” '^  ̂ The terms ‘art lover’ and ‘art critic’ take on a whole new 

sinister meaning when related to the Duke, whose collection of artworks is echoed in his collection of 

brides. However, there is little of the lover and far more of the critic in the Duke’s relation to his last 

wife. Reading his wife’s open and hvely temperament as an undisceming coquetry, the Duke 

describes how she possessed “A heart [...] too soon made glad,/ Too easily impressed”, yet not 

impressed enough with the Duke’s own favour in marrying her and giving her the “gift of a nine- 

hundred-years-old name” (11. 22-23, 33). Jealous insecurity and fear of sexual inadequacy cause the 

Duke to give “commands”, “Then all smiles stopped together” (1. 45-46). The Duke’s commands 

reduce his wife to an object, a corpse and a painting. His masculine sense of agency and power is 

reinstated by the recreation of his wife into a portrait. This lifelike image of his dead wife allows him 

an experience of possession, control and mastery which he never had over the original; he notes how 

her eyes now turn to but him, “since none puts by/ The curtain I have drawn for you, but I.” (1. 9-10)

The image of the Duke parting the curtains of his wife’s portrait can be interpreted as a metaphor for a 

stripping and revelation of the female body. It can also be read as a form of sexual violation, an explicit 

metaphor for the parting of the labia, and exposure of the vulva, all acted out on the lifelike, yet lifeless, 

image of his dead wife while another man looks on; an ultimate expression of masculine control and 

female passivity. This possible allusion to the female sexual organs in Browning’s poem may also be 

found in Poe’s tale, in its very title, ‘The Oval Portrait’. In its original form the work had been called 

‘Life in Death’.’™ Moving away from the more literal title, which vividly suggests the vampiric 

qualities of the story, Poe’s later title is far more ambiguous and apparently neutral, giving nothing of 

the story’s conclusion away. However, what this change of title also does is emphasise the artwork 

itself - it is in essence the artifact of the tale; exhibit ‘A’ in the murder trial of the artist, who could 

obviously not bring himself to destroy this one damning proof of his guilt. Having decided to change 

the title of his tale to this powerful image of the portrait, why did Poe choose to describe it as oval? 

Undoubtedly, Poe’s penchant for long vowel sounds is a major factor, the long “o” sound of the word 

“oval” being echoed in the following word, “portrait.” However, Poe appears to like using these long 

vowel sounds for women’s names in particular, for example ‘Morelia, ‘Lenore’ and ‘Elenora.’” ' This 

would suggest that the use of the term oval to describe the portrait is also an act of gendering. The term 

has explicit sexual undertones which hint at a female sexuality, being another word for ovate, meaning 

egg-shaped. The portrait’s shape is Uke that of the ovum, a mature reproductive cell inside the womb.

Browning, Robert, ‘My Last Duchess’ (1842), The Complete Works o f  Robert Browning, vol. 3, ed. Roma A. 
King Jr. (Ohio: Ohio U.P., 1971), p. 201,1. 1-2.
'™ Twitchell, The Living Dead, p. 167.

Indeed, the name ‘Poe’ has a similar long vowel. Bestowing the female beloved in his narratives and poems 
with names that sound similar to his own may be interpreted as an example o f the Romantic tendency to 
view/portray lovers as a mirror of the self.
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brimming with potential life. The narrator’s description of the portrait reinforces this analogy, “It was 

the portrait of a young girl just ripening into womanhood” {OP, 251). Poe’s new title pits the 

procreative powers of Woman against the creative powers of Man, and the tale’s conclusion leaves little 

doubt as to which the author believes to be the stronger. As Elisabeth Bronfen explains:

Poe’s inversion of Pygmalion’s animation of a de-animated art 
form significantly presents the dangerous consequences of 
masculine creation [...] by substituting for life, mimesis works on a 
principle of division and negation which can prove fatal to the 
model.

However, in ‘The Oval Portrait’, Poe not only inverts the Pygmalion myth, he also uses his own 

favourite aesthetic - the death of a beautiful woman - while at the same time critiquing that aesthetic. In 

fact, many of Poe’s tales not only critique but subvert his own aesthetic ideas about that most poetical 

of subjects; for if the death of a beautiful woman is the most poetic topic in the world, then what is to 

be made of tales like ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’, ‘Ligeia’, ‘Morelia’ and ‘Berenice’ where death 

is either misread and enforced on to the woman, or simply proves to be inconclusive? These women’s 

clambering back to life denies Poe’s tales the aesthetic neatness and closure he so evidently desires in 

his poetry.

These tales are, nonetheless, only part of Poe’s stories of death and murder. They focus on the 

protagonist as a Romantic monomaniac obsessed with himself and with notions of doomed idealised 

love, which often cause him to ‘wish’ his beloved dead. A second distinct group of tales, ‘The Tell- 

Tale Heart’ and ‘The Black Cat’ for example, feature the protagonist as an obsessive and deranged 

homicidal maniac. In these latter tales, then, we might say wish has turned into action. There is a 

critical tendency to view these particular tales, along with much of Poe’s other work, as a form of 

intense psychological realism which avoids the more mundane realities of everyday life, in order to 

discover the deeper, more fundamental truths of human existence. The following comment by Daniel 

Hoffman typifies this critical approach to Poe as an artist engaged in a sort of symbolic psychodrama;

Poe [...] is an artist who tends toward the expression of the pure 
archetype with as little as possible of the texture of actuality in his 
work. Thus in ‘The Black Cat’, ‘Ligeia’, ‘The Fall of the House of 
Usher’, he has created unreal persons [...] in impossible situations 
without reference to any ‘real’ place or time. Yet from these

Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body, p. 112.
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conditions, so willed, contrived, and unactual, he succeeds in 
evoking real terror, real love, real hatred, real guilt.'’^

Angela Carter’s description of Poe’s work follows a similar line, emphasising and celebrating what she 

sees as Poe’s amoral and asocial engagement with ‘great themes’ and taboos which constitute the 

human psyche:

The Gothic tradition in which Poe writes grandly ignores the value 
systems of our institutions: it deals entirely with the profane. Its 
great themes are incest and cannibalism. Character and events are 
exaggerated beyond reality to become symbols, ideas, and

174passions.

Such interpretations of Poe are in themselves symptomatic of the Romantic myths which have been the 

subject of this chapter. Expressing an admiration for the artist’s disinterestedness in, and detachment 

from, the mundanities (and the value systems) of his social environment, these critical observations 

echo Romantic theories which similarly placed great faith in the artist’s ability to transcend the 

commonplace in order to penetrate into the truth of things.

While it is certainly valid to argue that many of Poe’s tales involve a level of psychological realism 

which seems at times quite chilling in its exactness, this does not mean that these tales are devoid of the 

social realities of Poe’s “place or time”, or that they necessarily wilfully avoid such realities. In 

particular, Poe’s tales of savage murder, ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’ and ‘The Black Cat’, show a striking 

social awareness in their depiction of modem murder, not least in their emphasis on its domestic 

aspects. The most powerful expression of this domesticity is ‘The Black Cat’, in which a husband 

narrates his story, starting with his slide into alcoholism and his verbal and physical abuse of his wife, 

followed by the torture, mutilation and killing of his pet cat, and chmaxing with the murder of his wife, 

and the subsequent disposal of her corpse; all of which he begins by describing as “a series of mere 

household events.” '^̂  If this is an example of Poe’s black humour, there is no reason to doubt that its 

blackness includes an awareness of the extent to which alcoholism, abuse, violence, cruelty and even 

murder are domestic occurrences.

As Karen Halttunen notes, such tales of domestic murder, “revealed a deep sense of unease with the 

new norms of American domesticity in the nineteenth century.” ' ’  ̂ They, in a sense, bring horror 

‘home’; and they find it lurking in ‘dark family secrets’ of sexual jealousy and abuse, pre-empting and

Hoffman, Poe, p. 325.
Carter, Angela, Fireworks: Nine Profane Pieces (1974; London: Virago, 1978), p. 122.
Poe, ‘The Black Cat’ (1843), p. 320. All further quotes from this work will be referenced in the text and 

abbreviated to BC.
Halttunen, M urder M ost Foul, p. 135.
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influencing the Gothic tales of incest and family rivalry which Freud would write some half a century 

later. Indeed, the concept Freud would later term the ‘uncanny’ is clearly at work in tales such as ‘The 

Black Cat’, where the familiar household setting becomes a frighteningly alien place filled with danger. 

While earlier Gothic works had also delved into similar themes of home and family as a source of 

danger and fear, particularly in their depictions of cruel and tyrannical fathers and husbands, they 

tended to do so with a great emphasis on the exotic. Novels such as The Castle o f Otranto (1764) and 

The Mysteries o f Udolpho (1794), as can be surmised from their titles alone, set their tales in distant 

lands, as well as in distant times, filled with strange customs and strange beliefs, often with long and 

complex stories of kidnap and revenge, all set in huge crumbling and remote castles atop perilous 

mountain ranges. Nothing could be further from the brief and minimalist tales of ‘The Black Cat’ and 

‘The Tell-Tale Heart’, whose protagonists dwell in urban homes lacking the seclusion and the dungeon 

space of the average Gothic castle or abbey. Living in a land of neighbours and professional law 

enforcement, Poe’s murderous villains must contend with those neighbours, who may hear screams, 

and who can call for the police to come knocking on their door.

Lacking a labyrinthine dungeon or a family crypt in which to conceal the murdered corpse also causes 

difficulties for Poe’s murderers, who either bury their victims’ bodies under floorboards or wall them 

up in their basements. There are no attempted trips into the woods at the dead of night with a 

cumbersome sack and shovel. It is almost as if these murderers do not want to be, or cannot be, parted 

from their victims. Curiously, in instances of serial killing, such forms of corpse ‘disposal’ - secreted 

within the confines of the killer’s own living space - are predominantly used by homosexual 

necrophiliacs. Dennis Nilsen, for example, hid his victims’ bodies under his floorboards and in his 

wardrobe, Jeffrey Dahmer kept numerous corpses in his closet and deep freeze, while John Wayne 

Gacy buried his victims in the crawl-space underneath his house. Apart from the obvious 

convenience of accessible bodies for necrophiliac purposes, the reason why homosexual killers seem to 

favour this method of body disposal may possibly be linked to their own uneasiness about their 

homosexual proclivity. As homosexuals, Nilsen, Dahmer and Gacy may not have felt the same level of 

cultural affirmation in their choice of victims as heterosexual killers, so unlike, for example, Ted Bundy, 

who would leave the bodies of his female victims strewn across the highways of America, these killers 

kept the bodies of their young male victims close by, sometimes quite literally ‘in the closet.’

Whatever the reasoning, as Joyce Carol Oates observes, this behaviour seems to “demonstrate a curious, 

compulsive, surely self-defeating habit.” However, such behaviour may also be read as a

As Cameron and Frazer note, in cases like these, “Our horror at what they did is measured by the horror of  
their houses.” Cameron and Frazer, The Lust to Kill, p. 140.

Oates, ‘I had no other thrill or happiness’, p. 57.
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manifestation of what Poe called ‘The Imp of the Perverse’, which he defines as a compulsion to do 

wrong simply because you know it to be wrong. Yet, this also includes a rejection of the self- 

preservation ‘instinct’; an inexpUcable desire to dive head-on into “rushing annihilation”, to be caught 

and punished for the wrong you have done.'^^ Tellingly, one of Poe’s examples of this Imp of the 

Perverse is a murderer’s uncontrollable urge to run through the streets shouting out his crime for all to 

hear. The protagonists of ‘The Black Cat’ and ‘Tell-Tale Heart’ are certainly in the grip of this Imp 

when they both invite the police, who have called on them, to the very spot where their victims’ bodies 

are hidden. The murderer of the old man’s tell-tale heart leads the police into the victim’s chamber, he 

brings chairs into the room and invites the officers to sit and rest a while, and then, as he explains, “I 

myself, in the wild audacity of my perfect triumph, placed my own seat upon the very spot beneath 

which reposed the corpse of the victim.” Similarly, ‘The Black Cat’ murderer leads the police to his 

basement:

And here, through the mere phrenzy of bravado, I rapped heavily 
with my cane [...] upon that very portion of the brickwork behind 
which stood the corpse of the wife of my bosom. (SC, 329)

This flaunting of guilt may be interpreted as both a guilt-stricken compulsion to be caught and an 

egomaniacal expression of supreme invulnerability (“Nothing can happen to me!”). There is a similar 

exhibition of bravado and complete self-disregard in many cases involving serial killers and their run- 

ins with the law. One commentator has suggested that, in such cases, the serial killer’s “hatred of 

authority is usually misinterpreted as psychotic self-destructiveness.”'*’ Jeffrey Dahmer, for example, 

invited the police into his apartment while the corpse of his most recent victim lay rotting in the next 

room, and numerous Polaroids of other victims in various states of dismemberment lay strewn across 

the apartment floor.’®̂ Whether such actions are the result of delusions of superiority, or a struggle 

between impulse and conscience or simply a desire to be acknowledged is difficult to ascertain. 

However, it appears that, in the case of serial killers, there is often a profound sense of rehef at finally 

being ‘caught.’ Dennis Nilsen, for example, referred to his arrest as “The day help arrived.” ’*̂  Could it 

be that in their arrest and removal to prison these killers are being rescued? If so, what from? The 

nightmare of their existence? Themselves? Their slavish bond to their own terrible compulsions? The

Poe, ‘The Imp o f the Perverse’ (1845), in Norton Anthology o f  American Literature, vol. 1 (N.Y.: Norton and 
Co., 1989), p. 1439.

Poe, ‘The Tell-Tale Heart (1843), p. 281. All further quotes from this work will be referenced in the text and 
abbreviated to TTH.

Leyton, “Hunting Humans”, p. 121.
David Ward reports this in the Daily M ail 3 Aug. 1991, see Real Life Crimes... and how they were solved, vol. 

5, part 67, 1994, p. 1466, for a facsimile o f  the newspaper article.
Nilsen, Dennis, quoted in Masters, Killing fo r  Company, p. 170.
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strain of uncertainty, or of isolation and loneliness? Or perhaps the silent reproaches of their victims’ 

corpses closing in all around them?

One thing is certain, with arrest and imprisonment comes an escape from the domestic space, a 

movement from a space coded as feminine to the hyper-masculine environment of the prison.'*'* As I 

have discussed earlier, the serial killer’s sense of subjecthood is closely connected to concepts of a 

transcendent mascuUne agency and desire. However, the actual ‘business’ of murder can involve a 

compromising encroachment into feminine territory. While the punching, stabbing and mangling of a 

body may be read as a brutal enactment of male penetrative power, the clearing up, cleaning, wrapping 

and packing following the act of murder have distinctly domestic and feminine overtones. This is 

emphasised all the more if the killer is a cannibal who, like Dahmer, prepares, cooks and freezes his 

victims’ remains.'®^ In his account of the child killer and cannibal Albert Fish, the psychiatric examiner 

Frederic Wertham wrote of how the killer talked about his cannibalism, “He spoke in a matter-of-fact 

way, like a housewife describing her favourite methods of cooking.” Such acts clearly parody 

everyday household chores defined as ‘woman’s work’; turning what was to have been an act of 

masculine empowerment into one of effeminacy. In their arrest and imprisonment, such killers are 

rescued from the gaping jaws of these dark and private spaces of domesticity, where gender is ill- 

defined and confused, to a prison environment where the public performance of unambiguous gender is 

essential. It is not without significance that the killers in Poe’s tales of domestic murder are dragged 

away from where their victims lie, in freshly opened womb-like cavernous spaces in the floor and walls, 

to the impenetrable security of the prison cell.

Although I have made a number of connections between Poe’s tales of domestic murder and serial 

killing, there is, of course, one major difference between Poe’s killers and the likes of Dahmer and 

Nilsen. Poe’s protagonists give no indication that they have killed more than once, unlike serial killers, 

and, perhaps more importantly, they have killed loved ones and not strangers. However, these 

differences are not as clear cut as they seem. For example, part of the significance of the serial killer’s 

tendency to kill people unknown to him is that this lack of knowledge is then connected to a notion of 

randomness and indiscriminacy; hence serial killing’s other name, “motiveless murder.” Yet, in both of 

Poe’s domestic murder tales, there is also this sense of motivelessness; both are represented as random.

Admittedly, this hyper-masculine environment in prisons exists alongside a high level o f  homosexual sex, but 
this sex is often defined within terms o f dominance and passivity that are in many ways analogous to orthodox 
heterosexuality.

Along with a number o f  severed heads, the police who examined, “cannibal killer”, Jeffery Dahmer’s freezer 
found individually wrapped portions o f heart, thigh and bicep, some o f  which had already been tenderised and had 
the fat removed from them. See Daniel Kom, Mark Radice and Charlie Hawes, Cannibal: The H istory o f  People  
Eating, (London: Channel 4 Books, 2002), p. 221.

Wertham, Frederic, The Show o f  Violence (N.Y.: Doubleday, 1949), p. 45.
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utterly meaningless acts which mystify the murderer completely. As the narrator/murderer of ‘The 

Tell-Tale Heart’ explains, his act is not based on any of the usual motive for murder, such as revenge, 

lust or greed:

Object there was none. Passion there was none. I loved the old 
man. He had never wronged me. He had never given me insult.
For his gold I had no desire {TTH, 277).

Certainly, we may choose to disbelieve Poe’s narrators and read between the lines of their stories, yet 

the same may be done with the stories of serial killers - we may analyse their statements and delve into 

their past in order to assign meaning and motive to their acts. We can also choose to examine their 

victims more closely. When looking at the victims of individual serial killers, the overwhelming 

evidence suggests that these killings are far less random than a great deal of crime literature and media 

coverage would suggest. Indeed, for certain cultural commentators, emphasising the apparent 

randomness of serial killing is essential to the representation of such crimes as inexplicable asocial acts 

committed by individuals of an almost mythical evil. Such representations are as prevalent in academic 

studies as they are in crime magazines and the tabloid press. For example, in his work The Aesthetics

o f  Murder, Joel Black attempts to examine murder and contemporary culture in relation to aesthetic

theory. Approaching aesthetic theory itself as an asocial phenomenon, Black subsequently interprets 

serial killing in a similar fashion, in order to ‘appreciate’ it aesthetically. However, this asocial reading 

requires wilful misrepresentation of the social realities of serial killing, conveniently sidelining issues 

of class, race and, perhaps most significantly, gender. This being the case. Black makes the following 

observation:

It is precisely the assailant’s arbitrary selection of the victim that 
makes the ‘aesthetic’ violence in such cases all the more 
chilling.'*^

Yet, sex, age, social class, race, general appearance, and even occupation are more often than not 

shared by a serial killer’s victims. Edmund Kemper (a.k.a. ‘The Co-Ed Killer’), for example, 

sometimes checked his victims’ wallets for identification to see if they were students and suitably 

middle class before he killed them.'** What is often suggested by criminal psychologists is that a 

killer’s choice of victim represents a certain ‘type’ for him, a type he associates with someone he does 

have a grudge against but cannot kill because they are already dead or because he is inhibited from 

doing so by personal taboos.

Black, The Aesthetics o f  Murder, p. 145. Black’s work is itself an aesthetic study and, as such, we should not 
be surprised to find that it does not acknowledge the gendered basis o f its assumptions, let alone engage in a 
critique o f them.

Leyton, "Hunting Humans", p. 71.
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As the majority of serial killers’ victims are women, criminological studies which attempt to unravel 

the killer’s psychological motivations tend to focus on major female figures - mothers, wives and 

girlfriends - as a likely source of some initial humiliation at an earlier period in the killer’s life. His 

subsequent resentment of this major figure then causes the killer to seek out and destroy certain ‘types’ 

of women who act as a substitute for the initial ‘offending’ woman. Very few criminological studies 

comment on the fact that in treating women as more or less interchangeable commodities, the serial 

killer is acting out one of the most fundamental concepts of patriarchal social structures. Most criminal 

psychologists, along with numerous other commentators, instead focus on psychoanalytical concepts 

involving sexual desire and rage against the figure of the mother; on the image of women who provoke 

and then prohibit desire in men; on women who have caused their sons and husbands to feel sexually 

inferior. Using misogynistic myths of feminine evil, these interpretations exaggerate the role of 

‘feminine influence’ while deflecting attention away from the possibility of connecting serial murder 

itself with misogyny. One of the implications of such reasoning amounts to blaming the ‘bad’ mothers 

and wives of serial killers for the murders they commit - as the psychiatrist at the close of Hitchcock’s 

Psycho proclaims, “Mother killed the girl”, and as one commentator argues:

Mother-hating and its perceived effect, woman-hating, has become 
our culture’s most prevalent mode for explaining the murderous 
rampages of sexual killers.’*̂

It is the prevalence of such attitudes which allowed a policeman interviewing Sonia Sutcliffe, the wife 

of serial killer Peter SutcUffe, to feel justified in saying to her, “It was you he wanted to kill.” It is 

Sonia Sutcliffe’ response to this comment which helps draw yet another connection between the serial 

killer and Poe’s domestic murderers - “If that was so, once would have been enough.” '^  If we are to 

believe that serial killing is in fact the murder of a single individual from the killer’s past, who is 

repeatedly substituted for by strangers in some way representing that particular individual, then Poe’s 

murderous protagonists could be described as killers who have instead murdered that individual in their 

lives who has become a stranger. Through a process of objectification and disassociation the “old man” 

and “wife” not only become strangers to Poe’s murderers, they become representative of all strangers, 

of others and otherness in general, and so, their murder becomes the symbolic murder of many. In 

killing the one person who represented such a fundamental link between themselves and others, all 

humankind is in essence dead to Poe’s protagonists, and they are the cause of that death.

Tatar, Lustmord, p. 29.
Jouve, “The S treetcleaner”, p. 137.
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These particular tales of Poe’s, with their dramatic first-person account of murder, also correspond 

closely to late-eighteenth and mid-nineteenth-century American true-crime autobiographies. While 

these publications were often edited or bookended by a rationalising moral discourse of a legal, 

religious, or medical nature, what remains central to them is the presentation of a highly subjective 

account of murder, given by the murderer himself.'^' Poe’s tales of domestic murder bear a striking 

resemblance to these narratives in both their imagery, language, tone and subject matter. An example 

of this type of narrative is the 1780 pubhcation, A Brief Narrative o f  the Life & Confessions o f Barnett 

Davenport, the story of a man who, having gone to live with a family in Connecticut, resolves to kill 

the family and rob their home, even though they had always treated him with great k i n d n e s s . M u c h  

like De Quincey’s description of the John Williams’ murders, robbery seems little reason for 

Davenport’s brutal bludgeoning to death of the entire family, including grandchildren. Like the 

narrator of ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’, his motivations and his actions appear inexplicably perverted and 

cruel, considering the mutual fondness he and his victims shared. Yet, from the moment he has decided 

to kill the family, Davenport is “haunted and possessed with thoughts of murder”, just as Poe’s 

murderer explains that, once “I made up my mind to take the old man’s life [...] it haunted me day and 

night” {TTH, 277). Like Poe’s narrators, Davenport focuses entirely on the appalling sensations he 

undergoes in the reminiscence of his crimes, “My heart trembles and is moved out of its place, at the 

relation of this most tremendous, cruel, bloody, and amazing scene”, while the murderer of ‘The Black 

Cat’ proclaims, “I blush, I bum, I shudder as I pen the damnable atrocity.” (BC, 322)

Above all else, what Poe’s tales and autobiographical writings like Davenport’s share is the 

consciousness of an audience and, as a result, a highly conspicuous level of self-dramatisation. They 

both use the dramatic device of pleading for the veracity of their recollections and their sanity:

True! - nervous - very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; 
but why will you say that I am mad? [...] Hearken! and observe 
how healthily - how calmly I can tell you the whole story. (JTH,
211 )

Many contemporary serial killers also display this penchant for self-dramatisation, with an emphasis on 

truth, hke the following comment made by Albert De Salvo (The Boston Strangler), which is worthy of 

Poe:

One o f  the most famous and successful fictional versions o f this kind o f criminal narrative, replete with 
rationalising bookending by a fictitious editor, is James H ogg’s 1824 novel The Private M emoirs and Confessions 
o f a Justified Sinner.

Davenport, Barnett, A B rief Narrative o f  the Life and Confessions o f  Barnett Davenporf (Hartford, 1780), 
quoted in Halttunen, M urder M ost Foul, pp. 35-34. AH further references to this work are from this source.
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It’s true. God knows it’s all true. I wish it wasn’t. I don’t want to 
be the person who did these things.’’^

Concomitant with this impulse toward self-dramatisation is an implicit awareness that it is through the 

murder narrative rather than the act of murder itself that a personal myth of power and transcendence 

can be most successfully constructed and maintained. The soul-wrenching guilt and remorse Davenport 

claims to suffer in the contemplation of his crime thinly veils a gloating sort of egotism, evident in the 

description of his acts as “the blackest crimes that ever mortal committed.” In a string of hyperboles, 

reminiscent of Poe’s powers of cosmic alteration in his philosophical work Eureka, Davenport 

describes the act he has committed as “my bloody, land-defiling, soul-ruining, and heaven-daring plan.” 

With such over-inflated language and imagery, the murderer’s narrative is not so much an attempt at 

social or spiritual reparation, or even self-justification for the crime, as an actual celebration of it. In 

fantasies of grandeur and omnipotence, the terribleness of the killer’s crime and the moral gulf which it 

sets between him and the rest of humanity becomes evidence of his greatness. Like the Romantic anti- 

heroes of Byron, the fact that this greatness is in the direction of evil rather than good is further proof 

that he has moved far beyond common societal concepts such as morality, and as a consequence is 

bound to be misunderstood and alienated.

There are a number of other significant elements which Poe’s tales and Davenport’s Brief Narrative 

have in common which point to changing attitudes regarding the nature of social deviancy and the role 

literature can play in its representation. It is in the erratic prose style of their first-person narratives that 

Poe’s domestic tales bear their most marked resemblance to earlier autobiographical writings like 

Davenport’s. Such narrative technique stands in stark contrast to the rather staid and philosophically 

erudite work of Romanticism which, despite its rejection of “false refinement” and its attempts to 

capture the “spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings”, tended to place a considerable emphasis on a 

controlled poetic voice {PLB, 870). In Poe’s tales of murder and the criminal autobiographies which 

they resemble, “emotion recollected in tranquility” is certainly not the narrator’s chosen mode of 

expression. In fact, both are more akin to the speech of an individual undertaking a sort of ‘talking 

cure’ in the form of a confession - once connected, in a religious context, with the admission of one’s 

sins, but now more readily associate with the patient undergoing psychoanalysis.'^"'

Like Browning’s dramatic monologues of murder, ‘My Last Duchess’ and ‘Porphyria’s Lover’, Poe’s 

tales of domestic murder take the Romantic movement’s interest in portraying natural speech, intense 

subjectivity and extreme emotional states to their (il)logical conclusion, with rambling, repetitious,

De Salvo, Albert, quoted in Leyton, “Hunting H um ans”, p. 156.
On the subject o f psychoanalysis as a secular version o f the religious confessional see Michel Foucault, The 

History o f  Sexuality (1976), Robert Hurley trans. (N.Y.: Pantheon 1978).
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overexcited narratives of questionable veracity. The erratic and excitable narrative voice of such 

writing has numerous precursors, as already suggested in both criminal and spiritual autobiographies of 

a confessional nature. However, what is particularly significant about earlier works such as 

Davenport’s is that they are autobiographies, and that even in their adherence to a tradition of 

confessional writing, their self-conscious deployment of manipulative narrative techniques, and their 

possible fabrication of events, they can, nonetheless, lay claim to an authenticity as factual 

representations of an individual’s personal experience. Poe’ tales, on the other hand, are works of 

complete fiction, yet, in using a narrative approach similar to that of the autobiographical confession, 

they may also be read as authentic in their attainment of a certain level of psychological realism. This 

psychological detailing in Poe’s tales has its source in the cultural and intellectual context of the early 

and mid-nineteenth century, and its ever-growing faith in medical science as an authoritative and 

wholly objective means of evaluating individual psychology.

There is a certain irony in the fact that Poe’s intensely subjective and apparently erratic narratives of 

murder are a testimony to the development of a new species of scientific understanding. Yet, the 

disciplines of psychological investigation and psychiatric treatment have always been heavily reliant on 

tales of extreme and irrational subjectivity, in the form of case studies. By approaching Poe’s tales of 

murder as fictional case studies rather than elaborate tales of impossible fancy we can readily see how 

their intricate scientific observations of psychological extremes engage with numerous medical and 

social theories on insanity and criminal deviancy prevalent during his life time, and still of relevance 

today, particularly in criminology’s psychological profiling of serial killers.

Despite Poe’s evident interest in, and indebtedness to, developing scientific discourses, not only in his 

tales of murder but his works of criticism and philosophy, as well as his tales of detection, at other 

times, he holds fast to the Romantic myth of the artist and the practice of artistic creativity as the 

antithesis of science. In his ‘Sonnet - To Science’, for example, he laments how the cold, rationalising 

and reductive, “Vulture” eye of science “preyest [...] upon the poet’s heart.” '®® Yet, no less a Romantic 

figure than Wordsworth himself draws a connection between the two disciplines in his early poem ‘The 

Tables Turned’, proclaiming in its final stanza:

Enough of Science and of Art;
Close up those barren leaves;
Come forth, and bring with you a heart
That watches and receives.'®’

It is however in his tales o f detective ratiocination that Poe makes his most unequivocal expression o f faith in 
the rationalising narrative of scientific investigation.

Foe, ‘Sonnet - To Science’ (1829, revised and republished in 1831 and 1836), p. 53.
Wordsworth, ‘The Tables Turned’ (1798), in The Poems, vol. 2, pp. 356-357.
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It is difficult to ascertain to what extent Wordsworth includes his own ‘Art’ of writing poetry in this 

command to close up books; probably not a great deal, as his reference to watching and receiving 

suggests his wish is to emphasise the reductive aspect of reading about nature, not writing about it. 

However, the poem’s previous stanza problematises the role of the intellectual observer by using 

violent murderous imagery to describe his reductive processing of the world around him; thereby 

implicating all observers - scientists, painters, and poets included - in a process of aestheticisation 

which objectifies and ultimately destroys its chosen subject, in order, either to understand it more fully, 

or represent and recreate it more perfectly:

Sweet is the lore which Nature brings;
Our meddling intellect
Mis-shapes the beauteous form of things
We murder to dissect.

(25 -28)

Wordsworth’s use of medical imagery to describe the problematic nature of interpretation and 

representation is particularly significant here, for it invokes a number of potent myths reflecting certain 

contemporary attitudes towards modem scientific developments. It also foreshadows numerous 

fictional and factual literary works of the nineteenth century, whose primary concern is the role the 

‘new’ sciences play in Man’s ambitious endeavours to bring about personal and social improvement; 

from the “meddling intellect” of Mary Shelley’s medical student and the mis-shapen form he creates, to 

press accounts of the savage brutality of Burke and Hare, who murdered, so that Dr. Robert Knox could 

dissect. Running alongside these tales warning of science’s corrupting powers and negative 

applications are tales of science as saviour, as a guiding light of reason in a confused, increasingly 

secular and morally relative world. These positivistic attitudes towards science are also to be found in 

both fictional and factual literature; in the detective tales of Poe and Arthur Conan Doyle, and in the 

development of a rationalising narrative on social and moral deviancy, known as criminology.
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CHAPTER TWO 

“NECESSARY INHUMANITY”: NDvTETEENTH-CENTURY

MEDICAL PRACTICE AND THE PROCESS OF THE LAW

The evolving scientific and medical discourses of the nineteenth century are central to an 

interpretation of the socio-cultural and historical phenomena of serial killing, not only in their 

development of certain concepts of criminality but in their own darker associations with physical 

exploitation and sexual violence. The growth of criminology, from the establishment of social 

theories based on the work of Charles Darwin to the early stages of forensic detection, are all 

intimately linked to changing theories and practices in the area of medicine, from body snatching and 

dissection to vivisection and surgery. All of these ‘medical’ acts are, in turn, made increasingly 

problematic through the course of the century with the development of psychoanalysis and its 

dehneation of darker human impulses such as sexual sadism, necrophilia, fetishism, bloodlust and 

sexual murder. In the closing decades of this century, many of these sociological and psychological 

themes would be brought together in the most jarring way, becoming the central themes in the very 

public debates surrounding the modem era’s most famous unknown serial killer. Jack the Ripper.

This chapter is divided into three sections, each of which will consider different aspects of the 

nineteenth-century’s varying narratives of medical science and their intimate connection to modem 

concepts of sexual/serial murder. The first section will look at Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein as a 

seminal text which reveals the implicit connections between pioneering, ambitious science and 

Romanticism. It will also examine how Frankenstein and his creature both act as two distinct and 

prescient examples of serial killer ‘types’, later popularised in both factual and fictional narratives. 

The second section of the chapter is in two parts and will focus on the interpretation and 

representation of the ‘Man of Science’ as a murderous sexual sadist by relating the figure to 

numerous social and medical developments throughout the nineteenth century. The final section will 

look at some early cases of sexual/serial murder and examine how medical fact and fiction combine 

in a general discourse on criminahty which focuses on the body of the victim and in particular the 

female victim as the ultimate site of horror. It must be emphasised that in turning to the world of 

nineteenth-century science we in no way tum our back on Romanticism. Mary Shelley’s archetypal 

tale of science fiction is the most decisive proof of that. Frankenstein is without doubt the ultimate 

Romantic narrative, bringing together all of the themes so consistently and insistently explored by the 

major writers and artists of the period. All the aesthetic, philosophical, political and personal 

preoccupations of Blake, Wordsworth and Byron are to be found in the novel, which covers the 

themes of man’s relationship with nature, the origin and role of creative power, the place of the 

individual within society, and the attraction and danger of overreaching ambition. Yet, Frankenstein
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is different, indeed it is unique among tiie work of such Romantic writers, because it is neither a 

poem, a prose essay, nor a closet drama, but a novel.

1. FRANKENSTEIN: A PORTRAIT OF TWO KILLERS

Nearly fifty years after Frankenstein'^ initial publication, writers like George Eliot would promote 

the novel as the literary form most appropriate to the new scientific age, its evenly-weighted narrative 

structure giving both detail and scope to the psychological and sociological complexities of the time.' 

Mary Shelley seems to have understood this instinctively in her writing of Frankenstein. Somewhere 

between experiment and case study, the novel puts the Romantic aesthetic to the test, recording its 

progress through the obstacles and pitfalls of a sustained fictional narrative. In this sense, it is an 

extraordinary example of the structural, as well as the thematic, interplay between science and 

literature which was to define so much writing in the latter-half of the nineteenth century. It is of 

little wonder then that this work, which grafts the Romantic with the scientific aesthetic so absolutely, 

should itself be seen as some kind of incongruous and monstrous form of writing, with one of its 

many negative contemporary critics describing it as “a tissue of horrible and disgusting absurdity” ;̂ a 

comment which sounds not unlike Shelley’s own famous description of the novel as “my hideous 

progeny.”  ̂ Frankenstein is at the forefront of this particularly Romantic tendency in literary 

criticism which conflates the subject matter of a work with the work itself. As a result, what was 

Frankenstein’s transgression in attempting to create life becomes Shelley’s transgression in writing 

about it.

Another, highly significant conflation which the subject matter of Frankenstein has undergone 

through centuries of interpretations and representations is the collapsing of the figure of Frankenstein 

with the being he has created, known as the Creature, Fiend, Demon, Wretch or Monster. In terms of 

literary criticism, this collapsing of characters is often brought about by means of psychoanalytical 

theory, which assigns the Creature the role of Frankenstein’s subconscious desire.'' Certainly, 

Frankenstein draws numerous analogies between himself and the Creature which fully admit the

' See for example William J. Hyde, ‘George Eliot and the Climate o f  Realism’, M odem  Language Association, 
72 (1957) and Richard Stang, The Theory o f  the Novel in England, 1850-1870  (N.Y.: Columbia U.P., 1959).
 ̂Croker, John, Quarterly Review, Jan. 1818: 379-385.
 ̂ Shelley, Frankenstein, introduction to 1831 edition, p.21.

'* See for example Barbara Johnson, ‘My Monster/ My S e lf ,  Diacritics, vol. 12, no. 2, Cherchez la Femme 
Feminist Critique/Feminine Text (Summer, 1982): 2-10, and for commentary that links both Frankenstein and 
his Monster’s desires with Shelley herself, see Mary Poovey The Proper Lady and The Woman Writer: 
Ideology as Style in the Works o f  M ary Wollstonecraft, M ary Shelley, and Jane Austen (Chicago; London: 
University o f Chicago Press, 1984) and Morton Kaplan and Robert Kloss, ‘Fantasy o f  Paternity and the 
Doppleganger: Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein’ in The Unspoken Motive: A Guide to Psychoanalytic Literary 
Criticism  (N.Y.: Free Press, 1973).
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former’s guilty part in murder: “I, not in deed, but in effect, was the true murderer.”  ̂ However, in the 

following chapter I have avoided this reading of Shelley’s novel entirely, and have instead focused on 

Frankenstein and the Creature as two separate entities, acting more or less independently of one 

another. The reason for this is quite straightforward, in that it allows me to examine two distinct 

approaches to the contextualising of sexual violence and murder, which are still the most commonly 

used methods of ‘explaining’ the phenomenon of serial/sexual murder in the present day. The first 

approach to this explanation of serial/sexual killing, which Shelley’s depiction of Victor Frankenstein 

so accurately reflects, takes the ideological, aesthetic and intellectual motivations of the individual as 

its basis, while the second approach, embodied in the figure of the Creature, focuses on the 

individual’s emotional and sociological experiences.

Although Shelley’s novel is unique in many ways, its theme of science is by no means exceptional 

during the Romantic era. In spite of traditional interpretations of Romanticism as hostile to science 

there is ample evidence pointing to a far more complex and reciprocal relationship. Undoubtedly, the 

most significant correlation between the two is their shared desire to “see into the Ufe of things.”  ̂

This desire for knowledge and the pleasure associated with its pursuit and acquisition is as evident in 

the scientific, as it is in the artistic, quest. As Wordsworth writes in the ‘Preface to Lyrical Ballads’:

We have no knowledge, that is, no general principles drawn from the 
contemplation of particular facts, but what has been built up by 
pleasure, and exists by pleasure alone [...] The knowledge of both the 
Poet and the Man of Science is pleasure.’

A little further on in the ‘Preface’, in a prescient image of Victor Frankenstein’s Creature, 

Wordsworth describes the creation of a new species of human understanding, a new being brought 

into existence by the union of humanised science and divine poetry:

If the time should ever come when what is now called science, thus 
familiarised to man, shall be ready to put on, as it were, a form of 
flesh and blood, the poet will lend his divine spirit to aid the 
transfiguration, and will welcome the being thus produced, as a dear 
and genuine inmate of the household of man.*

 ̂ Shelley, Frankenstein: The 1818 Text, Contexts, Nineteenth-Century Responses, Criticism, ed. J. Paul Hunter 
(N.Y.; London: Norton, 1996), p. 61. Unless otherwise stated all further references are from this edition and 
will appear in the text abbreviated to F.
 ̂Wordsworth, ‘Lines Composed a Few M iles Above Tintem Abbey, on Revisiting the W ye During a Tour.

July 13, 1798’, William Wordsworth: The Poems, ed. John O. Hayden, 1.49. Unless otherwise stated, all further 
references to Wordsworth’s writing are from this edition.
’ Wordsworth, ‘Preface to Lyrical Ballads, with pastoral and other poems’, in William Wordsworth: The 
Poems, vol. 1, pp. 876-877.
* Ibid., p. 877.
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Yet, it is the figure o f Frankenstein him self and not his creation that truly embodies the union of 

poetry and science, and while the latter finds no welcome into the exclusive “household o f m an”, the 

former exists in a self-im posed exile, reminiscent of the Romantic artist. Frankenstein approaches 

his scientific ambitions with all the fervour and idealism of a true Romantic, but unlike the poet his 

subject matter is of a singularly physical nature; his raw materials are dug up from the grave rather 

than the soul. If Poe’s painter in ‘The Oval Portrait’ can be described as a spiritual vampire then 

Frankenstein is a veritable ghoul, scavenging amongst the bodies of the dead. A creator o f life and a 

dealer in death, Frankenstein follows the most lofty and the most lowly o f pursuits, in this sense he is 

the archetypal example of the double-sided nature o f scientific endeavour. It is quite apparent that 

this janus-faced image o f science persists into the present day, from the 2001 conviction of the 

“Jekyll and Hyde” Doctor Harold Shipman, for the murder of fifteen patients, to the ethical debates 

surrounding the “Frankenstein” research into the manipulation DNA and stem-cell use.®

Some contemporary critics have placed Shelley’s novel itself at the centre of a number o f early 

nineteenth-century scientific debates. Anne K. M ellor reads the novel in relation to the 

interventionist theories on the developm ent of life, set out by Humphrey Davy, and the opposing 

evolutionary theories and observational approach o f Erasmus Darwin (who is mentioned twice in 

Shelley’s 1831 p re fa c e ) .A lte rn a tiv e ly , M arilyn Butler has suggested that Shelley’s novel acts out 

the 1816-17 debates between John Abemethy and his former pupil, W illiam Law rence." 

A bem ethy’s belief in a science which attempts to discover the spiritual element of life through 

physiological methods is reflected in Frankenstein’s work, while, in total opposition to this, 

Law rence’s m aterialist approach to physiological inquiry, firmly rejects any recourse to “spiritual 

vitalism.” '^ In his categorical rejection of what he views as A bem ethy’s preposterous physiological 

quest for the ‘m ysteries’ of hum an life, Law rence’s language and tone of disgust seems to anticipate 

Shelley’s descriptions of Frankenstein’s “workshop of filthy creation” {F, 32):

An im mortal and spiritual being could not have been discovered
among the blood and filth of the dissecting room.'^

 ̂ Among the many examples of real-life ‘horror’ stories in the medical world is the Frankenstein-like illegal 
trafficking in the dead, whether for the purpose of scientific experiment or providing wealthy patients with 
replacement organs. A number of hospitals in Ireland, including the Dublin-based maternity hospitals, 
Rotunda, Coombe, Holies Street, caused a public outcry when, in 1999 and 2000, they were reported to have 
retained the internal organs and/or tissue from dead babies without parental consent.

Mellor, Anne K., ‘Frankenstein: A  Feminist Critique of Science’, in One Culture: Essays in Science and 
Literature ed. George Levine, with the assistance of Alan Rauch (Madison; London; University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1987), pp. 287-312.
"  Butler, Marilyn, ‘Frankenstein and Radical Science’ in Frankenstein: The 1818 Text, pp. 302-312.

Lawerence, William, Lectures on Physiology, Zoology, and the Natural History o f Man (London: Callow, 
1819) Lecture 3, 1817, p. 84, quoted in Butler, ‘Frankenstein and Radical Science’, p. 307.

Ibid., p. 309.
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Whatever contemporary scientific issues may have inspired Shelley it is of great importance to 

recognise the deeply Romantic character of such debates, which revolve around notions of the 

spiritual and physical nature of existence and the power of the creative and investigative intellect. 

Just as in the Romantic quest for knowledge and truth, this scientific quest is understood and 

represented in gendered terms in which the creative and truth-seeking subject is always constructed 

as male. There are countless examples of this in scientific writing throughout the nineteenth century. 

Humphrey Davy’s 1802 Introductory to a Course on Chemistry is quite typical in this respect. It 

describes how science has given the contemporary chemist

powers which may almost be called creative; which have enabled him 
to modify and to change beings surrounding him, and by his 
experiments to interrogate nature with power, not simply as a scholar, 
passive and seeking only to understand her operations, but rather as a 
master, active with his own instruments.

As this passage reveals, such scientific inquiry and debate is immersed in the language of oppressive 

sexual politics. This is vividly and consistently epitomised by the use of metaphor which depict 

science as a virile mascuhne force, questing to discover and master the mysteries of a passive 

feminine Nature. The role of patriarchal and sexual dominance in such a quest is evident in the 

imagery of Francis Bacon’s famous proclamation, “I am come in very truth leading to you Nature 

with all her children to bind her to your service and make her your slave.” '̂  In Frankenstein, the 

language of scientific discovery is particularly associated with sexual invasion, in a desire to 

“penetrate into the recesses of nature, and show how she works in her hiding places.” (F, 28) The 

precedents for Frankenstein’s description of scientific inquiry as an erotic quest of revelation and 

penetration are many; along with the above quote from Davy, there is, for example, Isaac Barrow’s 

declaration that the aim of science must be to “search Nature out of her concealment and unfold her 

dark mysteries”’̂ , and Henry Oldenburg’s assertion that “true sons of learning [...] penetrate from 

Nature’s ante-chamber to her inner closet.” '̂  Aligning nature with the feminine, and more 

particularly, the mysteries of nature with the female body is of tremendous significance in the 

definition and depiction of the Man of Science and his work. As numerous critics have pointed out, 

Frankenstein’s feverish toils and “painful labour” (F, 32) may be associated with the female birthing

Davy, Humphrey, quoted in Laura Crouch, ‘Davy’s A Discourse Introductory to a Course o f  Lectures on 
Chemistry [1802]: A Possible Scientific Source o f Frankenstein’, Keats-Shelly Journal 27  (1978): 35-37.

Bacon, Francis, Masculine Birth (1663) in "Temporis Partus Masculus: An Untranslated Writing o f  Francis 
Bacon’, trans. Benjamin Farrington Centaurus, I (1951): 197.

Barrow, Isaac, in Mellor ‘Frankenstein: A Feminist Critique o f  Science’, p.290.
”  Oldenburg, Henry, from An apprenticeship in scientific communication: the early correspondence o f  Henry 
Oldenburg {1656-63), quoted in Correspondence o f  Henry Oldenburg, ed. Rupert Hall and Marie Hall 
(Madison: University o f Wisconsin Press, 1965), 1:113.
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process'*, yet the nature of his questing and penetrative scientific inquiry clearly place him in the 

masculine position. However, Frankenstein is not just a male but a male outsider, and it is this 

position as a male outsider which is fundamental to his understanding of scientific investigation as a 

taboo quest with erotic implications. In fact, it is almost exclusively through the language of erotic 

and sexual desire that Frankenstein relates his narrative of scientific curiosity and ambition, “imbued 

with a fervent longing to penetrate” nature'®, Frankenstein pursues his goal with “ardour”, “delight 

and rapture”, discovering that “to arrive at once at the summit of my desire was the most gratifying 

consummation of my toils.” (F, 31) In a progression from desire to consummation, Frankenstein’s 

descriptive language, like that of the Romantic poets, invokes the sexual imagery of arousal, 

penetration and orgasm. As Susan Winnet points out, for Frankenstein this triumphant 

consummation is an end in itself, but of course in Shelley’s narrative it is only a beginning, 

“Frankenstein does not see that henceforth his plot inevitably involves the consequences of an act of 

creation that he regards as a triumph in and of itself.” ”̂ Carrying the analogy between Frankenstein’s 

acts as an irresponsible creator of life with the denial of fatherhood, in circumstances involving 

‘casual’ sex, it must be noted that there is nothing casual about Frankenstein’s involvement with 

female nature. Interpreting his connection with nature in terms of interpersonal relationships, his 

actions are those of the stalker, sadistic rapist and murderer. As such, it is of little wonder that he 

should view the offspring of these acts with loathing and denial.

The intimate connection between quest and conquest is the key to understanding the archetypal 

figure of the Man of Science as a violent sexual predator, a figure so thoroughly epitomised by 

Shelley’s Victor Frankenstein. In order to fully appreciate this link between (con)quest and the Man 

of Science it must be noted that this figure’s acts of aggression often begin at an ideological and 

representational level. This is very much the case with Frankenstein, who, through the language of 

science and aesthetics, wilfully and violently denigrates and debases the object of his study. One 

way in which he does this is by coding nature as feminine, which allows him to invoke a plethora of 

negative images closely associated with female sexuality. Nature is therefore passive, yet 

unyielding, secretive and untrustworthy, incomplete and flawed, dirty and diseased. Assigning these 

traits to nature, in turn, enables the Man of Science to perform certain aggressive and invasive acts 

with air of intellectual and ethical sovereignty. Implicit in the language and imagery of this scientific 

quest are the erotics of rape and murder. Like the rapist and sexual murderer, the questing Man of 

Science finds himself frustrated and mocked by an image of femininity which both promises and

See for example Mary Poovey, ‘My Hideous Progeny: Mary Shelley and the Feminization o f Romanticism’, 
PMLA 95 no. 3, (May, 1980): 332-347.

Shelley, Frankenstein, 1831 edition, p. 30.
Winnet, Susan ‘Coming Unstrung: Women, Men, Narrative, and Principles o f Pleasure’, in Frankenstein: 

The 18J8 Text, p. 295.
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denies the fulfilment of desire. For Frankenstein, it is Nature who is the ultimate tease, flaunting 

herself before him, and filling him with ardent longing, yet withholding access to “her immortal 

lineaments.” '̂ Hence the act of penetration, associated with scientific inquiry, is a forceful one, 

accomplished through the conquest of an unwilling, yet passive, subject. As in other forms of rape, 

this act has two purposes, which are very closely linked; to achieve a sense of personal autonomy, 

control and mastery, and to debase and subjugate whatever threatens that sense of autonomy and 

power. The Man of Science and the sexual predator are also ideologically united in their systematic 

denial of a connection between female sexuality and procreation, with the object of sexual desire 

divorced from the concept of sexual reproduction. Whether in the eyes of the sex attacker or the 

popular press who reports his crimes, women who become the victims of rape are, much like the 

figure of the female prostitute, almost always dissociated from images of motherhood because a 

figure which ‘stimulates’ such a violently destructive sexual urge cannot be associated with the 

creation of life. A similar disconnection of female reproductive ability from female sexuality can be 

detected in Frankenstein’s emphatic desire to rape a female nature while creating life independendy 

of a female body. With a mixture of prudery and misogyny, Frankenstein engineers a mimetic 

process which conflates the act of sex with the figure of Woman; the eradication of one from the 

procreative process automatically includes the removal of the other.

Describing the life around him in terms which suggest its flawed, incomplete and diseased state, 

Frankenstein’s seemingly philanthropic wish to “banish disease from the human frame” (F, 22) is 

more accurately a desire to move beyond the “deformed and abortive creation” of natural history.^^ 

This eradication of disease and deformity is to be achieved through the removal of women from the 

process of reproduction, and, by extension the annihilation of womanhood itself. Frankenstein’s 

attempts to erase women’s role in the reproductive process, can be interpreted as part of a more 

general systematic campaign to deny women’s active place or even their existence (and right to exist) 

in society; a campaign that has taken numerous forms through the course of an oppressive patriarchal 

culture, from the creation of a specifically male history and literary canon to the denial of human and 

political rights. Through the acts of the sexual/serial killer, this systematic campaign of erasure 

becomes irrevocably literal:

I was death on women [...] I didn’t feel they needed to exist. I hated
them, and I wanted to destroy every one I could fmd.^^

Shelley, Frankenstein, 1831 edition, p. 31.
Ibid.
Lucas, Henry Lee, in Leyton, “Hunting Humans”, p.23.
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In his attempt to exchange the painful and dirty process of childbirth for a clean and controlled 

scientific procedure, Frankenstein’s action may also be interpreted as a misguided attempt to erase 

original sin; the pain of childbirth being its foremost manifestation. Of course, “pale” and 

“emaciated with confinement”, Frankenstein’s gruelling “midnight labours” in the “workshop of 

filthy creation” prove no less painful or dirty than the actual process of childbirth. (F, 30) This 

impulse to create independently of womanhood has other equally important motivations. Like 

W alter Benjamin’s description of the artistic process, Frankenstein’s aim is to experience a profound 

sense of personal autonomy, to be “the masculine first bom of the work of art, which he once 

conceived.” This birth into a distinctly masculine sense of autonomy is to be achieved by moving 

beyond the flawed first birth which is female and “exhausts itself in accomplishment [...] and then 

dies.” "̂* Having overcome this flawed feminine birthing process;

Reanimated, he exceeds nature: for the existence which he acquired 
the first time around from the dark depths of the womb he now owes 
to a more radiant domain.^^

Often insinuating itself into such debates, and certainly detectible in the language of Shelley’s 

Frankenstein, is the image of the womb itself as a dark and dirty place. In conflating nature and 

womanhood, the womb becomes the source and symbol of creative origin, and the artist/scientist’s 

creative competition with nature becomes a very particular form of womb-envy. Inverting the 

concept of womb as the source of life, the artist/scientist creates narratives which depict the womb as 

a sinister and deadly place, a dirty and polluted grave or prison cell. There are numerous social and 

psychological explanations for such negative interpretations of the womb, which I will turn to a little 

later in this chapter. For the present, it is enough to point out that the nature of the attacks made

against the womb can be literal as well as theoretical; taking the form of dubious medical procedures

and sexual violence.

From Jack the Ripper to Peter Sutcliffe, many sexual murderers who target women whom they view 

as dirty and diseased often focus on the womb in their acts of violence and mutilation. One possible 

interpretation of such acts is that in attacking the womb of his victims, the sexual murderer may be 

addressing issues of competitive autonomy and authority, not dissimilar to those raised by Shelley’s 

Frankenstein. As Maria Tatar suggests, sexual sadism alone does not seem a sufficient explanation:

That the targets of assault for sexual murderers since Jack the Ripper
have been not only the genitals of the female body, but the interior

Benjamin, Walter, ‘Thought Figures’ ( ‘Denkbilder’), Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings. Vol. 2, 1927- 
1934, p. 730.
25
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reproductive organs as well, reveals the degree to which the murderers 
are driven by something more than the perversion of sexual desire.^^

Connections between creative competitiveness in the arts and sciences and other forms o f aggression 

towards the concept of femininity can also be traced in the philosophical outlook o f the sublime 

aesthetic which codes nature as feminine yet rarely associates its active elements with a fertile or 

benevolent productivity. This is certainly the case with Frankenstein, for despite his apparent interest 

in the creation o f life, he, like so many Romantic thinkers, is attracted to the more violent and 

destructive elements of nature which negate life rather than create or nourish it. In this sense, 

Frankenstein is as covetous of nature’s destructive powers as its reproductive ones, and usurps both 

simultaneously.^^

The first sign of V ictor Frankenstein’s deep attraction to violent display in nature is, when at fifteen 

years o f age, with “curiosity and delight” , he “witnessed a most violent and terrible thunderstorm .” 

(F, 22) During the storm, lightning strikes a beautiful old oak tree and reduces it to a “blasted 

s t u m p . V i s i t i n g  the site of the tree’s remains the next morning, the young Frankenstein is awed by 

the sight of such destruction, “I never beheld anything so utterly destroyed” , (F, 22) he then remarks, 

“the catastrophe of this tree excited my extreme astonishment.” (F, 23) This is a moment o f epiphany 

for Frankenstein which foretells his later obsession with the dead and decaying human body, “ [...] the 

fine form of man degraded and wasted.” (F, 30)

Frankenstein’s all-consuming desire to witness and record the human body in various states o f death 

and decay has, as we have seen in the previous chapter, a number of significant implications. 

Displaying a particularly violent fixation with the acquisition of autonomy and control, 

Frankenstein’s compulsion to view dead bodies may be read in connection with the fetishistic desire 

of the sexual m urderer to view and to ‘interact’ with the dead bodies of his victims. Like Dennis 

Nilsen, Ed Kemper, Ted Bundy and so many other sexual murderers who engage in acts o f post

mortem mutilation and necrophilia, there is a sense in which Frankenstein’s closeness to death and 

dead bodies stimulates feelings of control, mastery and transcendence, affirming his autonomous 

identity through his intimate connections with the complete physical debasement of others. Note the

Tatar, Lustmord, p. 10
This egomaniacal desire to harness the creative and destructive powers in nature would become a mainstay in 

popular representations o f mad doctors and scientists, particularly in the Hollywood films o f the 1930s and 40s. 
See Christopher Frayling, Mad, Bad and Dangerous?: The Scientist and the Cinema (London: Reaktion, 2005) 
and David J. Skal, Screams o f  Reason: M ad Science and M odem  Culture (N.Y.; London; Norton, 1998). It 
also has a particular significance in relation to early criminology and eugenic theories regarding the inherent 
criminality and/or inferiority o f  certain human ‘types’ and the efficacy o f their role in society.

In the 1831 text, Frankenstein later refers to himself in the following manner, “I am a blasted tree; the bolt 
has entered my soul.” (p. 171).
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em phasis on subjecthood in Frankenstein’s description o f dissection, with repeated piirases drawing 

attention to his active presence among the anonymous dead:

I  became acquainted  with the science of anatomy: but this was not 
sufficient; I  m ust also observe the natural decay and corruption of the 
body [...] Now I  was lead to examine the course and progress of this 
decay, and forced to spend days and nights in vaults and charnel- 
houses. M y attention was fixed  upon every object most insupportable 
to the delicacy o f the human feelings. I  saw  how the fine form o f man 
was degraded and wasted; I  beheld  the corruption of death succeed to 
the blooming cheek o f life; I  saw  how the worm inherited the wonders 
o f the eye and brain. I  paused, examining and analysing all the 
minutiae o f causation, as exemplified in the change from life to death.
(F , 30)^®

The underlying power dynamics, not only of Frankenstein’s desire to observe death, but his desire to 

create and subsequently manipulate life, can also be found in the comments of serial killers. 

Expressing a similarly ambitious fantasy of control, involving the harnessing of both creative and 

destructive powers, the proclamation, “I want to master life and death” , is not a mad scientist’s but 

Ted Bundy’s . A n o t h e r  serial killer, Ed Kemper, describes the m urder of his victims as a triumph 

over death allowing him access to range o f manipulative powers: “W hat I wanted to see was the 

death, and I wanted to see the triumph, the exultation over d e a t h . M i r r o r i n g  Frankenstein’s desire 

to “bestow animation upon lifeless m atter” (F, 30), Kemper explains how this “winning over death” 

results in the creation of a new “life” ; a corpse animated by his sexual fantasies: “I was more or less 

making a doll out of a human being, and carrying out my fantasies with a doll, a living human 

doll.”^̂  Taking the ‘mad scientist’ scenario to its extreme, in this respect, is Jeffrey D ahm er’s claim 

that the reason he drilled through the skull and brain o f a num ber o f his victims, while still living, 

was to see if he could ‘create’ a human zombie who would obey him. Like Victor Frankenstein’s 

reckless toying with life, such acts o f callous brutality may well invoke a reaction com parable to 

Frankenstein’s Creature, “How dare you sport thus with life?” (F, 65)

Italics added. Interestingly, Steven Marcus notes Victorian pornographic literature’s frequent use of 
interventions on the narrator’s part, in the form of “I”, as a means of implicating the reader into the 
protagonist’s world view: “Sentence after sentence begins with the word ‘I’. The reader’s attention is lulled; 
his own fantasies are liberated; and the content of what he is reading becomes irrelevant.” The Other
Victorians: A Study o f Sexuality and Pornography in Mid-Nineteenth-Century England (N.Y.: Basic Books,
1964), p. 241. Frankenstein’s narration may also been seen as a similar attempt to meld the identity of the 
narrator and reader. However, when such attempts fail they can often result in the reader’s heightened sense of 
alienation from the protagonist.

Bundy, Theodore, in Leyton, “Hunting Humans”, p. 130.
Kemper, Edmund, in Leyton, “Hunting Humans”, p. 61.
Ibid., p. 58.
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Frankenstein’s dealings with dead bodies also suggest a very particular sort o f  objectification; a 

variation o f the Romantic aesthetics o f disinterestedness in the form o f  clinical detachment and 

observation. Yet this is a very compromised detachment which, like the em otional disassociation o f  

the sexual murderer, entails an obsessive attachment and erotic fixation on the corpse as an object of 

desire. In a paradoxical inversion, the scientific project becom es a process which abandons reason 

and inspires uncontrollable and sadistic lust;

I pursued my undertaking with unremitting ardour [...] The moon  
gazed on my midnight labours, while, with unrelaxed and breathless 
eagerness, I pursued nature to her hiding places. W ho shall conceive  
the horrors o f  my secret toil, as I dabbled among the unhallowed  
damps o f the grave, or tortured the hving animal [...] M y limbs now  
tremble and my eyes swim  with the remembrance; but a resistless, and 
almost frantic, im pulse urged me forward; I seem ed to have lost all 
soul or sensation but for this one pursuit. It was indeed but a passing  
trance that only made me feel with renewed acuteness so soon as, the 
unnatural stimulus ceasing to operate, I had returned to my old habits.
{F, 32)

This “unnatural stimulus” which spurs Frankenstein on and proves far stronger than any “natural” 

repulsion to deahng with dead and decaying bodies also indicates the underlying necrophiliac 

im pulses in his insatiable desire to know  the human frame;

I collected bones from charnel-houses; and disturbed, with profane 
fingers, the tremendous secrets o f  the human frame [...] often did my 
human nature turn with loathing from my occupation, whilst, still 
urged on by my eagerness which perpetually increased, I brought my 
work near to a conclusion. (F, 32)

It is with an air almost boastful that Frankenstein describes the trials he has had to face in his 

dissection of, and experimentation on, the dead. Certain necrophiliac murderers’ personal accounts 

o f their battle to overcom e repulsion at handling the dead often contain a similar vaunting tone. In 

the follow ing account, the serial killer’s bragging even goes as far as setting up a com petitive 

alhance between him self and the medical professional:

I got rid o f  that icky feehng o f  m essing with the dead. Only one guy 
gets more casual around a body than me, a mortician or pathologist.
But som e o f  my fantasies are so bizarre that [they] would turn the 
stomach o f a pathologist.^^

From FBI interview with a convicted serial murderer (identity undisclosed) in Sexual Homicide, Patterns 
and Motives, ed. Robert K. Ressler et al, p. 58.
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T he connection between Frankenstein’s obsessive desire for intimate knowledge o f  the corpse and 

his sexual fantasies are most tellingly revealed in the feverish dream he experiences on the very same 

night as he succeeds in imbuing his creation with life. In this dream, Frankenstein sees his fiancee, 

Elizabeth, walking on the street in Ingolstadt. He embraces her:

[...] but as I imprinted the first kiss on her lips, they becam e livid with 
the hue o f death; her features appeared to change, and I thought that I 
held the corpse o f  my dead mother in my arms; a shroud enveloped  
her form, and I saw the grave-worms crawling in the folds o f  the 
flannel. (F, 34)

Even without recourse to a Freudian reading, this passage resonates with suggestive imagery which  

interlinks sexual desire and death. As Tim Marshall explains, the dream acts as a dual fantasy, 

sim ultaneously associating Elizabeth with prostitution - “walking in the street” - while permitting her 

to remain pure, dying as she does from a “first k iss.” '̂* Here, w e also see a sym bolically rich 

retelling o f the ideological dynamics o f  Frankenstein’s scientific as w ell as sexual outlook which  

divorces female desirability from reproductive capability. For not only does Elizabeth die at the first 

sexually motivated touch: she subsequently takes the shape o f  Frankenstein’s dead mother, the 

supposed giver o f life, who is herself dead.

W hile the Creature is literally the work o f Frankenstein’s hands, through a combination o f extended  

metaphor and synecdoche, Frankenstein interprets the Creature a s  his hands, thereby claiming the 

Creature’s murders as his own, “WiUiam, Justine, and Henry -  they all died by my hands.” (F, 128) 

H ow ever, without looking to such metaphorical allusions or conclusions based on Frankenstein’s 

own sense o f  personal responsibility for the deaths his creation has caused, there are still a number o f  

ways in which Frankenstein’s hands are quite literally the tools o f  violence. His violation o f graves, 

his mutilation o f the dead and his vivisection o f animals im plicate him in acts o f  violence perpetrated 

with com plete consciousness. Fittingly enough, it is Frankenstein’s wanton destruction o f  the fem ale 

Creature which most emphatically literalises the theoretical violence which has thus far been the 

focus o f  this chapter. Uniting scientific theory with practice, Frankenstein violently tears into 

(penetrates) this figure which he has ‘constructed’ as fem ale, just as he has rem orselessly and 

passionately penetrated nature: “trembling with passion [I] tore to p ieces the thing on which I was 

engaged.” (F, 115) The motivation for this destructive act o f  violation (as it was in his violation o f  

fem ale nature) is a disgust with fem ale sexuality and a fear o f  its unpredictability, along with a 

jealous resentment o f  its uncontrollable procreative potential. A s Frankenstein forecasts to him self, 

even i f  the fem ale Creature does not “turn with disgust from [the Creature]”, as Frankenstein h im self

Marshall, Tim, Murdering To Dissect: Grave-robbing, Frankenstein and the Anatomy Literature 
(Manchester: Manchester U.P., 1995), p. 203.
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had done, may she not then breed with her mate and cause “a race of devils [to] be propagated upon 

the earth”? (F, 114) The fact that the female Creature which provokes these feelings of fear and 

disgust is only “half-finished” (F, 118) is in itself significant, for in this incom plete state it 

symbolises the inadequate and defective nature of femininity underlying Frankenstein’s scientific 

theories.

Commenting on Frankenstein’s destruction o f the female Creature, Anne M ellor describes how 

“Victor Frankenstein violently reasserts a male control over the female body, penetrating and 

mutilating the female creature at his feet in an image that suggests a violent rape.”^̂  However, I 

would suggest that Frankenstein’s description of the scene the morning after sounds, more 

accurately, like that o f a lust murderer:

The remains of the half-finished creature, which I had destroyed, lay 
scattered on the floor, and I almost felt as if I had m angled the living 
flesh of a human being. (F, 118)

Compounding this image o f Frankenstein as a sex murderer is his behaviour afterwards; his cleaning 

up at the scene, his clearing away of evidence, and his disposal o f the remains, thrown into the sea at 

night, all followed by a heavy fit o f sleep.^^ W ith a deep sense that more has passed than the 

aborting of a scientific procedure, Frankenstein also describes how:

1 felt as if I was about the commission of a dreadful crime, and 
avoided with shuddering anxiety any encounter with my fellow- 
creatures. (F, 118)

This sense of criminality, followed by the shunning of others, is perhaps the most significant 

experience which Frankenstein and his Creature (that is of course his completed and living male 

creature) have in common. Yet, for the Creature, this isolation and feeling of criminality come about 

for very different reasons. In particular, there is a sense in which the Creature is bom  a criminal; an 

abomination, or as Frankenstein refers to him, “an abortion” , which both contravenes and mocks the 

laws of nature. (F, 155) His hideous appearance is therefore an outward and visible manifestation of 

this. Shunned, and rejected from the society of others, the Creature finally responds by shunning 

society. It seems quite clear that Frankenstein has all that his Creature desires - a decent education, 

social standing and most importantly, a family and friends who love and admire him. W ilfully 

turning away from these personal and social advantages, Frankenstein chooses a life o f ‘crim e’.

Mellor, ‘Possesing Nature: The Female Frankenstein’ in Frankenstein: The 1818 Text, p. 279.
Many serial sex killers report that after killing their victim and tidying up and/or disposing of the body they 

fall into a deep sleep, sometimes lasting days. Frankenstein would therefore fit into the classification of serial 
killers known a ‘organised’ (see introduction).
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However, while Frankenstein is a murderer in theory, the Creature is a murderer in fact. Everything 

about the Creature seems to suggest a more direct and literal example of the criminal, most notably 

of course is the fact that the violence of the Creature is explicit, involving the attack and murder of 

three people (a child, a man, and a woman) and the indirect murder of another. ”

In comparison to Frankenstein’s active choice to engage in ‘unlawful’ activities, the reasons for the 

Creature’s criminal acts appear to be based on social dynamics beyond his ability to change or adjust 

to. Unlike Frankenstein, the Creature is a figure who is completely and irrevocably socially 

disadvantaged and disenfranchised, lacking the support systems which might have helped him and 

‘saved’ his victims. These opposing representations of Frankenstein and the Creature act out a 

number of key issues involved in the “nature or nurture” debates which surround the social, judicial 

and scientific discussions on criminality and, in particular, violent crimes such as serial murder. Yet, 

Shelley profoundly confuses the issues in this debate, just as subsequent popular representations of 

the Frankenstein story have done. The pity the Creature often engenders, particularly for the modem 

reader, seems firmly rooted in a cultural oudook and ethical position which emphasises 

predestination (be it social or psychological) rather than free will. This model of reasoning is clearly 

at work in Percy Shelley’s comments on the novel, which seem to lean on the nurture side of the 

debate on criminality;

Treat a person ill and he will become wicked: select and divide him, a 
social being from society, and you impose upon him the irresistible 
obligations- malevolence and selfishness [...] branded by some 
accident with scorn, and changed by neglect and solitude of heart, into 
a scourge and a curse [... of] misanthropy and revenge.^*

The Romantic spirit which places such a high premium on the strength and capacity of the individual 

will to overcome adversity is represented here as totally crushed and deformed by social forces. This 

interpretation of malevolence, misanthropy and revenge as the inevitable result of social isolation and 

injustice can be used to justify acts of extreme violence and murder as a form of social protest. As 

Lawrence Lipking points out in reference to modem criticism of Shelley’s novel, its seems the reader

According to F.B.I crime classification, having murdered at least three people, in separate episodes and at 
different locations, the Creature may be officially termed a serial killer. For FBI definition o f serial killer see 
Introduction and Sexual Homicide, Patterns and M otives, p. 21.
38 Shelley, Percy, written in 1817, published posthumously in The Athenaeum Journal o f  Literature, Science 
and the Fine Arts, 10 Nov. 1832, Frankenstein: The 1818 Text, p. 186. Shelley is, to a certain extent, reiterating 
William Godwin’s arguments regarding man’s tendency to be formed in relation to his society: “Man in society 
is necessarily influenced by the characters of his fellow  men; he is an imitative animal, and, like the camelion 
[sic], owes the colour he assumes, to the colour o f  the surrounding objects.” {Political and Philosophical 
Writings o f  William Godwin, 1 vols, general ed. Mark Philip (London: Pickering and Chatto, 1993), 5:234.) A 
similar interpretation o f man in society is given by Mr. Collins in Godwin’s novel Caleb Williams (1794), 
when he informs Caleb, “You did not make yourself; you are just what circumstances irresistibly compelled 
you to be.” {Caleb Williams, ed. David McCracken (N.Y.: Norton, 1977), p. 310).
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is “supposed to excuse the m urder of innocent people because the m urderer is a victim  of 

p r e j u d i c e . T h i s  method of reasoning, which eschews the concept of individual responsibility in 

favour of blaming society as a whole, is commonly used by serial murderers and some o f their 

interpreters; with illegitimacy, the absence of positive parenting and the lack of social identity 

customarily identified as key motivating factors in the m urderer’s subsequent rampages. For 

example, discussing the serial killer Ted Bundy, Elliot Leyton describes him  as “tortured by the dual 

social stigmas of illegitimacy and his common lower-middle class u p - b r i n g i n g . E d  Kemper 

connects his serial murdering with a similar social lack, “I didn’t have any social attitude, any social 

personality at all.”'*' Perhaps the most vivid parallel between the Creature’s explanation o f his social 

condition and his subsequent reaction to it are the comments of serial rapist, torturer and murderer 

Carl Panzram, who was him self raped and tortured as a boy in reform school:

At that time I was ju st learning to think for myself. Everything I 
seemed to do was wrong. I first began to think that I was being 
unjustly imposed upon. Then I began to hate those who abused me.
Then I began to think that I would have my revenge just as soon and 
as often as I could injure someone else.'*^

In a sim ilar state of innocence and dawning self-awareness the Creature begins to discern the 

injustice of his situation and, consum ed with hatred for the abuse and neglect he has suffered, vows 

to avenge himself.

For the first time the feelings of revenge and hatred filled my bosom, 
and I did not strive to control them: but, allowing m yself to be borne 
away by the stream, I bent my mind towards injury and death. (F, 93)

Devoid of conventional methods of defining him self in relation to society, the Creature claims his 

identity in the process of taking revenge:

I, like the arch-fiend, bore a hell within me, and, finding m yself 
unsympathised with, wished to tear up the trees, spread havoc and 
destruction around me, and then to have sat down and enjoyed the 
ruin [...] from that moment on I declared everlasting war against the 
species. (F, 154)

In language o f a similarly apocalyptic bent, serial killer David Berkowitz (“The Son of Sam”) claims 

an identity for him self as a “w retch”, and a “monster” which is correspondingly formed in the act of 

revenge:

Lipking, Lawrence, 'Frankenstein: The True Story’ in Frankenstein: The 1818 Text, p. 319. 
Leyton, "Hunting Humans", p. 95.
Kemper, Edmund, in Leyton, “Hunting Humans", p. 63.
Panzram, Carl, in Leyton, “Hunting Humans ”, p. 359.
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I am the demon from the bottomless pit, here on earth to create havoc 
and terror. I am War, I am death. I am destruction!

This ‘eye for an eye and tooth for a tooth’ logic of a great number of serial killers fits neatly into the 

pattern of inevitability attributed to criminal behaviour by criminologists. The most inescapable of 

these inevitable factors in the construction of the criminal, however, is undoubtedly the highly 

problematic idea of the bom criminal, which, as I have argued above, may be applied to the Creature, 

who is ‘by nature’ criminal. By utilising both the nature and the nurture explanations for the 

Creature’s criminal behaviour, Shelley has collapsed the opposition in the nature/nurture debate, and 

confused or, more accurately, fused  the psychological and sociological interpretations of the violent 

criminal; intermixing the influences of genetic make-up and the circumstances of birth with 

environmental factors in her depiction of the Creature’s violence and criminality. Film adaptations 

of the story have often overtly medicalised and as a result, in some instances, simplified the 

nature/nurture debate by creating a Creature who has accidentally been given an “abnormal brain”, 

and therefore has a propensity towards violent behaviour.'”  These aspects of the Creature, both as 

Shelley’s original creation, and as a cultural icon, vividly enact all of the major themes which 

surround scientific and criminological efforts to ‘explain’ or ‘understand’ violent crime. Attempts to 

decide whether to read the figure of the modem serial murderer as one of society’s casualties or its 

assailants or perhaps even one of its rebels are clearly foreshadowed in the story of Frankenstein and 

his Creature.

2. MEDICAL CONTEXTS I:

BODYSNATCHING AND THE UNHALLOWED DAMPS OF THE DISSECTING ROOM 

In the following sections of this chapter I will turn my attention to a number of scientific and medical 

developments which link the world of medicine with sexual violence and murder, and which 

coincide with the formation of an image of the Man of Science as a sexual predator and serial 

murderer. These developments, which include grave robbing, dissection, vivisection, surgery and 

gynaecology, are all touched upon in Shelley’s novel, and remain a sometimes overt, but often 

covert, aspect of nineteenth-century tales of medical horror, both factual and fictional. A recurring 

theme which subtly pervades all these medical acts, from grave robbing to gynaecology, is violent 

rape. Descriptions of the act of grave robbing, for example, often allude to the violation of the grave

Berowitz, David, in Leyton, “Hunting Humans ”, p. 186.
Following the lead o f James W hale’s 1931 film version o f  the Creature, many cinematic versions represent 

him as mute or with very little capacity for eloquent speech. This tends to underline his possible mental 
abnormality/deficiency and often makes him appear quite child-like, both o f  which render him more pitiable in 
the audience’s eyes, particularly in comparison to Shelley’s verbally and intellectually dexterous original.
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as a violent and illegal entry into a sacred place, and by extension a violation and profanation of the 

body of the dead. This link between grave robbing and bodily violation is made even more explicit 

in the activity’s other name, “body snatching.” What must be emphasised here is that not only is the 

body robbed from the grave but the body itself is robbed of its dignity; exposed and treated callously, 

reduced to an object and a commodity, as such the status of the corpse stolen from the grave vividly 

invokes the image of a living body similarly treated in the act of rape. Indeed, in both Shelley’s 

novel and many critics’ discussion of it, the violation of the grave and the human body become 

inseparable; perceiving the churchyard as “merely the receptacle of bodies deprived of life”, 

Frankenstein invaded the “vaults and charnel-houses” {F, 30) and “dabbled among the unhallowed 

damps of the grave [...] and disturbed, with profane fingers, the tremendous secrets of the human 

frame.” (F, 32) By a process of extension, profane dabbling in the secret damps of the grave leads to 

similarly profane dabbling in the secret damps of the body. Walter Scott’s 1818 review of the novel 

collapses the act of grave and body violation together even further by using the ambiguous 

description of Frankenstein as a “filthy [...] Modem Prometheus” who spends his time “groping into 

all the repositories of the dead.”'*̂ Underlying the use of such indeterminate language is an 

understanding (conscious or otherwise) that the erotics of one violation can become the erotics of 

another. This conflation is clearly at work in the actions of certain murderers and rapists who engage 

in breaking and entering in their adolescence and, aroused by their violation of another’s living- 

space, ‘progress’ to the rape and the murder of people in their homes.'*^

The erotics of grave robbing itself has been the main feature of a number of cases involving the 

desecration of graves and the stealing of corpses or corpse parts, often followed by acts of mutilation 

and necrophilia. In 1848, Sergeant Franfois Bertrand, soon to be given the title “Bertrand The 

Ghoul” by the press, disinterred the bodies of women from several Paris cemeteries and had sexual 

intercourse with them, later confessing that “ all my enjoyment with living women is nothing 

compared to it.”'’’ In the following year, Bertrand’s urge to violate the dead had become more 

destructive and achieved satisfaction through the hacking off of heads and limbs, “I wanted to 

annihilate them c o m p l e t e l y . I n  1947, American murderer Ed Gein (whom the Milwaukee Journal

Scott, Walter, Edinburgh M agazine (March 1818), in Frankenstein: The 18 ]8  Text, p. 192. Italics added.
Two examples o f serial killers who began by breaking and entering homes and then started raping and 

murdering people when they did so are Nathaniel Code and Henry Lee Lucas.
Bertrand, Francois, quoted in Louis R. Franzini and John M. Grossberg, Eccentric and Bizarre Behaviors 

(N.Y.: John W iley and Sons, Inc., 1995), p. 220. Bertrand’s case is discussed in the 1906 edition o f  Richard 
von Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis: The Case H istories (London; Velvet Publications, 1997), Case 
study 23, pp. 37-39.

Ibid.
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would later refer to as “by definition, a ghoul”'*̂ ) began what was to be a five year spate of grave 

robbing from a number of cemeteries in his native Wisconsin. Despite Gein’s persistent denial that 

he engaged in sexual acts with the bodies he disinterred, his desire to violate the graves and mutilate 

the bodies of women is quite clearly charged with sexual significance:

I developed an uncontrollable desire to see a woman’s body. I began 
to visit cemeteries at night, when the moon was full [...] One night I 
dug up the body of a woman who had just been buried. I took it 
home. It gave me a great deal of satisfaction [...] Then I began to 
watch the papers for obituaries of women. The night after they were
buried, I would go to the cemetery an’ open up their graves.^®

Serial rapist and murderer Peter Sutcliffe had even easier access to dead bodies: working as a grave

digger he would sometimes steal body parts and engage in sexual acts with the corpses of women,

keeping an item of their clothing or jewellery as a souvenir. These examples of grave robbing and

body violation are, in a sense, private ventures, carried out by individuals with various psychological

and sexual compulsions. However, the most infamous image of the body snatcher involves a quite 

different character, normally pictured as an opportunistic thug whose motivations are based on 

financial rather than psycho-sexual desires. In his short story ‘The Body Snatcher’, Robert Louis 

Stevenson’s description of this figure invokes the image of a violent and destructive brute, not 

merely insensitive to the sanctity of the churchyard and the bodies buried there but actively hostile 

towards them:

The Resurrection Man - to use a by-name of the period - was not to be 
deterred by any of the sanctities of customary piety. It was part of his 
trade to despise and desecrate the scrolls and trumpets of old tombs, 
the paths worn by the feet of worshippers and mourners, and the 
offerings and the inscriptions of bereaved affection [...] To bodies that 
had been laid in earth, in joyful expectation of a far different 
awakening, there came that hasty, lamp-lit, terror-haunted resurrection 
of the spade and mattock.^'

During the first decade of the nineteenth century alone, over one thousand corpses a year were found 

to have disappeared from burial grounds in England and Scotland.^^ As Stevenson’s description 

makes clear, this particular type of body snatching was very much a trade, and a highly lucrative one

Milwaukee Journal, Aug. 1995, quoted in Introduction, Paul Anthony W oods, Ed Gein - Psycho  (N.Y.: St. 
Martin’s Press, 1995).

Gein, Edward in Woods, Ed Gein - Psycho, p. 40.
Stevenson, Robert Louis, ‘The Body Snatcher’ (1884), The Complete Short Stories, ed. Ian Bell, vol. 1 

(Edinburgh; London: Mainstream, 1993), pp. 431-432. Other fictional versions o f  the Burke and Hare story 
include Marcel Schwob’s ‘MM. Burke et Hare, A ssassins’ (1896), James Bridie’s ‘The Anatomist’ (1930) and 
Dylan Thomas’ The D octor and the D evils  (1953).

Statistics from Marshall, Murdering to Dissect, p. 1.
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at that. The other party involved in this business transaction was, of course, the medical man, 

engaged in the study of anatomy and the practice of surgery. Since the provision of the Murder Act 

in 1752 the dissection of executed murderers had become compulsory. This legislation had two 

effects. The first of these effects, as Ruth Richardson points out, was to firmly establish, in the 

minds of the public, an association between dissection and punishment.^^ The second effect was that, 

as no other corpses except those belonging to executed murderers could be used for dissection, the 

number of legitimately available ‘subjects’ for the anatomist/surgeon to dissect was very limited. 

Under these circumstance, and with an ever-increasing demand for ‘subjects’, the illegal trade in 

corpses stolen from graves and sold to medical men became an increasingly common practice. It 

seems likely that, as is the case in Stevenson’s tale, the original body snatchers would have been 

those directly involved in the medical profession - doctors and medical students. However, the rising 

demand for corpses also meant a rise in the risks connected with obtaining them and so, with the 

promise of considerable financial profit, individuals willing to take those risks where employed 

stealthily to procure and deliver dead bodies to various hospitals and private practices.

As a result of deahng with grave robbers, medical practice and the medical profession in general 

became closely associated with criminal activity. As Tim Marshall points out, these “unwelcome 

associations” were a great burden to the medical man’s pubhc image. Like Frankenstein’s 

relationship with his Creature, the medical man finds himself “encumbered with criminal 

associations he cannot or will not publicly declare.” "̂* A crucial development in the association 

between the body snatcher and the anatomist/surgeon was the emergence of the Burke and Hare 

scandal in Edinburgh during the late 1820s. The scandal involved the murder of thirteen people by 

William Burke and William Hare for the money gained by the sale of their corpses as subjects for 

dissection to a Dr. Robert Knox. Burke and Hare usually killed their victims by plying them with 

alcohol, one of them would then sit on the victim’s chest while other held his/her mouth and nostrils 

closed, causing them to suffocate to death. Their method of killing became known as “burking”. 

With these series of murders, widespread public outrage against the practice of grave robbing was 

henceforth irrefutably intermingled with profound fear of indiscriminate murder by strangers, as one 

commentator of the medical journal The Lancet explained:

If the horrid traffic in human flesh be not, by some means or other, 
prevented, the churchyards will not be secure against the shovel of the 
midnight plunderer, nor the public against the dagger of the midnight 
assassin.^^

Richardson, Ruth, Death, Dissection and the Destitute (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1987), p. 37. 
Marshall, Murdering to Dissect, p. 20.
Wakley, Thomas, The Lancet (editorial), 5 May 1829: 212.
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In an essay entitled ‘The Late Murders’, written in the wake of the Burke and Hare scandal, William 

Hazlitt interprets the pair’s murderous activities as a wholly predicable development in the career of 

a grave robber:

We may see by this example (in spite of what the utilitarians tell us) 
how impossible it is to sanctify the means by the end [...] It may 
appear proper to have dead bodies to dissect, and necessary to get men 
to steal them; but from stealing them they shall proceed to making 
them as the shorter cut. Harden the feelings, debase the imagination- 
and you strike at the root of all morality and at the whole social 
system. There is no answering for the consequences. From 
resurrection-man with his yellow fingers and torpid load, the 
transition is obvious to the assassin with blood-stained hands and his 
struggling victim.^®

Despite this trajectory outlined by Hazlitt, no evidence exists to suggest that either Burke or Hare had 

ever engaged in grave robbing. In fact, in his eventual confession, Burke claimed that the only 

subject they had sold that they had not murdered was an old man who had died owing money in Mrs. 

Hare’s cheap lodging house. Hence, the assumption that one crime (grave robbing) leads to another 

greater crime (murder) proves incorrect, at least in the case of Burke and Hare. However, the role of 

the medical professional in such activity remains intensely problematic and suspect, and at the very 

least wilfully negligent, as Richardson explains it would seem that in the case of Burke and Hare, 

“the transition from innocence to murder was facilitated by the easy money and lack of suspicion 

they met at Knox’s school.

The suspicion surrounding the level of Knox’s involvement in these murders expressed itself in many 

different forms, and fuelled by the pervasive public fear of “burking”, the figure of the medical man, 

and in particular the surgeon/anatomist, became increasingly associated with amorality, exploitation 

and hypocrisy. Added to earlier popular associations of the surgeon/anatomist with the unskilled 

work of the barber and the butcher, it is of little wonder that the remainder of the century was filled 

with so many wild stories about the figure of the doctor; wild stories which were as prevalent in 

works of non-fiction as they were in fictional narratives. One of the numerous sources for such 

stories was the insensitive, wildly irresponsible and sometimes threatening, comments occasionally 

made by doctors themselves. The following remark, made by the Shelley’s family doctor, John Bell, 

in his 1810 publication Letters o f a Surgeon is a typical example of this, “In Monro’s class, unless

Hazlitt, William, ‘The Late Murders’ (1828) in New Writings by William Hazlitt, ed. P. P. Howe (London: 
Martin Seeker, 1925), p. 101.

Richardson, Death, Dissection and the Destitute, p. 132.
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there be a fortunate succession of bloody murders, not three subjects are dissected in the year.” *̂ As 

one critic succinctly points out, such statements are “tantamount to saying, from a medical point of 

view, that there is not enough murder in s o c i e t y . I n  fact, as the century progressed, Hazlitt’s 

conclusion that the insensitivity acquired by the grave robber in his criminal activities may lead to far 

greater acts of callous brutality actually appears more apropos, at least in the popular public 

imagination, to the medical professional:

By familiarity he loses the repugnance due to death, and by degree the 
reverence due to life. He looks at human bodies as containing so 
many bones and muscles, and so many moving anatomical 
preparations, and thinks that every pound of flesh, if it were dead, 
would be worth so much gold. This is a fearful train of ideas.®’

Connected, no doubt, with the fact that grave robbing was committed at the behest of the medical 

man, is the idea that the doctor/anatomist enhances and elevates the crimes of the grave robber after 

he has received the ‘subject’ into his possession. Examples of this pattern of thought are numerous 

and varied, there is for instance the following lawyer’s indictment against a body snatcher in an 1822 

trial, who

For the sake of wicked lucre and gain, did take and carry away the
said body, and sell and dispose of the same for the purpose of being
dissected, cut in pieces, mangled and destroyed, to the great scandal 
and disgrace of religion, decency and morality.^'

The following passage from Stevenson’s ‘The Body Snatcher’ demonstrates a similar interpretation 

of the escalation of the crimes committed against the corpse as it moves from the possession of the 

body snatcher to that of the anatomist:

The coffin was forced, the cerements tom, and the melancholy relics, 
clad in sackcloth, after being rattled for hours on moonless by-ways, 
were at length exposed to uttermost indignities before a class of 
gaping boys.^“

Particularly significant in Stevenson’s language is its emphasis on exposure and gaping, and its

highly provocative yet vague claim regarding the “uttermost indignities” which the corpse

undergoes. As I have mentioned above, the association between dissection and punishment was 

clearly established in the judicial procedure, which incorporated dissection into the capital

Bell, John, Letters on the Education o f  a Surgeon (1810), quoted in J.M. Ball, The Body Snatchers: Doctors, 
Grave Robbers and the Law  (N.Y.: Dorset Press, 1989), p. 97.

Marshall, Murdering to Dissect, p. 185.
Hazlitt, William, ‘The Late Murders’, p. 101.
Quoted in Marshall, Murdering to Dissect, p. 153.
Stevenson, ‘The Body Snatcher’, p. 432.
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punishment of murderers. In fact, even before the 1752 Murder Act, images such as Hogarth’s The 

Reward o f Cruelty make the connection between punishment and dissection clear. (Fig. 2.1) Even 

without these punitive associations, the indignity which was connected with dissection during this 

time remains, for it must be remembered that dissection is not merely a form of post-mortem 

operation or autopsy, but involves the complete dismantling of the corpse, often to the point of its 

destruction as a recognisable human form. (Fig. 2.2) As Richardson explains, throughout the 

eighteenth and well into the nineteenth century

Dissection represents a gross assault upon the integrity and identity of 
the body and upon the repose of the soul, each of which - in other 
circumstances - would have been carefully fostered.®^

Yet, as Stevenson’s description of the corpse’s exposure to “uttermost indignities before a class of 

gaping boys” suggests, the assault on the body of the dead during the practice of dissection hints at a 

particularly gendered and sexual form of violation. This link between gender, sexual exploitation 

and a general disrespect and gross mistreatment of the corpse underlies the concerns of 

commentators such as Ann Millard, who in her 1825 pamphlet asks:

Who, we may ask, even among the practitioners of medicine, does not 
shudder at the mere contemplation that the remains of all that was 
dear to him, of a beloved parent, wife, sister or daughter may be 
exposed to the rude gaze and perhaps to the INDECENT JESTS of 
unfeeling men, and afterwards to be mutilated and dismembered in the 
presence of hundreds of spectators.^

Mutilation and dismemberment seem almost an afterthought to Millard’s concerns regarding 

dissecting-room practice. It is rather the potential indecency and exposure involved in the practices 

of dissection which prey on her mind. This fear of the impropriety and, in particular, the sexual 

impropriety of the anatomist and his students is made all the more obvious by the fact that apart from 

the mention of “a beloved parent” all of Millard’s hypothetical loved ones who are “exposed to the 

rude gaze and [...] INDECENT JESTS of unfeeling men” are female. The exact ratio of male 

corpses to female corpses dissected during this period is difficult to assess. However, taking into 

consideration the fact that the law only allowed for the bodies of executed murderers to be dissected, 

the anatomist/surgeon could expect to see few if any female corpses, at least by legal means. Yet,

Richardson, Death, Dissection and the Destitute, p. 76.
^  Millard, Ann, An Account o f  the Circumstances Attending to the Imprisonment and death o f  the Late William 
M illard  (London: Ann Millard, 1825), p. 14. William Millard was the superintendent o f  the dissecting-room at 
the Theatre o f Anatomy o f St. Thomas’ Hospital, Southwark. He was found guilty o f  body-snatching and was 
imprisoned for 3 months. After several unsuccessful pleas for his acquittal, Millard seem s to have become 
increasingly mentally unstable and died in prison. This account was written and published by Millard’s widow, 
Ann Millard, who in wrote in defence o f her late husband’s case.
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the female corpse frequents the literature and imagery of medical practice of the nineteenth century.^^ 

(Fig. 2.3) Like Victor Frankenstein’s continual gendering of nature as female, it seems, 

‘imaginatively’ speaking, that the ideal corpse for dissection was female. As Ludmilla Jordanova 

explains:

Woman, as the personification of nature, was the appropriate corpse 
for anatomy, which was not just literally male in that its exponents 
were men, but was symbolically male in that science was also the 
masculine act of looking, analysing and interpreting.®^

Commingling with these scientific and supposedly masculine acts of looking, analysing and 

interpreting are the somewhat less than objective acts of voyeurism and fetishising. Like much of the 

pornography it inspired, medical inquiry intermingled the objective gaze of science with the sexual 

thrill of unlimited access to the body of another and the erotics of a totally passive subject. 

Undoubtedly, the most vivid example of this conjoining of attitudes towards the body, in the arena of 

the dissecting room, is the story of Mary Paterson. One of the victims of Burke and Hare’s profitable 

trade in fresh corpses, Mary Paterson was smothered to death by the two and then sold to Dr. Robert 

Knox. A number of students had professed great shock upon seeing her corpse in the dissecting 

room as they had seen her alive the previous night. Despite this, Knox had, as one commentator 

describes it, “shown no circumspection in displaying the body [...] to all and sundry in his school” 

and had invited men to come to draw her body, while “comments had been made on her physical 

attributes.”®̂ For Robert Liston the fact that a number of the students engaged in examining her 

corpse had had sex with her when she was alive was particularly offensive. However, it is Knox’s 

decision to have her body preserved in spirits which represents the ultimate confusion between 

scientific interest and necrophiliac voyeurism.

In analysing the unease expressed by certain commentators regarding dissecting room behaviour we 

once again return to the notion of the scientific endeavour as an erotic quest for power and mastery. 

What seems to be a primary factor in provoking such concerns about the potential indecency of 

dissection is a general mistrust of the abstract motivations of the Man of Science who, unlike his 

grave robbing henchman, seems driven by darker forces than simple financial gain. Never far from 

the centre of these dark forces are the spectres of sexual sadism and perversion. Theoretically, even 

the Man of Science admits his task involves the perversion of certain humane instincts. As the 

renowned anatomist and surgeon William Hunter claimed in a 1780 introductory lecture to students.

On the aesthetic fetishising o f the female corpse, particularly in the visual arts, see Bram Dijkstra Idols o f  
Perversity: Fantasies o f  Feminine Evil in Fin-De-Siecle Culture.
^  Jordanova, Ludmillia, Sexual Visions: Images o f  Gender in Science and Medicine between the Eighteenth 
and Twentieth Centuries (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1989), p. 110.

Richardson, Death, Dissection and the Destitute, p. 96.
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“Anatomy is the basis of surgery, it informs the Head, guides the Hand, and familiarises the Heart to 

a kind of necessary Inhumanity.” *̂ Explaining the nature of this necessary inhumanity, Richardson 

states:

Necessary inhumanity which we would now call ‘clinical detachment’ 
represents a defensive barrier, which permits the anatomist to execute 
tasks which would, in normal circumstances, be taboo or emotionally 
repugnant.^^

Clinical detachment is exactly what Shelley’s Frankenstein develops in the course of his 

experimentation, enabhng him to fix his attention “upon every object the most insupportable to the 

delicacy of the human feelings.”(F, 30) However, the process of clinical detachment, which 

harbours both scientific objectivity and emotionlessness, can have another very different influence 

upon the Man of Science. As Roberta McGrath argues, the concept of clinical detachment has the 

“potential for two-way traffic [and] could easily be described as a ‘passionate attachment’ to the 

object under scrutiny.”™ Frankenstein’s heated language clearly points to such an amalgamation of 

“chnical detachment” and “passionate attachment” : “often did my human nature turn with loathing 

from my occupation, whilst, still urged on by an eagerness which perpetually increased.” (F, 32) 

Shelley’s novel and subsequent narratives of ‘mad science’ have understood the inherent danger 

involved in ambitious science, where enthusiasm turns to obsession, rational altruism gives way to 

deranged egomania and the very ‘disinterestedness’ of science becomes amoral.

Lurking somewhere within so many of these negative portrayals of science are the twin psycho- 

sexual motivations of fetishism and sadism. Certainly, the alternative definition of “chnical 

detachment” as the “passionate attachment to the object under scrutiny” may be understood as a form 

of fetishism, just as the medical practice of the pathological separation, selection and collection of 

biological specimens can be interpreted in a similar fashion. Indeed, in certain cases, such as Robert 

Knox’s preservation of Mary Paterson’s corpse in a glass tank filled with spirits, it seems the only 

clear explanation for such acts involve a combination of an eroticised medical gaze and sexual 

fetishism. In considering the ideological basis for such medical practices during the nineteenth 

century, the role of aesthetic pleasure predominates, and like the aesthetic formulations of Kant and 

his Romantic successors, it takes its basis in a disinterested attachment to the object of study.^' The 

premise of this interpretation is that, for the medical man, so-called clinical detachment, when devoid 

of altruistic motivation, may easily shde into the realm of aesthetic fetishism. In this regard, it is

Hunter, William, Introductory Lecture to Students (c.1780), St Thomas's Hospital Manuscript 55: 182.
Richardson, Death, D issection and the Destitute, p. 31.

™ McGrath, Roberta, Seeing H er Sex: M edical Archives and the Female Body (Manchester: U.P., 2002), p. 87.
See Chapter One.
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worth noting that in De Quincey’s essay, ‘On Murder as one of the Fine Arts’, the group of men who 

so avidly appreciate the aesthetics of murder belong to the medical profession.

Closely associated with the aesthetics of medical fetishism is medical sadism. The forerunner to 

clinical detachment. Hunter’s description of the surgeon’s familiarity with a “necessary inhumanity” 

raises the crucial question of exactly where and how this inhumanity manifests itself in medical 

practice. For Hunter, the theoretical focus is clearly on the surgeon; like Victor Frankenstein, the 

inhumanity he refers to is that which is suffered by the medical man as he faces “every object the 

most insupportable to the delicacy of human feelings.” (F, 30) This emphasis on the observer’s 

feelings, when considering an object, is typical of the Romantic aesthetic. Wordsworth’s comments 

on the similarity between the Man of Science and the poet demonstrate this shared aesthetic 

viewpoint very clearly:

However painful may be the objects with which the Anatomist’s
knowledge is connected, he feels that his knowledge is pleasure.’^

Like Edmund Burke’s definition of the sublime, in which “ideas of pain and danger” at “certain 

distances, and with certain modifications, [...] are deUghtful”’ ,̂ the anatomist’s experience of 

pleasure through the observation of painful objects is a state fast encroaching upon the realm of the 

sadistic. Moreover, the idea that knowledge and pain are intimately connected and that the result of 

this connection is pleasure, may be developed further when the quest for knowledge is associated 

with power, transcendence and control. These issues lie at the very heart of the images of the 

medical man and, in particular, the surgeon/anatomist as a sadist. Hunter’s necessary inhumanity 

may refer to the medical professional’s need to construct a defence barrier against emotionally 

repugnant or taboo acts, but, by extension, it also permits him aggressive access to the body of 

others. Reconfiguring necessary inhumanity’s role in medical practice as something which may be 

directed against its patients immediately raises crucial questions regarding who has the right to 

decide on the necessity or otherwise of inhumane medical acts and just how inhumane are these acts 

permitted to be?

Certainly, in the days before anaesthetic, virtually all surgical procedures were by definition 

inhumane, not only because of the inconceivable agony involved but also because of the appallingly 

high death-rate associated with post-operative infection. Individuals as diverse as John Keats and

Wordsworth, ‘Preface to Lyrical Ballads, with pastoral and other poem s’, in William Wordsworth: The 
Poems, vol. 1, p. 877.

Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin o f  Our Ideas o f  the Sublime and Beautiful, ed. James 
Boulton, pp. 39, 73.

93



Charles Darwin had, in the early stages of their professional lives, intended to become surgeons but 

were totally unprepared for the horror of surgical procedure. Darwin, for example, enrolled at 

Edinburgh in 1825 and had attended two operations but, as he explains;

[I] rushed away before they were completed. Nor did I ever attend
again, for hardly any inducement would have been strong enough to
make me do so; this being long before the blessed days of chloroform.
The two cases fairly haunted me for many a long year.’"'

In fact, despite the introduction of ether in 1842 and its quick replacement by the safer chloroform in 

1847, along with the development of effective antiseptic techniques in the 1860s, as late as 1874, a 

leading English surgeon professed that “the abdomen, chest and brain will forever be closed to 

operations by a wise and humane surgeon.”’  ̂ This expression of reticence by a medical professional 

in the latter half of the nineteenth century helps place into perspective the terrifying prospect surgery 

must have been to a layperson in the first half of the century. During this time, the medical 

profession’s own, often very public, complaints regarding the shortage of corpses available for 

dissection, added greatly to this fear of surgery and medical practice in the hospital environment 

more generally. As discussed above, apart from the bodies of certain executed criminals, the 

anatomist’s and the surgeon’s supply of subjects for dissection came from a number of illicit sources, 

most notably body snatchers and, more occasionally, murderers such as Burke and Hare.’  ̂ Under 

these circumstances, it took a very small leap of the imagination to suspect that doctors might take it 

upon themselves to create a virtually endless supply of subjects among the sick and/or dying patients 

under their supervision, without arousing any suspicion; thus relieving themselves of the criminal 

association and the financial demands of the grave robber. Set during the 1830s, George Eliot’s 

Middlemarch refers directly to these public fears of institutionalised neglect and murder in hospitals, 

as numerous individuals, professional and laypeople alike, express their doubts about the newcomer, 

Dr. Lydgate, and his ideas for medical reform. Particularly provoking in this regard is Lydgate’s 

firm belief in the benefits of corpse dissection. Foremost among those who suspect Lydgate’s 

motives is Mrs. Dollop, landlady of the Tankard in Slaughter Lane;

Darwin, Charles, in Charles Darwin: His Life Told in Autobiographical Chapter, and in a Selected Series o f  
his Published Letters, ed. F. Darwin (London: John Murray, 1892), pp. 11-12.

Quoted in Roy Porter, Blood and Guts: A Short H istory o f  Medicine (London: Allen Lane, 2002), p. 126.
While Burke and Hare have remained the most infamous example o f body snatching murderers, the London 

body snatchers and murderers John Bishop and Thomas Williams were undoubtedly more ‘industrious’. 
Unlike Burke and Hare, they already had connections with grave robbing and admitted to stealing between 
500-1000  corpses for the anatomist’s dissecting table. W hile only convicted o f  killing 3 people, Williams is 
rumoured to have confirmed that he and Bishop had murderer about 60 people for sale to the anatomists. They 
were both, like Burke, convicted, executed and then publicly dissected for their crimes. (See Richardson, p. 
196).
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Mrs. Dollop became more and more convinced by her own 
asseveration, that Doctor Lydgate meant to let the people die in the 
Hospital, if not to poison them, for the sake of cutting them up/^

Furthermore, Mrs. Dollop is convinced that if Lydgate’s medical theories are permitted free reign, 

“there would be no limits to the cutting-up of bodies, as had been well seen in Burke and Hare.”’* 

By connecting her fears concerning Dr. Lydgate with the case of Burke and Hare, Mrs. Dollop’s 

comments necessarily summon up the figure of Dr. Robert Knox, who, during the period of the 

Burke and Hare scandal was believed by many to have gotten away with murder. (Fig. 2.4) Having 

sworn King’s evidence and testified against Burke, Hare escaped prosecution, meanwhile, Burke was 

executed and subsequently, under the Murder Act, dissected on the 28 January 1829. Robert Knox, 

on the other hand was not even called to give evidence and made no public statement regarding his 

involvement in the case. As one commentator explains, Knox apparently

felt no obligation to defend his failure to discern that sixteen of the 
seventeen bodies he had purchased from Burke and Hare had 
undergone violent death, and had been neither laid out nor buried.^^

Public awareness of Knox’s implicit role in the Burke and Hare case was abundantly evident at the 

scene of Burke’s execution. Walter Scott was among those present at the execution, recording the 

event afterwards in his journal:

The mob, which was immense, demanded Knox and Hare, but, though 
greedy for more victims, received with shouts the solitary wretch who 
had found his way to the gallows out of the five or six who seem not 
less guilty than he.*°

It seems likely that Scott’s reference to “five or six” no less guilty than Burke would have included 

other medical professionals and students connected with the Edinburgh hospital. Emphasising the 

role which social class and professional prejudice played in the outcome of the Burke and Hare 

scandal, Robert Louis Stevenson makes similar observations in his short story, which alludes to the 

figure of Robert Knox as Mr. K-:

There was, at that period, a certain extramural teacher of anatomy, 
whom I shall designate by the letter K. His name was subsequently 
too well known. The man who bore it skulked through the streets of 
Edinburgh in disguise, while the mob that applauded at the execution 
of Burke called loudly for the blood of his employer. But Mr. K- was

Eliot, George, Middlemarch (1871-1872; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1994), p. 442.
Ibid.

™ Richardson, Death, Dissection and the Destitute, p. 135.
Scott, Walter, from his journal entry on 28 January, 1829, quoted in Famous Trial Series: Burke and Hare, 

ed. William Roughead (London William Hodge and Co., Ltd., 1921), p. 65.
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then at the top of his vogue; he enjoyed popularity due partly to his 
own talent and address.*'

Despite numerous very public accusations of his guilt, Knox, never prosecuted for libel. His only 

public statement on the matter was a defence of his silence, in which he explained how he had been 

advised by fellow professionals:

That the disclosure of the most innocent proceedings even of the best
conducted dissecting-room must always shock the pubUc and be

82mjunous to science.

In light of such ominous statements it is of little wonder that public uneasiness about medical 

practice escalated into agitation. While numerous medical scandals, similar to the Knox case, came 

to prominence during this period, it was changes made to the law in reaction to these scandals, which 

caused the greatest level of public outrage. In particular, it was the passing of The Anatomy Act in 

1832 which lead to a series of sporadic ‘Anatomy Riots’ across England. In her study of the act and 

its social impact, Ruth Richardson explains how, in order to increase and regulate the supply of 

corpses for dissection and to end the black-market in corpses, the act recommended that instead of 

giving up the bodies of executed murderers for dissection, “the government should confiscate the 

bodies of paupers dying in workhouses and hospitals, too poor to pay for their own funerals.” One of 

the implications of such a change in the law was that “what had for generations been a feared and 

hated punishment for murder became one for poverty” and, as had been the case with the 

dissection of murderers, the anatomist/surgeon became the executioner of this law.

The professional and class prejudice which had assured Knox’s exemption from legal proceedings 

was now enacted directly against the poor for the immediate benefit of all medical professionals; 

who would no longer have to suffer the risks undergone by Knox, in their attempts to obtain subjects 

for dissection. What is more, the Anatomy Act made no provision to actually halt what one 

commentator had termed “the horrid traffic in human flesh”, instead it had merely cut the grave 

robber and midnight assassin out of the transaction. In the case of the workhouse, this middle man 

was replaced by the workhouse master, while in the case of hospital deaths, the figure of the middle 

man was done away with altogether and doctors found themselves with direct and legal access to the 

bodies of the poor.

Stevenson, The Body Snatcher’, p. 423.
Knox, Robert, quoted in Richardson, Death, Dissection and the Destitute, p. 98. 
Richardson, Death, Dissection and the Destitute, p. xv.
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If working-class life within these institutions was often considered cheap and expendable, the 

provision of the Anatomy Act now made their inmates quite literally worth more dead than alive. 

The horrific image of the workhouse and hospital as human farms or thinly disguised holding areas 

for living corpses awaiting the dissector’s knife was a palpable reality for many. This is reflected in 

the various stories and rumours concerning workhouse and hospital practices, circulated in the form 

of pamphlets, cartoons and ballads; from reports of institutionalised “burking” and conspiracy 

theories which accused the medical profession of deliberately introducing cholera into Britain, to 

suspicions that workhouse inmates were being fed fellow inmates in their soup, nick-named 

“Nattomy soup.”*'* Aware of how fitting the image of cannibalism was in describing the negative 

social impact of anatomy practices during this time, the outspoken founder of the medical journal 

The Lancet, Thomas Wakley declared:

It is disgusting to talk of anatomy as a science, whilst it is cultivated 
by means of practices which would disgrace a nation of cannibals.*^

Indeed, Wakley’s was one of the few voices which raised the question of whether dissection was as 

necessary or as useful as most anatomists and surgeons claimed. Arguing the benefits of observing 

the course of a fatal illness and its morbid pathology over a simple study of structure, Wakley also 

made numerous scathing attacks on the haphazard and extremely wasteful use of post-mortem 

facilities, and in particular the waste of corpses in dissection. The assumption that dissection is an 

absolute necessity in the development of medical knowledge is something of a self-fulfilling 

prophecy, or as Michel Foucault has described it, a “retrospective justification.”*̂  As Foucault goes 

on to explain, in his study of The Birth o f the Clinic, the legitimate medical value of dissection could 

only be argued after dissection had been attempted:

[T]he opening up of corpses at least in the name of scientific 
requirements, preceded a finally positive observation of patients, the 
need to know the dead must already have existed when the concern to 
understand the living appeared.*’

Foucault’s observations regarding the medical justification and/or necessity of dissection are 

particularly significant during this period in British medical history, for they (consciously or not) tap 

into the core of vague and troubling doubts concerning the motivations behind the nineteenth- 

century’s every increasing medical mania for dissection:

Ibid., p. 222.
Wakley, The Lancet, 17 Nov. 1832: 243.

** Foucault, Michel, The Birth o f  the Clinic: An Archaeology o f  M edical Perception  (1963), trans. A.M. 
Sheridan (London: Tavistock, 1973), p. 125.
*’ lb id .,p . 126.
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If the old beliefs [i.e. moral and religious opposition to dissection] had
for so long such prohibitive power, it was because doctors had to feel,
in the depths of their scientific appetite the repressed need to open up

88corpses.

Although Foucault’s language is full of twentieth-century psychoanalytical allusions about 

“repressed need” and “prohibitive power” it none the less captures a crucial attitude toward the figure 

of the medical professional during the nineteenth century; most notably in its emphasis on the 

subjective nature of medical practice and the hidden depths of scientific appetite. In attempting to 

unravel the seemingly inscrutable motivations of the doctor’s medical quest, a connection between an 

insatiable scientific appetite and an insatiable sexual appetite is often made. Like the sexual allusions 

of Victor Frankenstein’s scientific longing to unveil and “penetrate into the recesses of nature”, 

suspicions of sexual impropriety taking place in the dissecting room conflated the medical man’s 

hunger for scientific and personal advancement with sexual lust. Scenarios of necrophilia, butchery 

and cannibalism were all subtexts to these suspicions. Often associated with the psychological 

power dynamics of sexual deviancy, these acts found their professional counterpart in the image of 

the modem medical man. More specifically, in his proclivity for mutilation, dismemberment and the 

preservation and collection of body parts, this image of the nineteenth-century medical professional 

is in many ways a predecessor of the sexual murderer who delights in a similar destruction of the 

human form and an obsessive hoarding of body parts as trophies or souvenirs. Indeed, there is little 

doubt that in its complex and intimate relationship with the inner structure of the human body, no 

other legitimate occupation shares as much in common with the mutilative practices of sexual murder 

as medical dissection. While this connection is most clearly manifested in the figure of the doctor as 

sexual murderer, the legitimate practice of dissection itself does not exclude highly questionable 

sexual fantasises based on an arousal at the sight, touch and smell of human entrails; an arousal, in 

part, brought about by the sense of excitement and power associated with a forbidden knowledge of 

life and death. Although this fetishism for the body’s interior is quite openly displayed in a number 

of medieval religious works, particularly in stories of the early Christian martyrs*^ the potential 

erotics of such things, expressed from a secular and in particular a medical perspective, are usually 

far more circumspect. Yet, examples of such sexualised attitudes towards the inner body in medical 

terms certainly do exist, from Renaissance anatomical drawings (Fig. 2.5) to contemporary poetry 

penned by medical professionals. Among the most explicit examples of the latter is Gavin Ewart’s 

poem, ‘The Joys of Surgery’, published in the medical periodical World Medicine in 1982;

**Ibid.,p. 125.
For example, the Acts o f  the M artyrs o f  Lyons, which includes grisly stories o f  the scourging, 

disemboweling, crushing, boiling, burning and flaying o f  living victims. Not surprisingly, Christian visual art 
has been filled with this dramatic and gruesome imagery as well.
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While the pink peritoneum,
Lovely as an Art Museum,
Strikes you with desire and dumb,
Till you very nearly come...
God made this delightful chasm 
For your own elite orgasm.

The autobiographical writing of surgeon, Richard Selzer whose array of works include Rituals o f 

Surgery (1974), Mortal Lessons (1977) and Confessions o f a Knife (1979) is even more explicit. He 

describes commencing surgery on a patient in the following manner, “The flesh splits with its own 

kind of moan. It is like the penetration of rape.”’'

As these contemporary works suggest, the connection between the dubious figure of the medical 

professional and the sexual murderer is not limited to the dissecting table but extends to include an 

array of surgical procedures. One of the most important developments in the popular conception of 

the medical man is the role of sadism, which is of course associated with a living rather than a dead 

subject. While the link between butchery and surgery is a long-standing one, a significant 

amendment is made to this during the course of the nineteenth century. Once associated with 

blundering guesswork, surgery, and its adjunct of excessive physical suffering on the part of the 

unfortunate patient, becomes increasingly connected with intentional sadism. In his privileged 

position as arbiter of an elite knowledge the surgeon not only possesses tremendous power but 

infinite opportunity to misuse his power. The possibility of what William Hunter referred to as the 

“necessary inhumanity” of surgery actually accommodating instances of unnecessary inhumanity is 

all the more tenable in the pre-anaesthetic context of early and mid-nineteenth-century surgical 

procedures.

Added to this pre-anaesthetic context, shifting developments in surgical theories and techniques often 

made surgery seem little more than experimentation. Indeed, before the provisions of the 1832 

Anatomy Act, surgical procedures performed on the poor were viewed by many as a form of 

dissection on the living. In his provocatively titled 1824 writing, The Use o f the Dead to the Living, 

Thomas Southwood Smith urges that the unclaimed bodies of the workhouse and hospital dead be 

used for dissection, while making it abundantly clear that until then surgery on the living poor will 

substitute. Using current social injustices in medical procedures to call for further class 

discrimination, he writes:

Ewart Gavin, ‘The Joys o f  Surgery’, World Medicine, 27 Nov. 1982: 71.
Selzer, Richard, M ortal Lessons: Notes on the Art o f  Surgery (1976; N.Y.: Simon and Schuster, 1987), p. 104.
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The question is, whether the surgeon shall be allowed to gain 
knowledge by operating on the bodies of the dead, or driven to obtain 
it by practising on the bodies of the living. If the dead bodies of the 
poor are not appropriated to this use, their living bodies will and must 
be. The rich will always have it in their power to select, for the 
performance of an operation, a surgeon, who has already signalized 
himself by success.’^

Like so many statements made by medical professionals in the course of this tense debate, threat 

mixes with concern and warning, while blackmail and intimidation pass themselves off as 

pragmatism. In Middlemarch, a novel set just prior to the passing of the Anatomy Act, Eliot 

addresses the social hypocrisy of this two-tier medical system which covertly sanctions 

experimentation on charity patients for the benefit of its wealthy patrons. In one of the novel’s 

numerous discussions about the arrival of the progressive Dr. Lydgate to Middlemarch, Mr. 

Bulstrode professes that, “Medical knowledge is at a low ebb among us [...] I, for my part, hail the 

advent of Mr. Lydgate. I hope to find good reason for confiding the new hospital to his 

management.”®̂ On the other hand, Mr. Standish, viewing such matters from the perspective of a 

patient, makes an explicit connection between medical reform and experimentation on the poor:

That’s all very fine [...] if you like him to try his experiments on your 
hospital patients, and kill a few people for charity, I have no 
objection. But I am not going to hand money out of my purse to have 
experiments tried on me. I like treatment that has been tested a 
little.’''

3. MEDICAL CONTEXTS II:

“THE HAND THAT WOUNDS”: VIVISECTION. GYNECOLOGY AND MEDICAL POLICING 

While such reasoning quite clearly points to the experimental surgeon as a medical murderer, it is the 

language and imagery of the vivisection debates running throughout the nineteenth century which 

most unequivocally equate the medical man with sadism. As Coral Lansbury explains, although 

medical experimentation on animals was a long-standing contentious issue, antivivisection rhetoric 

gained strength through the course of the nineteenth century in its alignment of animal and human 

suffering:

Complaints about the experimental use of animals had been expressed 
as early as the middle of the eighteenth century and continued with

Southwood Smith, Thomas, ‘The Uses o f the Dead to the Living’, The Westminster Review  2, 1824: 57-59. 
Later published in a pamphlet entitled ‘Use o f the Dead to the Living’ (Albany: Websters and Skinners, 1827). 

Eliot, M iddlemarch, p. 92.
Ibid., p. 93.
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growing force as humanitarians began to equate cruelty to animals 
with cruelty to people.

An underlying assumption of much antivivisection reasoning was that the vivisectionist’s

insensitivity to animal suffering resulted in his desensitisation to human suffering.^^ However, as

early nineteenth-century dissection debates concerning the poor illustrate, no such progression from 

animal vivisection to human vivisection was necessary, as long as the subject in question was viewed 

as less than human to begin with. Even in the 1880s, well after the introduction of anaesthetic, there 

is evidence of cases in which charity patients were made the subject of experimental surgery without 

anaesthetic. Such incidents were observed by Anna Kingsford, the first Englishwoman to graduate 

with a medical degree from the Faculte de Medecine in Paris:

Paupers are thus classed with animals as fitting subjects for painful
experiment, and since no regard is shown for the feelings of either, it
is not surprising that the use of anaesthetics for the benefit of the 
patient is wholly rejected.^’

The subject of animal vivisection itself provided a means for the public discussion of what were 

otherwise taboo subjects. The presence of sadism in medical practice was such a subject. Shelley’s 

Frankenstein patently assumes the mantel of medical sadist when the “unremitting ardour” of his 

“secret toil” leads him to “torture the living animal.” {F, 32) Although this is the only reference to 

vivisection in the entire novel, a great number of its contemporary reviewers gave this passing 

comment considerable attention. John Croker, for example, commenting on the novel in the January 

1818 edition of The Quarterly Review, gave Frankenstein’s use of vivisection the same prominence 

as his grave robbing and dissection:

[B]y plundering [...] from the churchyard: by dabbling (as he 
dehcately expresses it) with the unhallowed damps of the grave and 
torturing the living animal to animate lifeless clay, our modem 
Prometheus formed a filthy image.

Lansbury, Coral, ‘Gynecology, Pornography, and the Antivivisection Movement’, Victorian Studies (Spring 
1985): 414. For further reading see Lansbury, The O ld Brown Dog: Women, Workers, and Vivisection in 
Edwardian England (Madison: University o f W isconsin Press, 1985).

Whatever the validity o f such claims may be, it is interesting to note that a significant amount o f  particularly 
sadistic serial killers have, in their youth, tortured and killed animals.

Kingsford, Anna, Anna Kingsford, H er Life, Letters, D iary and Work, ed. Edward Maitland, 2 vols., 
(London: George Redway, 1896), vol. I, p. 82. This is how Kingsford describes her feelings on first hearing 
the “burst o f screams” from the vivisection room in medical college, “It seemed as if suddenly all the 
laboratories o f torture throughout Chiristendom stood open before me, with their manifold unutterable agonies 
exposed, and the awful future an atheistic science was everywhere making for the world rose up and stared me 
in the face.” (Ibid., pp. 76-77).

Croker, John, Quarterly Review, Jan. 1818: 379.
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The critical interest in this rather m inor elem ent of Frankenstein’s scientific research belies a certain 

level of ambivalence towards the efficacy o f experimental medical practices. Juxtaposed to its 

obscurity o f purpose, vivisection’s all too vivid brutahty made it a fitting paradigm for the 

indeterminate perversity of the medical professional. Founder o f the Society for the Protection of 

Animals Liable to Vivisection in 1875, Frances Cobbe defined the vivisectionist’s experience as a 

particularly sadistic form of Schadenfreude^, while writers o f sensational antivivisection novels 

created a seemingly endless num ber o f perverted, evil and sadistic medical figures. George 

M acdonald’s Paul Faber, Surgeon (1878), Leonard Graham ’s The Professor's Wife (1881), W ilkie 

C olhns’ H eart A nd  Science (1883), Edward Berdoe’s St. B ernard’s - the Romance o f  a M edical 

Student (1887) and D ying Scientifically: A Key to St. B ernard’s (1888) and Sarah G rand’s The Beth  

Book (1897) are ju s t a handful of such works. Unsurprisingly, in these stories o f perversely cruel 

medical men, sexual sadism is a m ajor theme. In Sarah G rand’s novel, for example, having 

discovered her husband’s medical work includes vivisection, Beth confronts him and rejecting his 

excuses, cuts to the very heart of the matter, “D on’t pretend you pursue such experiments reluctantly 

- you delight in them .” '°° M any of these antivivisection novels transpose the vivisectionist’s sadistic 

delight in physically torturing animals in the name of medical research with an implicitly sexualised 

mental cruelty towards women and in particular wives. Rarely pushing the plot to its logical 

conclusion, which would see the vivisectionist perform his experimental work on his spouse, these 

novels have their evil protagonists settle for a sort of psychological vivisection which results in 

driving wives mad, and occasionally murdering them with poisons previously tested on animals and 

charity hospital patients.

Undoubtedly, the most famous literary vivisectionist is H. G. W ells’ Dr. M oreau. His experiments 

on various animals, involving the “burning out” of animal characteristics through vivisection and 

psychological torment, place him at the forefront o f medical sadists in literature. In a forerunner to 

the mad scientist’s rant in Hollywood films o f the 1940s and 50s, M oreau exemplifies this sadism in 

his comments on the infliction o f pain, “Oh! but it is such a httle thing. A mind truly opened to what 

science has to teach must see that it is a little thing.” ’°' Amid his initial confusion regarding the 

human/animal status of M oreau’s ‘creations’, Prendick, an uninvited guest on the doctor’s island, 

asks what seems to be the ultimate question regarding the sadistic possibilities o f medical research, 

“Could it be possible, I thought, that such a thing as the vivisection of m en was possible?” '®̂  O f 

course, medical reality had already answered that particular question in the affirmative. In fact,

Cobb, Frances, ‘Schadenfreude’, Contemporary Review 71 (1902): 662. Cobb compares the pleasure some 
derive from vivisection with watching public executions and bullfights.

Grand, Sarah, The Beth Book(\^91\ Bristol: Thoemmes, 1994), p. 425.
Wells, H.G., The Island o f Doctor Moreau (1896; London; Dent, 1993), p. 71.
Ibid., p. 49.
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Wells leaves the most apposite comment on vivisection to the beast men themselves and, in 

particular, the Sayers of the Law, whose poignant chant encapsulates the frightening contradictions 

of nineteenth-century medical research:

His is the House of Pain 
His is the Hand that makes
His is the Hand that wounds
His is the Hand that Heals’°̂

Unlike Wells, who for the most part supported the use of vivisection, novelist Wilkie Collins was 

ardently opposed to it. In many ways a far more complex consideration of the subject than W ells’, 

Collins’ 1883 novel Heart and Science, creates one of the most subtly sadistic and demonic of 

literary vivisectionists in the figure of Dr. Benjulia, a dark “living skeleton” of “gypsy origins”, who, 

we may assume from Collins’ coded descriptions, is Jew ish.'^ In true mad scientist tradition, 

Benjulia lectures his brother on the sanctity of the Man of Science’s quest for knowledge, no matter 

how unscrupulous the means by which it is attained, and in the process invokes, once again, the 

image of the vivisectionist’s ideal subject as human rather than animal:

Knowledge for its own sake is the one god I worship [...] Knowledge 
sanctifies cruelty. The old anatoiiiist stole dead bodies for knowledge.
In the sacred cause, if 1 could steal a living man without being found
out, I would tie him on my table, and grab my grand discovery in
days, instead of months.'®^

Benjulia not only engages in vivisection and allows patients to suffer so he can follow the course of 

their disease, but also delights in tickling little girls till they squirm and experiences “diabolical joy” 

in taunting and intimidating female servants. Curiously, the most frightening aspect of Benjulia’s 

character is not the “faint whining cries [...] and smothered shrieks” emanating from his laboratory 

or even his gross medical malpractice, but the fact that he takes the mindset of the vivisectionist into 

all of his social interactions. Tickling little Zo Gallilee on the nape of the neck, for example, “he 

observed her with a curious interest as if he had been conducting a medical experiment” '̂ ’’, and while 

engaging in a cruel joke at his cook’s expense:

Ibid., p. 57.
Collins, Wilkie, H eart and Science (1883; Gloucester: Alan Sutton, 1990), pp. 63, 64.
Ibid., p. 179. In a short story entitled ‘The Vivisector’, written in 1881 by the British physician Sir Ronald 

Ross, the vivisectionist does indeed operate on a live human, who, as it transpires, is his estranged brother 
whom he had feuded with many years earlier over o f a girl they both loved. The Frankenstein Omnibus, Peter 
Raining (London: Orion, 1994). In 1916, maintaining the theme o f sexually motivated medical sadism, the 
pulp comic writer G. Vere Tyler also wrote a tale about human vivisection entitled T h e Vivisectionist o f 
W omen’.

Ibid., p. 343.
Ibid., p. 243.
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He was now looking (experimentally) at the inferior creature seated 
before him in the chair, as he looked (experimentally) at other inferior 
creatures stretched under him on the table.’®*

Benjulia’s behaviour towards others, his misplaced and perverted sexual desire, and in particular his 

experimental evaluation and treatment of women can be interpreted as a variant on a mad science 

theme, which involves the story of a scientist/doctor who conducts unconscionable experiments on a 

loved one, who is invariably his young wife or his daughter. A number of Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 

short stories, including ‘The Birthmark’ and ‘Rappaccini’s Daughter’ are prototypes of this kind of 

mad science tale. Often compared to Poe’s ‘The Oval Portrait’, ‘The Birthmark’ tells the story of the 

scientist, Aylmer, who becomes increasing disturbed and disgusted by a small hand-shaped 

birthmark on the cheek of his ‘otherwise’ beautiful young wife, Georgina. Having finally created a 

similar sense of disgust for the birthmark in his wife, she consents to a series of bizarre experiments, 

which slowly sap her of life and, just as the birthmark fades, she dies. The Romantic leitmotifs of 

aesthetic disinterestedness, obsessive ambition, and the creative transcendence of the artist all come 

into play in Hawthorne’s tale, just as they had in Poe’s short story. In both cases, a man 

inadvertently kills his young wife because he becomes fixed on correcting and thereby perfecting her 

physical attractiveness, be it through an immutable portrait or experimental medical treatments. 

What both tales also have in common is a male protagonist whose detached and evaluative gaze finds 

women to be flawed and incomplete. This negative perception of womanhood, which Hawthorne 

and Poe’s protagonists share with the most famous ‘mad’ experimenter, Frankenstein, becomes a 

prerequisite in tales of pioneering artistry and science. Apart from the desire to ‘correct’ and 

‘improve’ womanhood, the most prominent indication of this negative perception of the female sex is 

the protagonist’s utter lack of interest in marriage and/or heterosexual relationships, and his 

subsequent relegation of his beloved wife or fiancee to a position which is inferior to his first love of 

science/art. In what would become an almost essential ingredient in narratives of ‘mad science’, 

female companionship and, significantly, sexual activity are eschewed in favour of a passionate and 

obsessive relationship with experimental science. Misdirected and uncontrollable intellectual, 

emotional and sexual energy continually surface as primary features in the characterisation of 

Frankenstein, Aylmer, Moreau, Benjulia, Jekyll and a plethora of their Hterary and cinematic 

offspring; their twisted logic and perverted morality invariably accompanied by a wholly unnatural 

and profoundly dangerous sexuality.

Despite the vagueness of the aesthetic methodology of Poe’s artist and Hawthorne’s scientist, 

psychological cruelty, sexual sadism and physical violence are implicit elements of their behaviour.

“’®Ibid.,p. 210.
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In Aylmer’s case, this sadistic violence manifests itself most forcibly in his strange dream of a 

surgical procedure to remove his wife’s birthmark which telUngly evokes a scene of vivisection:

He had fancied himself, with his servant Aminadab, attempting an 
operation for the removal of the birth-mark. But the deeper went the
knife, the deeper sank the Hand, until at length its tiny grasp appeared
to have caught hold of Georgina’s heart; whence, however, her 
husband was inexorably resolved to cut or wrench it away.

In his attempts at a sort of primitive cosmetic surgery, Aylmer combines the aesthetic and the

medical in the image of a remorselessly cruel vivisector, and in doing so embodies the ruthless

egomania of the so-called creative genius, be he artist or scientist. Indeed, invoking the image of the

‘true artist’ as a being who is half vivisector/half vampire, G. B. Shaw captures the essence of both 

Hawthorne’s and Poe’s protagonists, as well as the explicit gender division and underlying power 

struggle which marks their creative quests and conquests:

To women he is half vivisector, half vampire. He gets into intimate 
relations with them to study them, to strip the mask of convention 
from them, to surprise their innermost secrets, knowing that they have 
the power to rouse his deepest creative energies [...] to make him see
visions and dream dreams, to inspire him, as he calls it.

Not surprisingly, with such a surplus of sexual and sadistic allusions available in the depiction of the

medical man during the nineteenth century, the figure of the doctor was a popular protagonist in the 

pornographic tale, with sexual conquest as its primary ingredient. Among the most infamous

examples are the anonymously written Way o f a Man With a Maid and James Campbell’s The

Amatory Experiences o f  a Surgeon. As Lansbury explains:

From approximately 1870 on, a recurring figure in the pornographic
novel is the doctor who seduces women patients on a couch or table
equipped with restraining devices.'”

Combining sexual and scientific curiosity with experimental and investigative procedures, such 

novels, enabled the imperatives of certain violent sexual fantasies (most notably the need for 

complete dominance and power over another) to be framed within an elite circle of male 

professionals. The power dynamics of medical investigation and experimentation and their resulting

Hawthorne, Nathaniel, ‘The Birthmark’ (1843), Tales and Sketches: Including Twice-told Tales, M osses 
from  an old Manse, and The Snow-image ; A Wonder Book fo r  Girls and Boys; Tanglewood Tales fo r  Girls 
and Boys: Being a Second Wonder Book (Cambridge: Press Syndicate o f  the University o f Cambridge, c l 982), 
p. 767.

Shaw, George Bernard, ‘Man and Superman’, The Complete Plays o f  George Bernard Shaw, Act 1 ,11.185- 
188.

Lansbury, ‘Gynecology, Pornography, and the Antivivisection Movement’: 424.
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sexual im plications are prevalent in any num ber of medical procedures. From the vivisector’s table 

to the psychiatrist’s couch, the physical and psychological sadism adjunct to an invasive and painful 

journey into the patient’s inner being, in many respects, remains unchanged. The significance of 

gender in these issues involving medical sadism is pre-eminent, not only because the overwhelming 

num ber o f medical professionals in the nineteenth century were men but because the ideal subject for 

experim ental and investigative procedures is always figured as female. Once more, this brings us 

back to the concept o f scientific investigation as an erotic quest, which presents masculinity as an 

open straightforward and reasoning force that is erotically aroused, baffled and frustrated by the dark 

and m ysterious spectre of the female. The need to access and reveal or, in other words, to penetrate 

and unveil these mysteries proves as necessary, and ultimately as impossible, in Freudian analysis as 

it had been in Frankenstein’s scientific pursuits. Lamenting the inaccessibility o f the “erotic life” of 

women to psychoanalytic research, by one moment recognising and then negating the influence of 

social structures, Freud invokes the well-worn phrases of scientific investigation as erotic quest; 

arguing that the “erotic life” of women

partly owing to the stunting effect of civilised conditions and partly 
owing to their conventional secretiveness and insincerity - is still 
veiled in an impenetrable obscurity."^

It is not very surprising to find the language o f psychoanalysis borrowing from earlier physiological 

term inology, particularly when the subject under consideration is woman. Indeed, a tremendous 

amount of medical theory and practice before, during, and after the nineteenth century collapsed the 

mental and physiological functions of woman entirely, associating the womb with hysteria and the 

ovaries with recalcitrance, for exam ple."^ Particularly significant in this regard is the way in which 

the underlying erotics of exposing and entering a female patient, prevalent in so many nineteenth- 

century medical formats, finds its most vivid expression in the, then ascending, field o f gynaecology. 

In fact, as Coral Lansbury argues in her work The Old Brown Dog, both in imagery and language, 

antivivisection, pornography and gynaecology may all be linked in their representation o f sexual 

pow er displayed through the use of devices which restrain, expose and violate their object. Though 

used for very different ends, the image of a woman held down and treated like a beast on the 

vivisector’s table was utilised by antivivisection literature and pornography alike and had a 

significant impact on the perception of new medical practices involving gynaecological study and 

surgery;

Freud, Sigmund, ‘Three Essays on sexuality’, in The Essentials o f Psychoanalysis, ed. Anna Freud, p. 312. 
See Elaine Showalter, The Female Malady: Women, Madness and English Culture 1830-1980 (London: 

Virago, 1987).

106



There is an uneasy similarity between the devices made to hold
women for sexual pleasure and those tables and chairs, replete with
stirrups and leather straps, which made women ready for the 
surgeon’s knife."'*

For most of the nineteenth century, the place of gynaecology and obstetrics within the medical 

establishment was marginal. Either unrecognised or denied as a legitimate or serious profession, 

those who practised in either area were in many ways medical outcasts. Since his appearance in the 

mid-eighteenth century, the ‘man-midwife’ had been continually derided as a ludicrous if not 

monstrous figure; the later medical specialisation of gynaecology had not faired any better. What 

seems to be a prevailing theme in literature disparaging these professions is a tendency to view 

women’s medical problems as trivial and a suspicion of a man who would take an interest in such 

matters. As a result of this reasoning, McGrath explains, such medical practitioners “occupied a 

problematic sexual space [and] might be regarded as effeminate or licentious.”” ^

Debates concerning the acceptable boundaries between male doctor and female patient and suspicion 

about sexual impropriety were intensified by numerous publications of medical texts anatomising 

and pathologising the female reproductive system. One such text was John Roberton’s On Diseases 

o f the Generative System. First published in 1811, with little controversy, it was not until illustrated, 

several editions later, under the publisher John Stockdale (well-known as an author and publisher of 

salacious work) that the book began to attract considerable attention, eventually leading to 

Stockdale’s prosecution and imprisonment. Despite the fact that definitions of what constitutes a

pornographic image are often affected by the context in which the image is presented and the

audience at which the image is primarily aimed, Stockdale’s expensive medical pubhcation did not 

escape accusations of indecency.''^ So significant was the controversy arising from Stockdale’s 

edition of Roberton’s book, that by the 1830s it became a part of the debate on the legal definition of 

obscenity. As McGrath points out, such publications are primary examples of

The overlap between obscenity, medicine and emerging definitions of 
pornography in the early nineteenth century, when the sexual and 
medical gaze had to be separated.

Lansbury, ‘Gynecology, Pornography, and the Antivivisection Movement’: 426.
McGrath, Seeing Her Sex, p. 32
In the course o f  her research on medical archives, McGrath notes how often illustrative plates are missing 

from Stockdale’s edition o f the book. In the few copies which retain all their original plate illustrations, she 
comments on the lack of connection between Roberton’s text and the images purporting to illustrate it, which 
she describes as “eroticized pictures o f engorged sexual organs [...] not so much medical as sexual, less dead 
than alive, concerned less with disease than with sexual desire.” (McGrath, Seeing Her Sex, p. 32).
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Prior to this push towards a clear differentiation between the sexual and medical gaze, a not 

insubstantial amount of medical literature and in particular anatomical visual aids were certainly, by 

contemporary standards, verging on the pornographic. Particularly striking in this regard are the late 

eighteenth-century wax models, known as anatomical ceroplastics, exhibited in the natural history 

museum. La Specola, in Florence. Life-size, uncannily realistic models displaying various aspects of 

the human anatomy from bone and muscle structure to the nervous and digestive system, it is in 

particular the models of women, sometimes referred to as wax Venuses which lie (literally as well as 

figuratively) precariously between the medical and sexual gaze. (Fig. 2.6 & 2.7) These models 

recline on velvet cushions in passive, sexually inviting poses, calling to mind the arched-back and 

parted lips of the pornographic model, unlike their male counterparts, they are never upright and are 

covered in flesh with realistic detailing, such as plaited hair and pearl necklaces. The veritable 

explosion of viscera and intestines from these figures is all the more disturbing in juxtaposition with 

these entirely non-medical details. The inescapable erotic overtones in these images of beautiful 

disembowelled women stretched out in ecstasy are difficult to interpret, certainly from a 

contemporary point of view, as anything other than sadistic pornography at its most violent and 

extrem e."’ Apart from the exceptional artistic skill of the pieces at La Specola, these kinds of 

models are by no means unique and similar displays can be found throughout Europe right up to the 

present day. (Fig. 2.8 & 2.9) In fact, it is not particularly surprising to find that wax museums of the 

late-nineteenth and twentieth century, whose sensational and macabre exhibitions included similar 

pseudoscientific sexually violent images, were popular haunts for certain individuals with tastes, but 

more importantly with aspirations, of a very morbid and violent nature. While the 1920s German 

sexual murderer Peter Kurten claimed to have found renditions of notorious murderers in the 

Chamber of Horrors waxwork exhibition in Kolnerstrasse particularly attractive, in the 1970s, Peter 

Sutcliffe became a frequent visitor to the wax museum in the sea-side resort of Morecombe, in 

Lancashire. As L. Perry Curtis speculates:

What drew him was not the likeness of Queen Victoria [...] or other 
eminents, but the Chamber of Horrors upstairs filled with such villains 
as Dr. Crippen, Reginald Christie, Neville Heath, and of course, Jack 
the Ripper. Of special interest to this obsessive young man were the

Some o f  these models used human skeletons as their framework. In recent years, Gunther von Hagens’ 
Body W orlds’ tour - The Anatomical Exhibition o f Real Human Bodies - has caused considerably controversy 
for its use and display o f human cadavers. By a process referred to as plastination, the bodies are skinned and 
removed o f  all body water and fats which are then replaced with liquid silicone rubber. Harkening back to the 
classical athleticism o f Renaissance anatomy, the 20 corpses on display are mostly men in action poses, 
running, kicking a football etc. The bodies in question are unclaimed or unidentified individuals from China. 
Curiously, the only exhibit which is sectioned o ff behind a curtain “to avoid offending visitors” is an “obstetric 
exhibit” o f “a third-trimester female who voluntarily donated her body for this purpose.” (See 
http;//www.bodyworlds.com/en.html and http://bioephemera.eom/2007/01/05/wombs-waxes-and-wonder- 
cabinets/, accessed 15 Jun. 2007)
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specimen female torsos, - life-size, headless, and legless - in the so- 
called Museum of Anatomy, where he could gaze long and lovingly at 
a Victorian scientific display of the ‘Nine Stages of Pregnancy’. In a 
small annex beyond the ‘Macabre Torso Room’ he could also fix his 
gaze on candle-wax models of ‘burning venereal sores and hives’ and 
‘rotting penises.’' ‘*

In this depiction of Sutcliffe’s visual and psychological appetite for such extreme and detailed 

images, he becomes their ideal audience, his seemingly insatiable sadistic delight in viewing the 

body in extremis, along with his scopophiliac emotional detachment, falling somewhere between the 

medical and the sexual gaze.

The differentiation between hard-core and soft-core pornography seems to rely quite heavily on 

similar concepts of the medical and the sexual gaze. Commenting on this demarcation, McGrath 

writes:

For some, hard-core pornography shows too much, is too 
gynaecological, too medical, too brutal; for others soft-core is too 
tame, too aesthetic and not revealing enough.''’

Evidently, establishing boundaries between what is inside and what is outside of the body can be a 

key element in defining soft-core and hard-core pornographic images; the pornographic gaze 

becoming increasingly hard-core the deeper it goes. However, once this gaze enters far enough into 

the body it is no longer pornographic at all but medical. Indeed, the image which caused the greatest 

controversy in Stockdale’s illustrated edition of On Diseases o f the Generative System was a 

‘straightforward’ plate representing only the visible parts, or in other words the outside, of the female 

genitals. Described as “il-legal and non-medicaI” ‘̂ ° by Stockdale’s prosecutors, this image becomes 

pornographic because it does not go far enough, consequently faihng definitions of the purely 

medical as the purely biological, devoid of aesthetic, romantic or sexual significance. This essential 

differentiation between the body as an erotic entity and the body as complex mass of bones, tissues 

and organs is not always recognised. In fact, for certain individuals, it is the extreme conjunction of 

these two very different approaches to the human body which provokes the most excitation, both 

physically and mentally. The sexual murderer is certainly one of these individuals, but, as we have 

seen, the medical profession itself is not exempt from making similar radical conjunctions.

Curtis, L. Perry, Jack the Ripper and the London Press (New Haven; London: Yale U.P., c2000), p. 212. 
As can be gathered from Curtis’ description o f venereal sores and rotting penises, by the late 19**’ century, wax 
museums, no doubt keen to use their displays as an ‘educational’ and ‘cautionary’ forum, showed far more 
diseased  specimens o f  the human anatomy than had been the case with the earlier 18'*’ century museums, when 
anatomically perfect wax Venuses were all the rage.

McGrath, Seeing H er Sex, p. 16.
Ibid, p. 58.
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In the nineteenth-century medical world, this collapse of the sexual and the medical gaze and the 

blurring of definitions between what lies inside and outside of the body are dramatically manifested 

in the practice of gynaecology. As discussed earher, the access such practitioners gained to the 

bodies of women was, in itself, often interpreted by critics of the profession as a highly dubious 

matter. Sexually suggestive metaphors about unveiling and penetrating the mysteries of nature and 

creation became far more literal with the establishment of gynaecology as a medical practice. 

Indeed, Frankenstein’s assertion that, “I will pioneer a new way, explore unknown powers, and 

unfold to the world the deepest mysteries of creation” '^’ may well be mistaken for the words of a 

nineteenth-century gynaecologist. The concept of gynaecological investigation as a Romantic quest 

was emphasised even further by the production of numerous topographical guides to the uterus 

(usually gravid or diseased), popularly referred to as anatomical atlases. Like W alton’s brave 

journey into the uncharted territory of the North Pole in Shelley’s Frankenstein, the gynaecologist 

faces the unknown, discovering new territories, redrawing boundaries, and expanding frontiers. 

Analogies between woman and unknown territory continue into psychoanalysis, with Freud’s 

description of “the sexual hfe of adult women” as a “dark continent.” '̂  ̂ In the context of Empire, 

with its colonisation of exotic and ‘dangerous’ lands, the analogy between women’s bodies and 

‘undiscovered’ countries aligns acts of racial and territorial domination with the physical and sexual 

domination of women.

This emphasis on territoriality and domination, underlying a tremendous amount of gynaecological 

literature, can also be understood in relation to a more general aggressiveness towards women, 

evident in nineteenth-century gynaecological study. Examples of such misogyny are manifold, from 

the use of hostile and violent language and imagery to the intentional humiliation, assault and injury 

of patients. The following comments made by Dr. James Murphy, in his address to the first 

conference of the British Gynaecological Society in 1891, emphasise the callous violence 

predominating in the attitudes of many gynaecological practitioners. Lauding the fact that the once 

berated speciality was now a respected practice at the forefront of surgery, Murphy explained how 

gynaecological surgery had

opened up the whole field of abdominal surgery, so that many men
who started as gynaecologists, are now most briUiant surgeons.

Shelley, Frankenstein, 1831 edition, p. 40.
Freud, The Question o f  Lay Analysis: An Introduction to Psycho-Analysis (1926), trans. Nancy Procter- 

Gregg (London: Imago, 1947), p. 35. See Luce Irigaray, Speculum o f  the O ther Woman, trans. G.C. Gill 
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell U.P., 1974).
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successfully attacking the uterus, the spleen, the Hver and all other 
organs contained in the abdomen.

Calling to mind the figure of an explorer hacking away at stubborn vegetation in his intrepid quest 

for new lands, Murphy’s comments underline the problematic nature of personal ambition in medical 

practice, particularly so-called pioneering (in other words dangerous) surgery.’ '̂* More specifically, 

his casual reference to “attacking the uterus, the spleen, the liver and all other organs contained in the 

abdomen” seems at the very least grossly insensitive in light of the abdominal mutilations involved 

in the Jack the Ripper murders of 1888, still very much a subject in the public as well as the medical 

profession’s mind.

The parallel between the Ripper’s violent assaults and gynaecology are far more than a matter of a 

shared language. The instigation of the Contagious Diseases Acts in 1864, ’66 and ’69 stand as one 

of the most significant examples of the profound ideological alignment between nineteenth-century 

medico-legal practice and crimes like those perpetrated by Jack the Ripper. In order to ‘protect’ the 

forces of the army and navy from the debilitating effects of venereal disease, the Contagious 

Diseases Acts called for the compulsory gynaecological inspection of any woman suspected, by a 

policeman, of being a prostitute, and made refusal of inspection a criminal offence. The age-old 

double standard at work here, which clearly levels responsibihty for the spread of sexually 

transmitted disease at the prostitute, while ignoring the role of her male client, is perhaps best 

described by the feminist campaigner Josephine Butler, who formed the Ladies’ National 

Association for the Abohtion of Government Regulation of Vice in 1869:

Men steeped in sin [...] have hypocritically cloaked their own 
sensuality in the outward garb of punishing the being whom they 
alone have brought to shame [...] parading their own self- 
righteousness by driving her into the wilderness of social outlawry, 
moral degradation, and physical disease.

Butler’s apt choice of language, which emphasises the processes of disclosure and concealment, of 

cloaking and parading, addresses a number of important issues involved in the implementation of the

Murphy, James, ‘Address to the First Conference o f the British Gynecological Society, 1891’, quoted in 
Omella M oscucci, The Science o f  Woman: Gynecology and Gender in England, 1800-1929  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U.P., 1990), p. 134.

As Michael Mason points out in The Making o f  Victorian Sexuality: Sexual Behaviour and its 
Understanding, “practitioners keen to boost the new specialism o f gynecology argued that all sorts o f  
symptoms were due to organic disease o f the womb.” (Oxford: Oxford U.P., 1994), p. 199.

Butler, Josephine, ‘An Appeal to the People o f England on the Recognition and Superintendence o f  
Prostitution by Governments’ (1870), in The Sexuality Debates, ed. Sheila Jeffreys (London: Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, 1987), p. 114. For more on the Contagious D iseases Act and the Anti-Contagious Diseases Act 
movement see Judith Walkowtiz, Prostitution and Victorian Society: Women, Class and the State (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U.P., 1980), chap 4-7.
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Act. Firstly, it draws attention to the sexual fantasy underpinning this new emphasis on moral 

investigation and reform, in which the monitoring of illicit sexuality required a forced exposure and 

prolonged scrutiny of female sexuality. Often referred to as a form of human vivisection by its 

opponents, because of its painful and dehumanising treatment of women (strapped down and 

harnessed on to a table for medical investigation), these forced gynaecological examinations were 

also described as a type of “instrumental rape” with the phallus replaced by gynaecological tools 

such as the speculum. The following declaration by the leading medical and social reformer William 

Acton is a characteristic example of the sexual violence latent in these forced medical examinations:

It is time to burst through the veil of that artificial bashfulness which 
has injured the growth, while it has affected the features of genuine 
purity. Society has suffered from that spurious modesty which lets 
fearful forms of vice swell to rank luxuriousness, rather than point at 
their existence - which coyly turns its head away from the ‘wounds 
and putrefying sores’ that are eating into our system, because it would 
have to blush at the exposure.

Determined, not only to expose vice but to “burst through the veil” of “artificial bashfulness” and 

“spurious modesty” which protects it, Acton’s choice of imagery quite conspicuously describes the 

psychological and the physical act of rape, from a total disregard for the victim’s sense of personal 

dignity to the material tearing of the hymen. It is important to note that such underlying sexual 

aggression did not end at a metaphorical level, for not only was the Contagious Diseases Act itself an 

attack on female sexuality, it also provided the means for certain medical examiners to physically 

assault and rape their patients. The following title, appearing in an article from the British 

Gynaecological Journal in 1887, points to the fact that women patients certainly made accusations of 

assault against medical practitioners, however, it also clearly indicates the entirely dismissive, 

prejudiced and self-interested attitude of the medical profession towards such claims: ‘On the 

Etiology and Diagnosis, Considered Specially from a Medico-Legal Point of View, of Those Cases 

of Nymphomania Which Lead Women to Make False Charges Against Their Medical Attendants.’'^’

The second, and equally significant, aspect of the Contagious Diseases Act which Josephine Butler’s 

imagery of cloaking and parading so fittingly evinces is the fact that prostitutes, unlike their clients, 

were highly visible targets at which to level blame for broader social problems, be they of a physical 

or a moral order. As Jacqueline Rose suggests, the prostitute therefore becomes “the publicly

Acton, William, The Contagious Diseases Act -  Shall the Contagious Diseases Act be applied to the 
Civilian Population? (London: Churchill, 1870), p. 31, quoted in Jacqueline Rose, ‘George Eliot and the 
Spectacle of Woman’ in Sexuality in the Field o f Vision (London: Verso, 1986), p. 112.

Routh, C.H.F., 'On the Etiology and Diagnosis, Considered Specially from a Medico-Legal Point of View, 
of Those Cases of Nymphomania Which Lead Women to Make False Charges Against Their Medical 
Attendants’, British Gynaecological Journal 2(8) (1887): 485-511.
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sanctioned image against which society measures its moral consciousness of self.” ' *̂ Parading and 

paraded, the prostitute’s visibility, as the face (and by extension, the cause) of all manner of social 

vice, from the spread of syphilis to the corruption of morals, is of particular importance in an 

assessment of sexual violence and serial murder in the latter part of the nineteenth century.

The progressively worsening crisis of syphilitic infection during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

century facilitated a huge and varied number of social figures and organisations in giving vent to a 

profound misogyny of biblical proportions, depicting female sexuality as filthy and loathsome. 

Writing on the public perception of the disease in his work Sex, Death and Punishment, Richard 

Davenport-Hines argues:

As syphilis supplanted leprosy as the dreaded contagion, the prostitute 
was allotted the new role of social leper. Whores became a new 
category of untouchable upon whom fears could be projected and 
violent language could be hurled. ™

At the forefront of those hurling such violent language was the medical professional, reviving myths 

of feminine evil, and playing on age-old concepts of women as flawed and diseased, medical writing 

focused on, as one early venereological treatise describes it, “the filthy gulph of a harlot” as the 

source of syphilitic i n f e c t i o n . T h e  fact that this abuse, though centred on the figure of the 

prostitute, was actually directed at all women whose wombs were inherently unclean and diseased, is 

highlighted by the provision, already noted, in the Contagious Diseases Acts which stipulated that 

any woman refusing to submit to a gynaecological examination once ordered to do so was 

automatically guilty of a criminal offence. This provision, along with the Acts’ total reliance on an 

individual police officer’s assumption or suspicion of prostitution, in effect licensed the policing of 

womanhood in general, and as Butler argued “effectively clear[ed] the streets of all other women 

except these [prostitutes].”'^' As numerous commentators have pointed out, coupled with the fact 

that prostitution was not actually a crime, the activity of prostitution itself was an infrequent and 

transient undertaking which working-class women sometimes turned to when money was particularly 

scarce. Consequently, the indeterminate and vague nature of the so-called ‘oldest profession in the 

world’ made definitions of prostitution and a prostitute difficult, and made the labelling of women as 

prostitutes a very subjective and problematic affair.

Rose, ‘George Eliot and the Spectacle of Woman’: 112.
Davenport-Hines, Richard, Sex, Death and Punishment: Attitudes to Sex and Sexuality in Britain since the 

Renaissance (London: Collins, 1990), p. 84.
From a treaties on venereal disease from 1737, quoted in Davenport-Hines, Sex, Death and Punishment, p.

93.

Butler, ‘An Appeal to the People of England’ (1870), in The Sexuality Debates, ed. Sheila Jeffreys, p. 114.
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The notion of medically pohcing womanhood as a whole during this period is evident in the 

appUcation of various surgical procedures such as hysterectomy, ovariectomy, and clitoridectomy as 

a means of ‘curing’ various female p r o b l e m s . I n  aligning the mental and emotional life of women 

with their sex organs, medical theory offered the excision of these organs as a solution to mental and 

behavioural problems from hysteria to excessive sexual desire. It should come as no surprise that 

such medical theories and practices gained sway at a time when women were making a well 

publicised bid for greater social and political autonomy. Thus medicine and, in particular, surgery 

played both an ideological and a material role in establishing patriarchal dominance and territoriality 

over unruly, unstable, or in some other way unsatisfactory women. Like Hawthorne’s obsessive 

Aylmer in ‘The Birthmark’ and his many literary and cinematic successors, nineteenth-century 

medicine placed great faith in science’s ability to correct, improve and control a defective femininity.

Medical tracts with titles such as ‘Can the Gynaecologist Aid the Alienist?’ quite clearly suggest a 

link between the psychological and the gynaecological.'^^ While the removal of healthy organs to 

cure a wide range of ‘behavioural pathologies’ may be associated with various forms of lobotomy, in 

ideological terms, something else, less tangible and yet even more vital than reproductive ability, 

intellectual capacity, or personality, is at stake through such invasive gynaecological surgery. 

Speculation about the synecdochical relationship between women and their generative organs, 

discernible in medical claims that “women owe their manner of being to their organs of generation, 

and especially to the uterus” and that “a woman exists only through her ovaries” suggest that a 

woman’s very being, her existence, is manifested through certain generative organs.'^'* Within the 

remit of these intensely reductive terms, it may be argued that the removal of these organs represents 

an ideological ehmination of the woman herself.

In the context of late nineteenth-century society, it becomes not only plausible but likely that just as 

various groups viewed the eradication or mutilation of women’s sexual and reproductive organs as a 

means of ‘curing’ women of their troubles, so certain individuals held the conviction that the 

eradication and mutilation of certain women would cure society of its problems. When viewed 

alongside the implementation of the Contagious Diseases Act, this focus on curing society of its 

‘female problems’ takes form most notably in the violent and retributive punishment of the female 

prostitute. In her novel. The Beth Book, Sarah Grand’s callous and sadistic Dr. Daniel Maclure not 

only engages in the vivisection of animals he also oversees the nearby ‘lock hospital’ for fallen

See Elaine Showalter, The Female Malady: Women, Madness and English Culture 1830-1980 and Andrew 
Scull ‘The Clitoridectomy Craze’, Social Research 53(2) (1986); 243-260.

Stone, I.S., ‘Can the Gynaecologist Aid the Alienist?’ British Gynecological Journal 1 (1891-92): 272-82.
Claude Martin Gardien (1816); Victor Joze (1895), both quoted Thomas Laqueur, Making Sex: Body and 

Gender from the Greeks to Freud (Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard U.P., 1990), p. 149.
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women suffering from various sexually transmitted diseases. The morally defunct Maclure takes 

particular delight in castigating these female patients, the level of hypocrisy in his moral stance, and 

the power dynamic it signifies, clearly adding to his sadistic pleasure:

He was very high-minded on the subject of sin if the sinner were a 
woman, and thought no degradation sufficient for her.'^^

Through this portrayal of Maclure, Grand not only associates vivisection with the brutality of forced 

gynaecological examinations, she also links the image of the medical sadist with the moral avenger. 

Of course, ten years prior to Grand’s novel, all of these images had already been drawn together by 

the popular press in endless speculations regarding the identity and the motives of the notorious 

Whitechapel murderer known as Jack the Ripper.

4. CASE STUDY: EARLY SERIAL MURDER

It is virtually impossible to overestimate the startling amalgamation of interrelated social and medical 

issues which gathered around this spate of brutal murders, occurring in London’s East End, during 

the autumn of 1888. Often considered to be the first example of a modem serial killer, the Ripper is 

believed to have murdered anything between four and eight working-class women, who, to use a 

common journalistic reference of the period, belonged to the ‘unfortunate class’; that is, they 

engaged in prostitution. The five women most commonly regarded as the Ripper’s murder victims 

are Mary Ann Nichols, Annie Chapman, Elizabeth Stride, Catherine Eddowes and Mary Jane Kelly. 

The distinctive ‘trademarks’ of the Ripper’s murders were a cut throat, often close to the point of 

decapitation, and severe ‘abdominal’ mutilations. As L. Perry Curtis notes:

With the exception of Stride [the murderer was apparently interrupted 
at the scene of the crime], the mutilations showed a steady escalation 
in violence, culminating in the killer’s attempt to destroy the very 
femaleness of Kelly’s body as he acted out his gynophopic rage.'^^

This series of vicious murders invoked many of the major narratives which had built up around 

issues of sexuality, social control and medical practice during the latter-half of the nineteenth 

century. In particular, speculations regarding the Ripper’s identity testify to the tremendous level of 

fear and distrust in which the figure of the medical man was held by the general public and the 

popular press; for, along with theories that the Ripper was a foreigner and/or a Jew, one of the most 

popular suppositions was that the Ripper was, or had been, a member of the medical profession - a 

sadistic vivisectionist, a savage abortionist, or a crazed syphilitic doctor. As Judith Walkowitz

Grand, The Beth Book, p. 253.
Curtis, Jack the R ipper and the London Press, p. 22.
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explains, the murders essentially “played on, and played out, popular fears of surgeons, 

gynaecologists, vaccinators, vivisectors, and dissectors as violators of bodies.” '^’

As we have seen, in its representation of the medical professional, and in particular, the doctor, 

literary fiction had already registered, and arguably intensified, such negative perceptions. In the 

wake o f the 1888 murders such literary villains were given a new lease of life, particularly in the 

genre o f detective fiction, as is evident in Sherlock Holmes’s assertion that “When a doctor goes 

wrong he is the first of criminals. He has nerve and he has knowledge.”' *̂ Whether in the pages of 

popular fiction or the press, there seems to have been a lot of doctors “going wrong” all through this 

period.

Undoubtedly, a major contributing factor to speculations that the Ripper was a medical man was the 

divisional surgeon of police Dr. George Bagster Phillips’ evidence regarding the types of wounds 

inflicted on the bodies of the Ripper’s victims. Supplying more details of autopsy reports than would 

ever appear in newspapers today, on 20 September 1888 The Times reported the following comments 

from Dr. Phillips, at the inquest of Annie Chapman:

Dr. PhiUips repeated that he did not think the details should be given.
The court having been cleared of all women and boys, the witness 
proceeded to give medical and surgical evidence, totally unfit for 
publication, of the deliberate, successful, and apparently scientific 
manner in which the poor woman had been mutilated, and expressed 
his opinion that the length of the weapon was at least five or six 
inches, probably more, and the appearance of the cuts confirmed him 
in the opinion that the instrument, like the one which had divided the 
neck, had been of a very sharp character. The mode in which the 
knife had been used seemed to indicate great anatomical 
knowledge.'^’

With a tone of quiet awe - which calls to mind another quote of Holmes’: “My horror at his crimes 

was lost in my admiration at his skill” ’"'® - Phillips’ autopsy reports continually make reference to the 

murderer’s display of surgical skill and his efficiency and speed. In their extensive coverage of the 

case, newspaper reports often invoked similar buried tributes to the elusive Whitechapel murderer.

Walkowitz, Judith, City o f  Dreadful Delight: Narratives o f  Sexual D anger in Late-Victorian London, p. 199.
Doyle, Arthur Conan, ‘The Adventure o f the Speckled Band’ {Strand M agazine, Feb. 1892), in The 

Com plete Sherlock Holmes (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1930), p. 270.
Phillips, George Bagster, The Times, 20 Sept. 1888, quoted in The Ultimate Jack the R ipper Sourcebook ed., 

Stewart P. Evans and Keith Skinner (London: Constable and Robinson, 2001), p. 109. Significantly enough, 
another medical expert investigating the case. Dr. Thomas Bond, did not believe the mutilations showed any 
particular level o f medical skill or anatomical knowledge, excepting perhaps that o f  a butcher. However, it 
seems that Phillips’ suggestion that medical experience was evident in the crimes caught the imagination o f the 
press and the public, as it still does to this day.

Doyle, ‘The Final Problem’ (Strand Magazine, Dec. 1893), in The Complete Sherlock Holmes, p. 471.
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who, like Holmes’ description of the doctor gone wrong, was presented as figure in possession of an 

estimable level of nerve and knowledge - the first of criminals. Undoubtedly, had the Ripper’s career 

coincided with the writing of De Quincey’s ‘On Murder as One of the Fine Arts’ his activities would 

have been worthy of the greatest level of praise, aesthetically speaking.

Intriguingly, many of the contemporary references to Jack the Ripper, be they in the popular press or 

medical journals, have recourse to hterary fiction and fable in their attempts to define his criminaUty. 

Along with some learned quotes from Shakespeare’s bloodier dramas, and references to the werewolf 

and vampire of folklore and Gothic fables, Robert Louis Stevenson’s Mr. Hyde, whose alter-ego was 

of course the respectable Doctor Jekyll, was a particularly popular reference point.'"' The Globe, for 

example, remarked, “One can almost imagine that Whitechapel is haunted by a demon of the type of 

Hyde, who goes about killing for the mere sake of slaughter.” '''^ The East London Advertiser 

suggested that perhaps the murderer hid in the slums and ventured out at night “like another Hyde, to 

prey upon the defenceless women of the ‘unfortunate’ class.”'”*̂ While the Gazette noted that “There 

certainly seems to be a tolerably realistic impersonification of Mr. Hyde at large in Whitechapel. 

The Savage of Civilization whom we are raising by the hundred thousand in our slums.” '"'" 

Counterbalancing this negative representation of slum dwellers, the same author proposes that this 

“Mr. Hyde of Humanity” may not be “slum bred” at all, but instead “a plebeian Marquis DE SADE.” 

Such references are no doubt heavily influenced by fears of degeneration, be it in the form of 

subhuman beastliness or decadent cruelty. The latter certainly seems to be foremost in the mind of 

one newspaperman from the Pall Mall Gazette, who, in an attempt to encapsulate the Ripper’s 

crimes, ahghts on the figure of Poe as the pinnacle of pathological creativity, “Did ever the diseased 

imagination of Edgar Allan Poe conceive of a more ghastly idea?”'"^

This inclination to find recourse to literary fiction when endeavouring to describe and even 

understand the Whitechapel murders is a telling sign of the level of incomprehension they provoked 

in both the press and the general public. Along with a desire for dramatic and sensational news 

items, this reliance on fictional narratives, like Stevenson’s Jekyll and Hyde, can in part be accounted 

for by the insufficiency of factual narrative in the Ripper case, in particular, the absence of

'"' For more on the connections between the case o f Jack the Ripper and Stevenson’s Jekyll and Hyde see 
Christopher Frayling’s Nightmare: The Birth o f  H orror  (London: BBC, 1996).

The Globe, 1 Sept. 1888.
East London Advertiser, 8 Sept. 1888, quoted in Curtis, Jack the Ripper and the London Press, p. 121. 

Indeed, Stevenson’s tale became so enmeshed with the events o f the Ripper case that the actor Richard 
Mansfield, who starred in a stage version o f Jekyll and Hyde at the Lyceum Theatre in 1888, was rumoured to 
have been under suspicion for the crimes and questioned by Scotland Yard.

Gazette, 10 Sept. 1888.
Pall M all Gazette, 9 Oct. 1888.
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information as to the killer’s identity. However, another means of interpreting this heavy 

dependence on literary fiction and in particular Gothic and horror fiction, is the element of control it 

allows both the author and the reader. For, in aligning the events of autumn 1888 with the 

monstrousness of fictional creations such as Hyde, or mythical werewolves and vampires, the figure 

of the Whitechapel murderer and his crimes become less real and, as a result, less personally 

threatening. This distancing technique, employed by the press during the Ripper murders, is still 

utilised today in the representation of particularly brutal murder cases. Terms like ghoul, vampire 

and monster are often employed in descriptions serial killers, and the figure of Hyde is still invoked 

in cases of murder where contradictory behaviour or a double-life appears to be a factor. In the case 

of medical murderers, such as Harold Shipman, the Jekyll/Hyde analogy is also invoked to 

emphasise his betrayal of his trusted position as a doctor. Jack the Ripper himself has been almost 

wholly consigned to the realm of fiction, his name and image (top hat and cape) as much a staple in 

the annals of the mystery and horror genre as Count Dracula or Frankenstein’s monster. 

Undoubtedly, the unsolved nature of these crimes has raised or, if you will, relegated them to the 

status of myth; the Ripper’s elusion of detection and capture adding to his modern-day image as a 

phantom-like figure capable of disappearing into a fog. Whether the Ripper is sold as a timeless evil 

or, as Deborah Cameron argues, a cultural hero, a “part of a ‘national heritage’, a symbol of a 

vanished Victorian London”, he is utterly decontextualised from the true cultural environment in 

which he lived and killed.

One of the most important socio-cultural developments during this period in English history, and in 

particular in the history of its cities, is the ever-increasing level of medical surveillance and 

intervention experienced by various social groups, most notably the working-class and in particular 

working-class women. The emergence of Jack the Ripper, a killer of female prostitutes, who 

severely mutilates his victims’ genitals and reproductive organs, and who often removes and carries 

away parts of these organs, apparently, all with a certain level of surgical skill, speaks directly of a 

new era of medical policing. One primary example of this new era was the previously mentioned 

Contagious Diseases Acts, which was only successfully repealed in 1886, two years before the 

Ripper murders. Along with ever-increasing accusations of medical malpractice and in particular, 

sexual assault, the Ripper murders also belong to an age of ongoing debates regarding the efficacy of 

vivisection and the illegal procurement of human remains and organs for medical use.

Indeed, following the revelation that the body of the Ripper’s second victim, Annie Chapman, was 

missing its uterus, the suggestion that the Whitechapel murderer was in reality a procurer of

Cameron, Deborah, “That’s Entertainment?: Jack the Ripper and the Selling o f  Sexual V iolence” in 
Femicide: The Politics o f  Woman Killing, ed. Jill Radford and Diana E.H. Russell, p. 184.
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specimen uteruses for the purpose of medical researcii was added to the plethora of theories 

regarding the Ripper’s motivations. In a jocose response to this theory, the lead writer of the Pall 

Mall Gazette invented a price list for pickled human body parts removed in dissecting rooms. L. 

Perry Curtis describes the article:

Heading the list was a complete corpse for the bargain price of three 
pounds five shillings, followed by a thorax, costing only five shilhngs.
As for the unidentified organ removed from Chapman’s body, this 
could be had ‘for the asking’ at any post-mortem room some twelve 
hours after death.'"*’

Insensitive and tasteless, such comments underline the depth of ambivalence the victims of the 

Ripper were held in. Linking Chapman’s uterus with her ‘profession’ as a prostitute, the writer plays 

on the ease with which one may gain possession of uterus and prostitute alike (both being essentially 

the same thing); they can be gotten cheap, or even, “for the asking” . The insinuation of such remarks 

is, of course, that Chapman herself, and women like her, are in essence worthless. This attitude is 

readily exhibited in comments like the following from the Daily Telegraph on the 24 September, 

1888, which described the Ripper’s victims as:

Drunken, vicious, miserable wretches, which it was almost a charity 
to relieve of the penalty of existence.'"'*

In the case of the Ripper murders, the growth of criminological theory and its adjunct of eugenics 

played a vital part, not only in attempts to construct the perpetrator of these crimes, but also their 

victims. The surfeit of volumes on the subject of moral and physical degeneration and their link with 

criminality are evidence of the profound social anxiety and interest such subjects provoked. With 

titles such as Darwinism and Race Progress (1895), The Hygiene o f the Mind (1900), The Problems 

o f the Great City (1886), Crime: Its Cause and Remedy (1891), Efficiency and Empire (1901), The 

Fertility o f  the Unfit (1904), Crime and its Causes (1889), Criminals and Crime: Some Facts and 

Suggestions (1907), these works emphasised the need for action in the face of an ever-increasing 

crime rate, which not coincidentally they often linked to an ever-increasing working-class 

population. The urgent need to find a remedy to the situation, to cure society of its latent criminaUty 

and degeneration, often took the form of medical as well as judicial and religious rhetoric. As Ruth 

Harris explains, “criminology was partly conceived of as a kind of public hygiene”, in which the 

maintenance of a healthy “ ‘social organism’ rather than rights and responsibilities of the individual

Curtis, Jack the Ripper and the London Press, p. 121. 
D aily Telegraph, 24 Sept. 1888.
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would become the cornerstone of [its] p o s i t i o n . T h e  implementation of the Contagious Diseases 

Acts may be seen as a central component of these defensive/aggressive manoeuvres against crime 

and the ‘crim inal classes’, for it attacked the figure of the prostitute, not only because she embodied 

the moral and the physical corruption of society (spreading illicit sex and syphilis), but because her 

body, and its procreative capability, was literally a breeding ground for crime. In light o f such 

medico-legal developments, the Ripper murders appear to take up the ‘cause’ of such regulations, 

carrying on where the Contagious Diseases Acts left off; targeting prostitutes and, in particular, their 

reproductive organs as the source o f a virulent social menace. The Ripper’s ‘surgical’ removal of 

these organs also links him  with the ongoing medical practice of hysterectomy as a means of ‘curing’ 

women o f female problems'^°, except, in the case o f the Ripper, the woman herself is also removed, 

thereby curing late nineteenth-century society o f one of its most vexing ‘female problem s’; the 

prostitute.

Contemporary theories that the Ripper was either a doctor or some sort of social scientist, whose acts 

of murder where in fact forms of social protest, are evidence that even during the perpetration of 

these crimes numerous individuals and groups detected a link between the Ripper murders and 

broader socio-political movements. The Pall M all Gazette's, coverage o f the crimes suggested that 

the Ripper used “M urder As An Advertisement”, that he was in actuality a “Scientific Hum anitarian” 

who was trying to draw attention to the terrible conditions of the East End poor.'^' This idea that 

there was a social conscience or “Political M oral” to the murders was taken up by the Daily 

Telegraph who argued that the R ipper’s second victim, Annie Chapman, did “more by her death than 

many long speeches in Parliam ent and countless columns o f letters to newspapers could have brought 

a b o u t . M e a n w h i l e  the editorial section of the Times professed that

The W hitechapel horrors will not be in vain if  ‘at last’ the public 
conscience awakes to consider the life which these horrors reveal.
The murders, it may almost be said, were bound to come.'^^

However, such interpretations do not account for the savagery of the attacks or why they should have 

been directed at prostitutes in particular. The level o f post-m ortem  mutilation involved in the killings 

would certainly suggest that the Ripper was motivated by far more than a twisted type o f social 

reform. The following is a description given by Dr. Thomas Bond on seeing M ary Jane K elly’s body 

as it was found in her lodgings M iller’s Court on November 9 1888;

Harris, Ruth, Murders and Madness: Medicine, Law and Society in the Fin de Siecle (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1989), p. 98.

See Elaine Showalter, The Female Malady: Women, Madness and English Culture 1830-1980.
Pall Mall Gazette, 1 Oct. 1888.
Daily Telegraph, 2 Oct. 1888.
The Times, 22 Sept. 1888.
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The body was lying naked in the middle of the bed, the shoulders flat 
but the axis of the body inclined to the left side of the bed [...] The 
right arm was slightly abducted from the body & rested on the 
mattress, the elbow bent & the forearm supine with fingers clenched.
The legs were wide apart, the left thigh at angles to the trunk and the 
right forming an obtuse angle with the pubes. The whole surface of 
the abdomen & thighs was removed & the abdominal cavity emptied 
of it viscera. The breasts were cut off, the arms mutilated by several 
jagged wounds & the face hacked beyond recognition of the features.
The tissues of the neck were severed all round down to the bone. The 
viscera were found in various parts viz: the uterus & kidneys with one 
breast under the head, the other breast by the right foot, the liver 
between the feet, the intestines by the right side & the spleen by the 
left side of the body. The flaps removed from the abdomen & thighs 
were on the t a b l e . ( F i g .  2.10)

The rage and savagery of such an attack, in which, as one present-day commentator phrases it the 

killer seems bent on destroying “the very femaleness of Kelly’s body” '̂ ,̂ makes a reading of this 

crime as the act of a “Scientific Humanitarian” motivated by social conscience, highly problematic. 

Instead, this aspect of the crimes was accounted for through completely separate theories invoking 

the work of sexologist Richard von Krafft-Ebing, the author of Psychopathia Sexualis}^^ These 

theories put forward the proposition that the Ripper was suffering from a “perversion of the sexual 

impulse” and disembowelled women for “voluptuous” r e a s o n s . H o w e v e r ,  the possibility that these

crimes might be motivated by sexual as well as social/moral impulses does not seem to have been a

consideration in these attempts at explanation.

Many other early examples of modem serial/sexual murder feature a high proportion of female 

prostitutes as victims; late nineteenth and early twentieth-century examples of serial prostitute 

murderers include Joseph Philippe of France, Gruyo of Spain, and English serial killers Fredrick 

Field, Fredrick Murphy and Robert Dixon. Along with the broader socio-political contexts of the 

‘prostitution problem’ and the ‘solutions’ put forward to deal with it, the anonymous, objectifying 

and serialised nature of prostitution itself may also be a contributing factor in these early cases of 

serial murder. The power dynamics of the prostitute/client relationship is certainly an aspect of these 

crimes which cannot be overlooked. Indeed, taking into consideration one commentator’s 

description of serial murder as a crime “perpetrated against a series of victims, killed impersonally as

Bond, Dr. Thomas, notes taken on discovery o f Mary Jane Kelly’s body, 9 Nov 1888, in Philip Sugden, The 
Complete History o f  Jack the Ripper (N.Y.; Carroll and Graf, 1994), p. 315.

Curtis, Jack the Ripper and the London Press, p. 22.
Richard von Krafft-Ebbing’s influential study o f sexual perversity, Psychopathia Sexualis, was first 

published in 1886. A later edition included the crimes of Jack the Ripper among its case histories.
Evening News, 15 Oct. 1888.
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generic sexual objects”, the figure of the prostitute emerges as the ‘ideal’ victim of such crimes.'^* 

An essential factor in the representation and the interpretation of the Ripper murders and other 

serial/sexual crimes, which has remained a prominent feature in present-day judicial and media 

analysis, is the extent to which the moral status of the victim shapes the ideological construction of 

the killer. This is an issue I will return to presently.

First of all, I want to turn to another aspect of early serial murder; for along with the high proportion 

of female prostitutes who figure as victims of these crimes, doctors feature prominently among the 

perpetrators. Undoubtedly, because ‘his’ transgression appears the greater, popular imagination is 

caught by the doctor who murders, and, as such, his place in the history of serial murder may be 

overestimated. However, the figure of the doctor who kills certainly is foremost among the early 

practitioners of a particularly modem ‘style’ of serial murder, with its emphasis on repetition and its 

biologically invasive attacks on a series of unknown victims over an extended period of time. 

Theories about why this should be so vary: some commentators suggest that the medical profession 

encourages a double life, with the emotional and the intellectual experiences divorced (Hunter’s 

“necessary inhumanity” gone wrong); others argue that certain individuals are attracted to the 

profession because of a psychopathic obsession with power over life and d e a t h . N o t  for the first 

time literary fiction pre-empts psychological theory in this regard, with both these readings of the 

psychologically dubious medical man (one with a troubled double life, the other; obsessed with 

possessing power over life and death), having been prefigured in the characters of Dr. Henry Jekyll 

and Victor Frankenstein.

Correlating present-day examples of medical murderers with past ones, including both doctors, 

nurses and dentists, Katherine Ramsland has compiled a list of eleven possible motives for such 

crimes: heroism, misplaced compassion, covering up another crime, domestic issues, by tactic 

consent, experimentation, financial profit, bloodlust, visionary purposes, punishment and power, and 

relief of inner conflicts.'^® In other words, the medical murderer kills for the same reasons any 

individual kills. However, motives of heroism, experimentation, bloodlust, visionary purposes, 

punishment and power seem particularly prevalent among doctors, and, as we have seen, these 

appear to be the contexts behind the behaviour of numerous sexual/serial killers also. In this sense, it 

is the doctor who kills, rather than other medical professionals, who most closely follows the patterns 

associated with serial/sexual murder. Late nineteenth and early twentieth-century examples of

Halttunen, Karen, M urder M ost Foul, p. 175.
Ramsland, Katherine, ‘All About Angels o f Death -  Doctors Who Kill’, Crime Library, 

http://www.crimelibrary.com/serial_kilIers/weird/doctors/index_l.htmI, accessed 20 Jan. 2007. 
'“ Ibid.
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doctors who emerge as forerunners to the present-day serial/sexual murderer are numerous: George 

Chapman, H. H. Holmes, Thomas Neill Cream and Edward William Pritchard were all doctors. 

Curiously, in comparison to the world-famous figure of Jack the Ripper, these men and their crimes 

remain relatively obscure. It seems the uncovering of their identity and their capture closes down 

rather than encourages public debate and historical interest; the mystery is solved and attention is 

redirected to a different series of baffling murders.

Despite theoretical concepts on the importance of closure in popular narratives, the unchallenged 

fame of the Jack the Ripper murders suggests that the ‘who-dunnit’ formula is ultimately most 

satisfying when it remains unsolved. Undoubtedly, the primary raison d ’etre for the popularity of 

unsolved murder cases is the diversionary value of speculation they afford, allowing for all manner 

of conspiracy theories. However, coupled with this, is the unsettling reality that in the contemporary 

analysis of crime, the ability to ‘get away with murder’, particularly if it is perceived as in some way 

daring or dramatic, is often represented as an attractive and estimable talent.

Murder cases in which facts are numerous and readily available may also be deemed either too 

mundane or too disquieting to receive a sustained or concentrated interest. This certainly helps 

explain the relative historical indifference to the case of Dr. Thomas Neil Cream, the Canadian-born 

serial killer whose homicidal activities spanned Canada, the United States and England from 1878 to 

his execution in 1892. Presumably the mundanity of the Cream case rests to a large extent on its 

adherence to what are now considered to be the norms of serial murder. As Angus McLaren points 

out in his work A Prescription fo r  Murder, one of the few sustained critical studies of Cream, he 

appears almost as a prototype of the twentieth-century sex murderer:

A man with a distant, punitive father and close but cloying mother, 
vain, sensitive, attracted to pornography and cruelty, rational but 
emotionally dead, outwardly conventional but inwardly enraged.'^'

Now the mainstay of every credible homicidal thriller, this psychological profile is utterly without 

uniqueness, and as a consequence murderers like Cream emerge from the history of serial killing not 

as prototypes so much as caricatures. Indeed, there seems to be no end to ways in which Cream’s 

murderous career prefigures examples of modem serial murder. In particular, there is Cream’s 

obsession with involving himself in the police investigation, not merely taunting the police but 

almost trying to make friends with them, as if he and they were on the same side. Cream’s fixation 

on ‘fellow’ serial killer. Jack the Ripper is another characteristic of the modern-day serial killer.

McLaren, Angus, A Prescription fo r  Murder: The Victorian Serial Killings o f  Dr. Thomas Neill Cream  
(Chicago; London: University o f Chicago Press, 1993), p. xiv.
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Mimicking the murderous career of the Whitechapel murderer, Cream moved away from killing via 

botched abortions in Montreal and Chicago to killing London prostitutes. It has even been 

documented that Cream’s idolisation of the Ripper went as far as his insistence that he was the 

Ripper, shouting “Fm  Jack...” just as he was hanged in Newgate prison.'®^ Cream’s profound desire 

to be associated with the Ripper allowed him to overlook the fact that he was actually serving a ten 

year sentence for poisoning one of his patients when the Whitechapel murders were committed.

Even in their timing. Cream’s murders were bound to be overshadowed by the more dramatic and 

baffling crimes of Jack the Ripper. Yet, the Cream case brings to light many issues only hinted at or 

obscurely suggested by the Ripper case. More disquieting than mundane, these aspects of Cream’s 

crimes are numerous. One significant feature of the murders is their obsessive association with 

issues of female sexuality and biological reproduction. When noting the high proportion of doctors 

involved or implicated in early serial/sexual murder, the fact that this group contains a considerable 

number of so-called ‘women’s doctors’ is often overlooked. Cream was such a doctor. After 

graduating in medicine in Montreal, Cream failed his anatomy and physiology examinations for entiy 

into the Royal College of Surgeons in 1877; however, the following year, he was admitted to the 

Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons at Edinburgh, where he qualified for a licence in 

midwifery. Such medical specialities as obstetrics and gynaecology certainly add an extra level of 

signification to theories regarding the lure the medical profession has for ‘psychopathic’ individuals 

obsessed with power over life and death. Added to this privileged position of power at the very 

origin of life, the woman’s doctor is also afforded a level of intimacy with the bodies of women, 

which, certainly in the context of the nineteenth century, may not have even been permissible for a 

husband or lover.

When discussing the profession of nineteenth-century midwifery, another important detail to bear in 

mind is that such a practice may also have involved attending to sexually transmitted diseases, 

prescribing contraceptives and performing abortions. Cream’s method of serial kiUing invoked all 

these aspects of his ‘chosen’ profession. Like the American serial murderer Dr. H. H. Holmes, 

Cream’s first killings, which began in the late 1870s, were a series of bungled abortions; however, 

his later murders, from 1891-92, involved poisoning women of the ‘unfortunate classes’ with 

strychnine which he ‘prescribed’ as a contraceptive, anti-syphilis drug, or abortionific. (Fig. 2.11) 

On almost every level Cream’s pattern of kiUing actuates the medico-legal developments of the late 

nineteenth century. Using his trusted position as a doctor to regulate and ultimately punish women 

whose sexual life he disapproved of, Cream murderous career began with killing women who sought

Ibid., p. 60. 
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abortions and ended with killing prostitutes whose sexual health he treated. As one commentator 

notes, it seems that “Both Cream and Jack the Ripper shared in the general preoccupation with the 

prostitution problem that gripped nineteenth-century society” and, on a more general level, with 

the policing and punishing of unruly female sexuality as a whole.

McLaren’s observation that Cream is best understood “not as an ‘outlaw’ but as an ‘oversocialized’ 

individual who saw himself simply carrying out sentences that society at large levelled against 

rebellious females” is a particularly useful approach to the interpretation of serial m urder.'^ Indeed, 

we find this sense of a mission, of a personalised response to social issues, a recurring element in 

modem serial murders. However, it is questionable whether even the likes of Cream viewed 

prostitutes as particularly rebellious; rather they appeared to him (as they have appeared to many 

other serial killers) as the ideal female target, both from an ideological as well as a practical view 

point. As early as 1881, when Cream began a ten year sentence for the deliberate poisoning of a 

patient, his American defence lawyer, William Trude, had warned that his client exhibited two 

dangerous manias: one was for medical knowledge, while “his other mania was a desire to get rid of 

women who where in a condition in which they were a menace to society”.’®̂ Ten years later, in 

London, after his conviction for the murder of four prostitutes, Cream confided in an ex-detective, 

John Haynes, “I have killed lots of that catde... all of that class are to be k i l l e d . T h e  ideological 

similarity between Cream’s comments and those of other serial killers are unmistakable. While the 

“Dear Boss” letter, purported to be work of Jack the Ripper, asserted “I am down on whores and I 

shant quit ripping them till I do get buckled” '®’, it is the comments made by the infamous modern- 

day serial murderer of prostitutes, Peter Sutcliffe, which bear the most notable Ukeness to Cream:

The women I killed were filth, bastard prostitutes who were standing 
around littering the streets. I was just cleaning up.'®*

As Nicole Ward Jouve has suggested, Sutcliffe’s thoughts regarding prostitutes (as well as the media 

and legal profession’s response to his crimes) are in many ways a replaying of Victorian attitudes; 

which include, but are not limited to, the “social purity movement”, “a drive for respectability and 

social ascent” and the segregation of social space along gender lines.'® In relation to the social 

purity movement of the Victorian period, it may be asserted that, apart from centuries of

Ibid., p. 64.
Ibid., p. xii.
Trude, William, quoted in McLaren, A Prescription fo r  Murder, p. 73.
Cream, Thomas, Neil, quoted in McLaren, A Prescription fo r  M urder, p. 73.
‘“Dear Boss” letter’ postmarked and received on September 27, 1888, quoted in The Ultimate Jack the 

Ripper Sourcebook, p. 214.
Sutcliffe, Peter, quoted in John Beattie, The Yorkshire Ripper Story (London: Quartet Books, 1981), p. 133.
Jouve, N icole Ward “The Streetcleaner”, pp. 172, 173, 175.
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misogynistic religious writings, the delineation of so-called deviant and/or overtly sexual women as 

filthy, detestable and monstrous can be found at its most virulent in the medico-legal literature of the 

late nineteenth century. A particularly noteworthy example of such attitudes, from the burgeoning 

field of criminology, is Cesare Lombroso’s comment that “as a double exception, the criminal 

woman is consequently a monster.”'™ Added to his assertion elsewhere that “prostitution largely 

takes the place of crime for women” the figure of the prostitute emerges as the prevailing image 

of female monstrousness and criminality.

In its reference to one of Cream’s victims as “only a miserable street outcast, whose life was of no 

particular value to anybody”, the October 22 1892 edition of the St. Jam es’s Gazette accurately, if 

brutally, encapsulated the belief that such women’s hves were essentially worthless, and their deaths, 

not wholly undesirable.'^^ An example of the persistence of this posthumous evaluation of the serial 

killer’s victims is evident in remarks made by the prosecution lawyer. Sir Michael Havers, in the 

1981 trial of Peter Sutcliffe. Unequivocal in its demarcation of prostitutes as lower human beings, 

less deserving of hfe. Havers’ opening speech refers to Sutcliffe’s victims in the following manner:

Some were prostitutes, but perhaps the saddest part of the case is that 
some were not. The last six attacks were on totally respectable

173women.

The insinuation here, that Sutcliffe’s motivations in killing prostitutes were not entirely 

reprehensible, had already been affirmed in the press, which expressed shock at Sutcliffe’s “error” in 

killing a “perfectly respectable” woman, while a police poster issued in Bradford, even less 

ambiguously, warned “The Next Victim May Be Innocent!”” "* With the moral status of the victim 

taking the central role in the investigation, reporting and the sentencing of such crimes, one of the 

recurrent questions underlying such commentary is, “who is the real criminal?”

The nineteenth century defined, or perhaps, more accurately, created whole new classes of criminals, 

from the degenerate types identified by Cesare Lombroso, Francis Galton and Havelock Ellis, 

through to the sexual psychopaths and deviants diagnosed by Richard von Krafft-Ebbing and 

Sigmund Freud. As a part of the late nineteenth-century’s ever-growing concern with defining 

legitimate and illegitimate social and private behaviour, activities which took place in the twilight

Lombroso, Cesare, and William Ferrero, The Female Offender (London: T. Fisher Unwin, 1895), pp. 151- 
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world of semi-legality were increasingly demonised. Coupled with an on-going crisis in sexually- 

transmitted diseases and a new predominantly bourgeois emphasis on family values, prostitution was 

often viewed as a particularly insidious crime. The interrelated subject of abortion received a similar 

moral and legal reappraisal. Like the crimes of Jack the Ripper, Dr. Cream’s murders had been read 

by some contemporary commentators as acts of social conscience. Along with allowing for the 

justifiable murder of prostitutes, this interpretation extended to include women seeking abortions. 

This sententious approach is evident, not only in anti-abortion literature of the time, but in all manner 

of social commentary. For example, during the period of Cream’s first series of murders in Canada, 

the Canadian Lancet described the fate of women dying as a consequence of bungled abortions as 

“retributive deaths.” '̂ ^

Indeed, due to the apparent increase in the murder of women involving severe mutilation of the 

genitals and reproductive organs, the bodies of women who had died from incompetent abortion 

procedures were frequently mistaken for victims of serial/sex murder. Numerous mutilated female 

corpses discovered throughout London during, and for some time after, the Whitechapel murders 

which were originally believed to be the victims of Jack the Ripper, were on closer investigation 

found to have died as a result of inept abortions. Some investigators of the murders have even 

speculated that Mary Jane Kelly, supposedly the Ripper’s final victim, was in fact several months 

pregnant when killed and that the massive degree of mutilation her body suffered was an attempt to 

cover up this fact.’̂ ®

Two American cases involving young women in fatal abortions are particularly memorable examples 

of the plethora of theories and narratives such deaths can stimulate. One case involves the story of 

Alice A. Bowlsby, of Paterson, New Jersey, whose body was discovered on the 28 of September, 

1871, at the New York City train station, stuffed into a trunk that was to be shipped to Chicago. At 

first believed to be a murder case, it was soon revealed that Alice’s death was the result of an ill- 

performed abortion. Despite this fact, the death was continually referred to as a murder, and reported 

with all the mystery, romance, and tragedy the murder of a young woman can generate: 'The Great 

Trunk Mystery: Murder o f the Beautiful Miss Alice A. Bowlsby, o f Paterson New Jersey.' (Fig. 2.12) 

While social reformers, feminists, and anti-abortionists saw in Ahce’s death the opportunity to plead 

their cause, the contemporary press saw a good story, emphasising the beauty, innocence and 

victimisation of Alice, while demonising the role of the abortionist. Dr. Jacob Rosenzweig. 

Originally charged with murder, Rosenzweig, alias Dr. Ascher, was finally found guilty of 

manslaughter. However, in the eyes of many commentators, Rosenzweig was guilty of other crimes,

Canadian Lancet, Mar. 1889, quoted in McLaren, A Prescription fo r  Murder, p. 83.
See Donald Rumbelow, The Complete Jack the Ripper (London: Star, 1979), p. 71.
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not least of all being a wealthy opportunistic Jew.‘̂ ’ This media demonization of Rosenzweig, also 

involved the maligning of his medical qualifications, patently evident in the following New York 

Times article, ‘The Evil of the Age’, from 23 August 1871, which describes him as

A fat, coarse, and sensual-looking fellow, without any traces of 
refinement, [who] does not bear the faintest appearance of the 
educated physician.'™

Curiously concerned with the issue of medical legitimacy in these stories of abortion, like many other 

commentators, the writer of this Times article, was keen to differentiate between individuals who 

performed abortions and legitimate medical practitioners:

The men and women who are engaged in this business are, with few 
exceptions, the worst class of impostors. Very few have medical 
diplomas.'’^

While media attempts to define guilt and innocence in the Alice Bowlsby case involved the creation 

of an absolute or perfect victim and an equally absolute and perfect criminal, the case of Mary 

Rogers took a different course. After a three day disappearance in the summer of 1841, Mary 

Rogers’ was found dead in the Hudson River. Like Ahce Bowlsby, her death was originally believed 

to have been the result of a particularly vicious sex attack. One theory, strongly put forward by 

coroner Dr. Richard Cook was that Mary had been the victim of a brutal gang rape, causing severe 

mutilation of her genitals and womb, which resulted in her death.'*® However, the cause of Mary’s 

death was later tacitly understood to be the result of a botched abortion. M ary’s death was the 

subject of all forms of social discourse, in newspapers, reformist and legislative writing, and 

romance/mystery novels. The surfeit of commentary on M ary’s death accurately reflected the 

conflicting attitudes her story provoked. While some texts, such as Joseph H. Ingraham’s The 

Beautiful Cigar Girl; or, The Mysteries o f Broadway, continued to portray the case as a mysterious 

tragedy others were more circumspect in their appraisal of the facts. (Fig.2.13) In these latter texts, 

the moral status of Mary as a victim is destabilised by insinuations about the iniquity of her personal 

hfe.

Anti-Semitism was often a feature of negative representations of doctors as we have seen in the fictional 
case of Willkie Collins’ Dr. Benjulia, as well as rumours regarding the identity of Jack the Ripper.
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By far the most famous representation of her story is Edgar Allan Poe’s detective tale, ‘The Mystery 

of Marie Roget’. Based on newspaper accounts, which are often quoted verbatim, this tale differs 

from Poe’s other detective writing, ‘The Murders at the Rue Morgue’ and ‘The Purloined Letter’, in 

that, as Amy Gilman Srebnick notes, it is closer to a literary form best described as “non-fiction 

fiction.”'*' As new information regarding the case came to light, Poe revised his story and altered its 

denouement, and so, while in an earlier version Dupin deduced that Mary, or rather Marie, had been 

attacked and murdered by a swarthy sailor, a latter version of the story inferred that her death had 

been induced by an abortion attempt. Poe’s story alluded to this possibility by comparing Marie’s 

disappearance and death with her similar disappearance three and a half years earlier, from which she 

had returned a week later “as well as ever, with the exception of a slight paleness not altogether 

unusual”; claiming to have visited a friend in the country “the affair was speedily hushed up on.”‘*̂  

Always eager to write upon the subject of his work, Poe’s comments on ‘The Mystery of Marie 

Roget’ emphasise the potential this unique literary form has as a legitimate method of criminal 

investigation:

1 have [...] handled my design in a manner altogether novel in 
literature [...] under the pretence of showing Dupin (the hero of ‘The 
Rue Morgue’) unravel the mystery of Marie’s assassination. I, in 
reality, enter into a very long and rigorous analysis of the New York 
tragedy. No point is omitted. 1 examine, each by each, the opinions 
and arguments of the press on the subject [...] in a manner which will 
give revived impetus to the investigation. My main object, 
nevertheless [...] is an analysis of the true principle which should 
direct inquiry in similar cases.

Poe’s devout belief in the power of rational analysis and scientific reasoning would become a 

prominent feature of much detective writing, from the Sherlock Holmes series of Arthur Conan 

Doyle to the consciously police-procedural work of modem writers like Patricia Cornwell. Cornwell 

is of course well-known for her own intervention into a real-life murder investigation, with her 

Ripperology hypothesis on the true identity of the Whitechapel murderer, whom she confidently 

identifies as the painter Walter Sickert.'*'^ Although Poe’s zeal for the analytical and the imaginative 

fits well with the historical context of the professionahzation of policing and law enforcement in the 

early nineteenth century, his insistence that his ‘detective work’ could actually help solve the Mary

Ibid., p. 111. As a piece o f  “non-fiction fiction” Poe’s narrative on the circumstances surrounding Mary 
Rogers’ death can be seen as a precursor to Truman Capote’s “non-fiction novel” in In Cold Blood  (1966) and 
later, Norman Mailer’s Executioner’s Song (1979).

Poe, Edgar Allan, ‘The Mystery o f Marie Roget’ (1842-1843), in Complete Works o f  Edgar Allan Poe, ed. 
James A. Harrison. 17 vols. (N.Y.: AMS, 1965), p. 753.

Poe, letter to George Roberts, 4 Jun. 1842, The Letters o f  Edgar Allan Poe, ed. John W. Ostrom, 2 vols. 
(Cambridge; Harvard U.P., 1948), 2:697.

See Patricia Cornwell, Portrait o f  a Killer: Jack the Ripper - Case Closed  (London: Little, Brown, 2002).
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Rogers case com pletely overlooks the fact that his analysis is entirely based on press reports.'*^ As 

David Van Leer points out, “the tale’s preoccupation with correcting the newspaper accounts 

im plicitly acknowledges the degree to which the mystery existed more in the newspapers than in real 

Ijfe ” 186 certainly was no shortage o f newspaper articles to occupy P oe’s attention. Indeed,

P oe’s aesthetic adage that the death o f  a beautiful woman is undoubtedly the m ost poetic topic in the 

world maybe altered to create a new axiom, nam ely that the m urder  o f  a beautiful woman is 

undoubtedly the most new sw orthy  item in the world. The fo llow ing com m ents made by the N ew  

York P o st  reporter Bill Hoffman, on the murder o f  Jennifer Daw n Levin in Central Park on 26 of  

August 1986, are a vivid exam ple o f  how this dictum remains at the forefront o f  new s reporting:

I remember the morning the case broke; w e were listening to the 
police radio. W e heard the words ‘Central Park, young white 
teenager, gorgeous and strangled,’ and it was like TNT was planted 
under our rear ends - everyone flew  out o f  here like bats out o f hell. It 
was sex, tits and ass, and a strangling- W e knew it would se ll.’*’

Such an explicidy sexual fixation upon the body o f  the fem ale murder victim  is a strong feature o f  

numerous m edical reports also, particularly those dating from the mid-nineteenth century. In an 

approach to the female body curiously analogous with behaviour o f  the sex murderer, these autopsy 

reports continually inter-mingle sexual desire with physical violence and repulsion. In this regard, 

the fo llow ing report made by Dr. Richard Cook at the inquest o f  Mary Rogers is characteristic;

And difficult would it be for the most im aginative mind to conceive a 
spectacle more horrible or humiliating to humanity. There lay, what 
was but a few  days back, the image o f  its creator, the loveliest o f  his 
work and the tenement o f  an immortal soul, now a blackened and 
decom posed mass o f  putrefaction, painfully disgusting to sight and 
sm ell. Her skin which had been unusually fair was now black as that 
o f a Negro. Her eyes so sunk in her sw ollen  face as to have the 
appearance o f  being violently forced beyond the sockets, and her 
mouth [, . . ]  was distended as wide as the hgam ents o f  the jaw s would  
admit [. . . ]  The remainder o f  her person was alike one mass o f  
putrefaction and corruption, on w hich the worm s were revelling at 
their will.'**

Like Poe, Cornwell’s Portrait o f a Killer relies heavily on highly problematic textual information to reach 
her suppositions. In Cornwell’s investigation this includes the assumption that certain letters received by 
Scotland Yard are definitely from the Ripper himself.

Van Leer, David, ‘Detecting Truth: the World of The Dupin Tales’, in Kenneth Silverman, New Essays on 
P oe’s Major Tales (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1993), pp. 86-88.

Hoffman, Bill, quoted in Helen Benedict, Virgin or Vamp: How the Press Covers Sex Crimes (N.Y.; 
London: Oxford U.P., 1992), p. 147.
*** Cook, Richard, autopsy report on Mary Rogers, 1841, quoted in Srebnick, The Mysterious Death o f Mary 
Rogers, p. 77.
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W ith a gorily descriptive flair worthy of Poe himself, there are two particularly im portant, and 

interrelated, facets to such commentary; one is the implicit sense o f moral judgem ent in its tone, the 

other is its emphasis on the murdered body o f a woman as the ultimate site of disgust and horror. 

Undoubtedly, the horror of a murder narrative may be greatly extended by descriptions of the 

victim ’s body after death. Numerous tales o f murder, both factual and fictional, have included 

detailed descriptions of corpse disposal involving dismemberment, thereby prolonging the violence 

of m urder beyond death. The procedure o f autopsy and/or dissection, discussed earlier in this 

chapter, m ight also be included in this prolongation of horror. As Karen Halttunen notes in her study 

of early Am erican murder narratives, by the 1830s printed accounts o f post-m ortem s were widely 

accessible and forensic medicine became a particularly popular “technique for enhancing and 

prolonging the horror o f crime.” '®̂  Consequently, “medical testimony contributed significantly to 

the steady intensification of body horror in popular murder literature.” '̂ ® Indeed, as Halttunen goes 

on to point out, autopsy reports themselves were often filled with images likely to induce horror. 

The autopsy report on Mary Anne W ilson (exhumed twenty one days after her death and dissected in 

a “hearse house”) is a typical example:

[It] depicted a virtual ghoul from gothic fiction, describing her bloated
face with its distended veins and black lips, green breasts with black
nipples, abdomen distended with gas, and brick-red genitalia.’’ ’

In a variation on Linda W illiam s’ theory, which aligns the image o f the m onster with the figure of

woman, in the process of forensic examination, it is not the sexual m urderer but his female victim ’s

body which becomes the true site of horror, the real monster:

The recognition and affinity between woman and m onster of the 
classic horror film gives way to pure identity: she is the monster, her 
mutilated body is the only visible horror.” ^

This proves equally true in media analysis. Referring to the Jack the R ipper murders, W. T. Stead, 

editor of the Pall Mall Gazette posed the question:

W hat is the right thing to do? The paying thing to do is clear enough.
The paying thing is to go in for sensation, to bring out a sheet which 
drips with gore and is almost as ‘creepy’ and revolting as the gashed 
and mangled corpse of the m urderer’s victim .’’^

Halttunen, M urder M ost Foul, p. 75.
’’®Ibid.,p. 77.

Ibid., p. 193.
Williams, Linda, ‘When the Woman Looks’, in The D read o f  Difference: Gender and the H orror Film, ed. 

B.K Grant (Austin; University o f Texas Press, 1996), p. 31.
Stead, William T., Pall M all Gazette, 5 Oct. 1888.
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In the case of Jack the Ripper, adding to this image of the violated female body as creepy and 

revolting, the definitive site of terror, is the Jack the Ripper display in Madam Tussaud’s, London. 

Curiously, without a Jack the Ripper exhibit until 1988, Tussaud’s - no doubt unsure as to how to 

portray the notorious but unidentified Whitechapel murderer - decided to represent the crimes by 

reconstructing a lonely and dark cobblestone street in the chamber of horrors with nothing but the 

prostrate figure of a brutally mutilated woman.

Consistent with the occurrence of body horror and disgust in many reports on female murder victims 

is a strong propensity towards negative moral evaluations of the victim. The following autopsy 

report written in 1833 by Dr. Cyrus James exhibits a distinctly prurient amalgamation of medical 

investigation, gothic horror and moral censoriousness. The autopsy was held to establish whether the

‘subject’, Sally Burdick, had died from a bungled abortion or a sex attack. Having made an inverted

“Y” incision from the thorax to the pelvic bone and lifting back the triangular flap “like an apron” 

James described what he found in the abdominal cavity:

dark thick matter, resembling foetid matter, almost as thick as tar - 
smell very offensive [...] The vagina opening was extremely dilated, 
large enough to receive my fist without much resistance. A large rat 
might have gone in and out again without difficulty.

Remarking on the sexual horrors of this passage, Halttunen notes that “in imagining a large rat -a 

figure of filth and evil - entering her decayed vagina, he suggests (however unintentionally) a scene 

of sexual torture worthy of the Marquis de Sade.”’*̂  In fact I would suggest that the passage is 

remarkably similar to a scene from Bret Easton Ellis’ American Psycho. After raping and torturing a 

woman, the protagonist, Patrick Bateman, places a starving rat inside her vagina. Returning to the 

severely mutilated body sometime after, he describes it in the following manner:

Most of her chest is indistinguishable from her neck, which looks like 
ground-up meat, her stomach resembles the eggplant and goat cheese 
lasagna at II Marlibro or some other kind of dog food [...] A few of
her intestines are smeared across one wall and others are smashed up
into balls that lie strewn across the glass-top coffee table [...] Her 
vagina has discharged a brownish syrupy fluid that smells like a sick 
animal, as if the rat had been forced back up in there, had been 
digested or something.

However, while Bateman’s description is of a woman who is his murder victim and, as such, an 

object of his hate, Dr. James’ description is purportedly given as an objective medical report. As

James, Cyrus, autopsy report on Sally Burdick, 1833, quoted in Halttunen, M urder M ost Foul, p. 172. 
Halttunen, M urder M ost Foul, p. 174.
Ellis, Bret Easton, American Psycho  (London: Picador, 1991), p. 344.
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Halttunen goes on to argue, James’ use of language and imagery suggests an “active hostility to his 

autopsy subject”; like similar accounts, its implication is that “the deepest evil of the crime lay buried 

in the sexuality of its victim.” '^’ Like Victor Frankenstein’s scientific evaluation of a feminine 

nature or the popular image of the prostitute at the close of the nineteenth century, the very 

femaleness of the murder victim is judged to be profoundly flawed and filthy, deviant and criminal. 

In the Mary Rogers case, and others like it, the female victim’s personal history, or more accurately, 

her sexual history, became central to both the investigation and the media coverage of her violent 

death.'’* In many ways she was the subject on trial. As Peter J. Hutchings indicates, her story

touches upon female criminahty (prostitution, abortion, infanticide) as 
well as female victimhood (seduction and abandonment, sexual 
violence, murder).'’’

Attacking the moral character of a sex assault victim as a means of suspect defence has often been a 

part of judicial proceedings; however, with the courtroom appearance of the autopsy report the 

sexual history of the female murder victim had been medicahsed. Indeed, with the advent of forensic 

medical evidence and the new medical language of sexuality

The tales told by the female victims’ ‘storied body’, supplemented 
and sometimes supplanted the more conventional social narrative of 
her experience.^^

Stripped of a unique and personal history, devoid of an identity outside of her sexual life or her 

violent death, the victim of the sex murderer is in many ways taken through this violent process of 

decontextualization and reduction a second time under the aegis of medico-legal investigation.

Intriguingly, this medico-legal propensity for the reduction and decontextualization of a subject often 

extends to include the perpetrator of sex attacks; most notably in the practice of psychoanalytical 

evaluation. Like the autopsy report, psychoanalytic expositions can fail to recognise the significance 

of an individual history; categorising its subjects into a series of patterns and a classification of types. 

Even more significantly, as evaluative methods, psychoanalysis and forensic investigation often 

overlook the broader socio-political circumstances of crime. Disregarding the cultural and political 

milieu of the time, certain commentators, like this writer for the British Medical Journal of May

Halttunen, M urder M ost Foul, p. 174.
As Judith Walkowitz points out, in the Jack the Ripper case the lack o f information on the killer’s identity 

stands in stark contrast to the wealth o f  information on his victims and in particular their post-mortem bodies. 
‘Jack the Ripper and the Myth o f Male V iolence’, Feminist Studies, Vol. 8, No. 3. (Autumn, 1982): 551-552.

Hutchings, Peter J., The Criminal Spectre in Law, Literature and Aesthetics: Incriminating Subjects 
(London; N.Y.: Routledge, 2001), p. 94.

Halttunen, M urder M ost Foul, p. 186.
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1892, account for the late nineteenth-century rise in sexual/serial murder as a strange and diseased 

mental phase in history:

The future historian of the latter part of this nineteenth century cannot 
fail to note the present epidemic of homicide; in the foreground of his 
picture he will place the dynamiting anarchist, and in the deepest 
shades of horror the crimes of Deeming, of the Whitechapel “ripper” 
and of this last, the poisoner of prostitutes; and he will comment on 
them probably as phases of a curious morbid and dangerous mental 
phenomenon.^®'

Such analysis not only habitually closes down social debate by focusing on individual morbid 

psychology; it often mystifies rather than elucidates the mental and emotional life of its criminal 

subjects. Indeed, concurrent with increased attention to the mental state of the accused in the judicial 

process is an emphasis on the enigma of the criminal mind. Curiously, paralleling the language and 

the imagery of earlier medical exploration, the mind is portrayed as an impenetrable dark and 

mysterious province, jealously guarding its secrets. Easily transposed into the locution of 

physiological analyses, with its language of sexual invasion, the following comments made by the 

defence attorney in the 1844 trail of Abner Rogers Jr. demonstrate just how closely allied the hidden 

workings of the criminal mind could be to the female body:

You cannot penetrate into the recesses of his mind [...] It belongs 
only to omniscience, we believe, to penetrate the chaotic darkness of 
the disordered soul at such a moment, and throw light upon its hidden 
workings.

Like a displaced and genderless womb, this image of the mind as a dark and impenetrable domain, 

with defective and mysteriously chaotic “hidden workings” became the new frontier for medical 

pioneer of the twentieth century. However, while the auspices of psychoanalytic theory attempted to 

isolate and invidualise the mind’s chaotic violence, the collected chaotic violence of the Great War 

and the psychological casualties left in its aftermath would prove difficult to quantify under such 

terms of reference.

British M edical Journal, 14 May 1892: 1042.
Report o f  the Trial o f  Abner Rogers Jr. by G eorge Tyler Bigelow and George Bemus, Esqs. (1844), in 

Halttunen, M urder M ost Foul, p.237.
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CHAPTER THREE 

EMBATTLED MASCULINITIES: PUBLIC AND PRIVATE WARFARE

Since the term’s entry into popular discourse in the mid-1970s, the definition of ‘serial killing’ has 

undergone numerous modifications, not least of which being the distinction that has been drawn 

between those who kill their victims sequentially over a period of time and those who murder en masse. 

From the 1970s on, the increased rate of murders involving sniper attacks and the mass shooting of 

victims at a single location (schools, restaurants, the workplace, etc.), particularly in America, has 

necessitated that a distinction be made between these acts of ‘mass murder’ and serial kiUing.' With 

its use of firearms and its seemingly indiscriminate nature, this particular mode of killing has often 

been compared to ‘military style’ murder. This comparison goes beyond a consideration of 

methodology and into the personal history of individual killers. While statistics on the subject vary, 

there is enough evidence to suggest that a significant percentage of killers whose methods involve this 

type of attack have what may be described as a military background, be it stints of military training or 

actual combat experience.^ Without giving much consideration to the difference between mass and 

serial murder, newspaper headlines are eager to note any military background these killers may have. 

The following headline from Toronto Globe and Mail is a typical example: “Mihtary Training Links 

String of Serial Killers” .  ̂ Alarmed at this link between mass murder and the military, some 

commentators have viewed military training, with or without combat experience, as a process which 

creates violent desensitised individuals who turn to mass murder as a means of venting rage:

One day in 1949, Howard Unruh, a 28-year-old Second World War veteran shot 
13 of his New Jersey neighbors. His famous line was, “Stop me before I kill 
again.” His military firearms training made his “walk of death” the first modem 
serial-killer case. From Unruh to [John Allen] Muhammad, military training is 
designed to desensitize recruits to the grim reality of using one’s weapon to kill 
people. Millions have been molded in this manner. Blowback is the consequence.
It will be with us as long as the Empire needs war as its guarantor. There are more 
[Timothy] McVeighs and more Muhammads round the comer. You can bet on 
that. It’s blowback. The leading cause of violence in America is its militarized 
culture."*

While the lack of distinction between serial murder and mass murder confuses this commentator’s 

position, his reference to the likes of Unruh, Muhammad (a former National Guard and U.S. Army

' See introduction for a further definition o f the terms ‘serial killer’, ‘mass murderer’ and ‘spree killer.’
 ̂ See Castle, Tammy and Christopher Hensley, ‘Serial Killers with Military Experience: Applying Learning 

Theory to Serial Murder’, International Journal ofO jfender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, vol. 46, no. 
4, (2002): 453-465.
 ̂ Saunders, Doug, The Globe and Mail, ‘Military Training Links String o f  Serial Killers’, Oct. 28 2002.
 ̂ Cockbum, Alexander, ‘Blowback: From Unruh to Muhammad’, The Free Press, Oct. 30, 2002. 

http://www.freepress.Org/columns/display/2/2002/43, accessed 7 Jun. 2007.
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soldier, who, with his partner Lee Boyd Malvo, carried out the 2002 Beltway sniper attacks, killing ten 

people) and McVeigh (a former Army soldier and security guard who was convicted of eleven U.S. 

federal offences and ultimately executed as a result of his role in the April 19, 1995, Oklahoma City 

bombing, which claimed 168 lives) indicate quite clearly that his allusions are to the mass murderer 

and not the serial killer. The chilling suggestion that the military acts as a type of manufacturing plant, 

quite literally constructing and moulding individuals to be psychologically and emotionally primed to 

murder, where and when they feel the compulsion, is by now a familiar one. This figure’s most 

recognisable form remains the bitter Vietnam veteran, typified by Sylvester Stallone in Rambo: First 

Blood (1982); a killing machine unable to reintegrate into civilian hfe. As serial killer Arthur 

Shawcross, who served 12 months in Vietnam War, claimed “I was trained to kill. I was not trained to 

stop.”^

Leaving aside the obvious misappropriation of the term ‘serial killer’ in the commentary relating to 

militarily-influenced murder, where does this leave those killers, like Shawcross, whose crimes may be 

correctly classed as serial killing? That is, those killers whose acts are not en masse but a series of 

separate attacks which have been described by U.S. Government sources in the following terms:

Quite often the motive is psychological, and the offender’s behaviour and the 
physical evidence observed at the crime scenes will reflect sadistic, sexual 
overtones.^

Despite the clear possibility that mass murder has psychological aspects which may also involve 

sadistic and sexual components, these are not physically manifest in the crime itself.^ The acts of the 

serial killer, on the other hand, seem to present a direct correlation between a highly individualised 

(often sexuaHsed) motivation and murder. Notwithstanding the apparently self-evident differentiation 

which is drawn between these types of murder, it is not difficult to detect a somewhat spurious attempt 

to compartmentalise these crimes into the separate spheres of the socio-political and the psychological. 

Thus, while the mass murderer is viewed in the light of various social contexts such as a so-called

 ̂Shawcross, Arthur, quoted in Daniel Korn, Mark Radice and Charlie Hawes, Cannibal: The History o f  People 
Eating, p. 211. Shawcross made numerous claims about atrocities he committed - raping, torturing, murdering 
and eating Vietnamese women - while on one-man details during the Vietnam War. But his service records show  
that he was not actually engaged in any combat. Presumably, Shawcross’s fantasies o f  sexual violence (which 
would become reality after the war) mingled with his desire to tell war stories.
® Brooks, P.R., Devine, M.J., Green, T.J., Hart, B.L. and Moore, M.D., M ulti-agency Investigation Team Manual, 
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Dept o f Justice, 1988: vii.
’ Certainly gender-hatred, or more correctly woman-hatred, has been a component o f some mass shootings; most 
infamously, Marc Lepine’s attack on students in the University o f Montreal in December 1989. Levine separated 
the male from the female students, ordered the men to leave and shot dead 14 women, wounding 9 others. 4 male 
students were also wounded, presumably accidentally. After he had turned the gun on himself, police found a 
letter on his body with a hit-list o f 15 prominent Quebec women and comments about how “feminists have 
always spoiled my life.” See Wilson and Seaman, Serial Killers: A Study in the Psychology o f  Violence.
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‘culture of violence’, gun control, teenage alienation or military training and post-war attitudes of, and 

to, the war veteran, the serial killer is understood in terms of a personal psychology which, more often 

than not, does not move far beyond the private history of his home life and personal relationships.

As has been noted in previous chapters, this move toward personal psychology has the effect of 

presenting the serial killer as a depoliticised and asocial figure with, at best, a tangential connection to 

socio-cultural phenomena. And, as has been argued, this tendency to disconnect serial killing from 

broader terms of reference not only hinders a greater understanding of the crime but it also rejects any 

suggestion that such acts may be founded on dominant social, cultural and political practices. In the 

case of military influence, the most palpable argument for placing serial killers within a broader 

context is the statistical evidence that they too, like the mass murderer, have a background in the 

military which is higher than the U.S. population average.* Yet, such head-counting offers little by way 

of a deeper or more critical understanding of the links between the social phenomenon of serial murder 

and militarism as a cultural discourse.

The methodology of this chapter varies somewhat from the previous chapters. It will focus at length 

on a number of key areas of military culture, from the Great W ar’s emerging psychoanalytical 

discourses on repression, war trauma, sexuality and violence to post-war and Second World War 

attitudes lo women and the feminine. The underlying principle of these analyses is to draw out the 

connections between the discourses of war and serial murder and, more specifically, the development 

of a sense of modem masculinity as imperilled by various socio-cultural changes, from the growth of 

psychoanalytical studies of sexuality to the increased visibility of women in the workplace. It will be 

argued that such developments, combined with the traumatic and potentially emasculating experience 

of modem warfare, fostered a concept of masculinity as being in a constant battle for survival, 

threatened by the feminising forces of modemity, both literal and psychological. In the first section of 

this chapter I will examine the poets of the Great War and in particular Siegfried Sassoon. The subtle 

interplay between psychoanalysis’ study of war trauma, ‘shell-shock’ and masculinity will be 

considered in detail and subsequently linked to contemporary psychoanalytical and sociological 

readings of homosexuality, sexual repression and violence. It will be argued that serial killer’s ‘private 

missions’ of warfare are often associated with sexual and, more particularly, gender anxieties that 

regularly borrow from militaristic rhetoric. Following on from this, the second section of this chapter 

will examine how masculine gender anxiety expresses itself in a post-war environment, particularly in 

relation to violent misogynistic language and imagery. This section will focus on the development of 

the powerful misogynistic polemics to be found in the writing of Adolf Hitler, the work of Weimar

* See Castle and Hensley, ‘Serial Killers with Military Experience: Applying Learning Theory to Serial Murder’.
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artists and the American home front’s Social Health campaigns of World W ar Two. With particular 

reference to the work of Norman Mailer and his highly publicised interest in the violent criminal, the 

closing section of the chapter will examine how developments in war discourses facihtate the concept 

of modem masculinity as engaging in a constant batde for self-preservadon, in the hostile environment 

of peacetime America, through the use of both literary and literal violence.

1. REPRESSION NARRATIVES: WAR. HOMOSEXUALITY AND GENDERED VIOLENCE

On the 8th of August 1914, four days after a state of war had been declared, the Daily Mail noted how 

the country had “passed from the twilight of sloth and indulgence into the clear day of action and self- 

sacrifice.”  ̂ Such rhetoric is quite evidently based on a concept of the nation as an entity prone to 

degeneration if left unchecked; a prolonged period of peace is seen as slothful and indulgent, a 

feminised state which the onset of war promises to remedy with a much needed resurgence of 

masculine energy and action. As Barbara Ehrenreich writes, this concept of war as a necessary and 

revitalising social force is an ancient one, based on the fundamental “notion that a state becomes 

slovenly in times of peace [... That] men sink into corruption [...] fixed and ossified [...That] the 

nation requires blood in order to sustain its life.” ’°

However, while this attitude to warfare may not be new, it takes on a new dimension in this period of 

industrialism, with its ever-growing reliance on both blue and white collar trade as a means of earning 

a living. In this context, the call to arms can be presented as a vital antidote to the potentially 

feminising influence of capitalist culture on its male cidzens.

Ironically, the outbreak of the war and the experience of combat, typically associated with a virulent 

masculinity, had the potential to add to instead of mollify this troubled sense of masculinity and what 

should have been an unproblematic inscription of masculinity and power becomes fraught with 

difficulties. Defensive trench warfare itself, forced combat soldiers into a passive rather than an active 

position and, as Eric Leed explains, the realides of trench warfare were often those of a “frustrated 

aggression”, which could turn “hosdlity inward” and lead to a series of “repressed motives” which 

“could not be acted upon in the context of war.”"  It is quite striking how closely this description of 

trench warfare corresponds with concept of a repressed sexuality. This connection between a 

repressed sexuality and the frustrations of trench warfare (with its enforced passivity and emasculating

® Daily Mail (Aug. 8 1914) quoted in David Craig and Michael Egan, Extreme Situations: Literature and Crisis 
from the Great War to the Atom Bomb (London: Macmillan, 1979), p. 15.

Ehrenreich, Barbara, Blood Rites: Origins and History o f the Passions o f War, pp. 202-203.
” Leed, Eric J., No M an’s Land: Combat and Identity in World War I (Cambridge; Cambridge U.P., 1976), p. 
100.
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weaponry) is reinforced further by the association of shell-shock with male hysteria and repressed 

homosexuality.

During the course of the war, the development of military psychology and its theories on repression 

acknowledged the possibility that those participating in combat may suffer from conflicted feelings 

which emerge in other, seemingly unrelated emotions and behaviour, through a process of 

psychological transference. W. H. R. Rivers, who served at Craiglockhart war hospital from 1915 until 

1917, treating men for various psychological traumas associated with combat experience, published 

some of the results of his treatments in The Lancet, under the title ‘On the Repression of War 

Experience’. In it, he notes the “great frequency of the process of voluntary repression in cases of war 

neurosis.”'^ According to Rivers, guilt, frustration and rage were among the primary psychological 

forces at work in this voluntary repression. As part of his commentary on this psychological state 

Rivers remarks:

It is a wonderful turn of fate, that just as Freud’s theory of the unconscious and the 
method of psycho-analysis founded upon it should be so hotly discussed, there 
should have occurred events which have produced on an enormous scale just those 
considerations of paralysis and contracture, phobia and obsession, which the 
theory was designed to explain.'^

It soon becomes obvious that Rivers’ enthusiasm to use the war neurosis of soldiers (“a wonderful turn 

of fate”) as the testing ground for Freud’s theory of the unconscious is in part based on his own 

findings that the “sexual factors” emphasised in Freud’s theory are not on the whole relevant to war 

neurosis:

Fate would seem to have presented us at the present time with an unexampled 
opportunity to test the truth of Freud’s theory of the unconscious, at any rate in so 
far as it is concerned with the part taken by sexual factors in the production of 
mental and functional nervous disorder. In my own experience, cases arising out 
of the war which illustrate the Freudian theory of sexuality directly and obviously 
have been few and far bet ween.

In other words, fate had presented Rivers an unprecedented opportunity to disprove any “direct or 

obvious” Hnk between psychological war-related neurosis and sexual repression, a link so often made 

in the interpretation of female hysteria:

Rivers, W.H.R., ‘An Address On the Repression o f  War Experience. Delivered before the Section of 
Psychiatry, Royal Society o f Medicine, on Dec. 4th, 1917, By W. H. R. Rivers, M.D. LOND., F.R.C.P. LOND., 
F.R.S., Late Medical Officer, Craiglockhart War Hospital’, The Lancet, Feb. 2, 1918; 173-7.

Rivers, ‘Instinct and the Unconscious; A Contribution to a Biological Theory o f the Psycho-Neuroses’ (1920). 
A paper read at a meeting o f  the Edinburgh Pathological Club, March 7, 1917; published in Tht Lancet, Jun. 16, 
1917. Instinct and the Unconscious (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1922), p. 133.
'“ ibid. p .l35 .
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The point is that while we have over and over again abundant evidence that 
pathological nervous and mental states are due, it would seem directly, to the 
strains and shocks o f warfare, there is, in my experience, singularly little evidence 
to show that, even indirectly and as a subsidiary factor, any part has been taken in 
the process o f causation by conflicts arising out of the activity of suppressed 
sexual complexes.'^

This, however, was not the view taken by those who practiced Freudian psychoanalysis. David 

Forsyth, Ernest Jones and Karl Abraham argued strongly for the connection between a repressed or 

conflicted sexuality and war neurosis. For Abraham, shell-shock had a detailed sexual etiology, its 

victims exhibiting a combination o f passive and narcissistic traits; suffering from im potence and a 

latent hom osexuahty, all brought to the surface by the all-male environment o f war.'® David Forsyth’s 

diagnosis of a shell-shock patient, in the December 1915 issue o f The Lancet, described him as “a case 

o f unconscious homosexuality with marked anal eroticism.” ' ’ In the light of such comments, many of 

the more traditional neurologists and psychiatrists accused psychoanalysts of laying too great an 

emphasis on sexual repression - placing these “filthy thoughts” in their patient’s minds - while 

disregarding the more immediate and devastating influence o f battle experience. It is thus fair to say, 

as one com m entator notes, that “the shell-shocked soldier occupied a politically charged position at the 

nexus o f debates on discipUne, masculinity, psychiatry, and sexuality emerging at the beginning of the 

century.” '®

In the case o f Siegfried Sassoon, feelings o f sexual confusion were clearly existent prior to the 

outbreak o f war.^° One of his most important influences at this time was the work of author and poet 

Edward Carpenter, in particular his two writings, Homogenic Love and its Place in a Free Society 

(1894) and The Intermediate Sex (1908). In these texts. Carpenter (himself, a devotee of W alt

'^Ibid. p. 136.
Abraham, Karl, Psycho-analysis and the War Neuroses, ed. Sandor Ferenczi (London: International Psycho

analytical Press, 1921), p. 24, in Sander L. Gilman, Helen King, Roy Porter, G. S. Rousseau and Elaine 
Showalter, Hysteria Beyond Freud (Berkeley; Los Angeles; Oxford; University of California Press, 1993), p. 324.

Forsyth, David, ‘Functional Nerve Disease and the Shock of Battle. A Study of the So-Called Traumatic 
Neuroses Arising in Connexion with the War’, The Lancet, vol. 186, Issue 4817, Dec. 25 1915: 1399-1403.

Mercier, Charles, in Gilman et al.. Hysteria Beyond Freud, p. 324.
Kunka, Andrew James, ‘The inward scream: Shell-shock narratives in twentieth-century British culture’. 

Dissertation, DAI-A 63/02, Aug. 2002: 604.
Several critics, from Paul Fussell to Adrian Caesar, have read the public school background, which a 

significant number of the soldier-poets of Officer Class shared, as crucial to an understanding of their work and 
its contexts. These privileged and patriarchal environments were, for Rupert Brooke, Robert Graves, Siegfried 
Sassoon, Charles Sorley, Julian Grenfell and many others, the social and psychological training ground which 
helped shape their war experience; an environment where a sense of ‘manliness’ was paramount. This manliness 
had various forms; one of its most striking was its complete opposition to ‘womanliness’ and of course women 
themselves. Among the most powerful forces at work in this elitist culture were religion, classical education and 
sport. See Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (N.Y.; London: Oxford U.P., 1975), pp. 272-276; 
Adrian Caesar, “Taking it Like a M an”: Suffering, Sexuality, and the War Poets: Brooke, Sassoon, Owen, 
Graves (Manchester: Manchester U.P., 1993), pp. 6-20; J.A. Mangan, Athleticism in the Victorian and 
Edwardian Public School: The Emergence and Consolidation o f an Educational Ideology (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U.P., 1981).
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Whitman) argues that homosexual love is not only a widespread experience, with an ancient and noble 

past, but an inherently superior form of love. Its practitioners, he writes, are often of a refined, 

sensitive nature; referencing the work of Krafft-Ebing and Paolo Mantegazza, he notes how “a great 

number [are] ‘highly gifted in the fine arts, especially music and poetry’ and [include] many persons of 

high literary and social distinction.” '̂ It is not difficult to see why Sassoon embraced this image of 

homosexual love, for it not only assured him his feelings were ‘normal’ but that they were in many 

ways superior and often the sign of artistic greatness. As Carpenter continues, it becomes quite clear 

that at the core of his depiction of this ideal Uranian^^ figure is the image of the Romantic artist:

[...] at the bottom lies the artist-nature, with the artist’s sensibility and perception.
Such an one is often a dreamer, of brooding, reserved habits, often a musician, or a 
man of culture, courted in society, which nevertheless does not understand him - 
though sometimes a child of the people, without any culture, but almost always 
with a peculiar inborn refinement.^^

However, this decidedly positive definition of homosexuality has its taboos and admonishments where 

matters of physical intimacy are concerned, “while bodily congress is desired, the special act with 

which they are vulgarly credited is in most cases repugnant to them.” '̂* The extent to which Sassoon 

took all of Carpenter’s teachings on board can be judged from the following letter, the first of many 

correspondences he would have with Carpenter:

Until I read The Intermediate Sex I knew absolutely nothing of that subject [...] 
but life to me was an empty thing, what ideas I had about homosexuality were 
absolutely prejudicial, and I was in such a groove that I couldn’t allow myself to 
be what I wished to be, and the intense attraction I felt for my own sex was almost 
a subconscious thing, and my antipathy for women a mystery to me [...] I cannot 
say what you have done for me. I am a different being, though of course the 
misunderstanding and injustice is a bitter agony sometimes. But having found out 
all about it, I am old enough to realize the better and nobler way, and to avoid the 
mire [...] I take as my watch word those words of yours, “Strength to perform, and 
pride to suffer without sign.”^̂

Carpenter, Edward, The Intermediate Sex: A Study o f  Some Transitional Types o f  Men and Women (London: 
George Allen and Unwin, 1908) p. 57.

Uranian is a nineteenth-century term that referred to a person o f  a third sex - originally, someone with “a 
female psyche in a male body.” The term was quickly adopted by advocates o f homosexual emancipation in the 
Victorian era, such as Edward Carpenter and John Addington Symonds. The term also gained currency among a 
group of Oxford and Cambridge graduates who studied Classics and dabbled in pederastic poetry from the 1870s 
to the 1930s. See Michael Matthew Kaylor, Secreted Desires: The M ajor Uranians: Hopkins, Pater and Wilde 
(Brno: Masaryk U.P., 2006).

Carpenter, The Intermediate Sex, p. 33.
Ibid., p. 58.

'^Letter o f S. Sassoon to E. Carpenter, Jul. 27, 1911. MSS 386-179, Edward Carpenter Collection, Sheffield 
Public Library.
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In this letter, dated July 27 1911, Sassoon gives voice to his sexual confusion and his burning need for 

guidance. Tellingly, the watch words he chooses to adopt, “Strength to perform, and pride to suffer 

without sign”, are mirrored in the Daily M ail's  proclamation that the outbreak of war would lead the 

nation into a “clear day of action and self-sacrifice.” It is as if, for Sassoon, the Great War’s call to 

arms presented the possibility of acting out and hopefully winning a private emotional and psycho- 

sexual battle that had been underway for some time. By confronting the mire of the trenches he could 

yet prove to himself that he could avoid the mire of physical desire and sexual congress; a twofold 

battle to which his poetry could bear witness.

This amalgamation of inner and outer battles marks Sassoon’s war poetry with a profound level of 

ambiguity. The following excerpt from the “confessional” poem ‘Peace’, written in April 1916, but 

unpubUshed by Sassoon, is a salient example of this conflation of personal battle with pubhc war:

In my heart there’s cruel war that must be waged
In darkness vile with moans and bleeding bodies maimed;
A gnawing hunger drives me wild to be assuaged,
And bitter lust chuckles with me unashamed.^^

The ethical and moral conundrum of the war supplied Sassoon with a means of addressing other 

concerns; the fact that he melds the filth, violence and bloodlust of war with his own sexual desires 

demonstrates the level of disgust and self-censure involved. The implications of this analogous state 

between bloodlust and body-lust are many; not least being a strong strain of sadomasochism, which is 

prevalent in the work of many soldier-poets, Wilfred Owen, Rupert Brooke, Robert Graves and 

Sassoon among them.^’

Following the Romantic tradition which links beauty with pain, the predominance of sadomasochist 

language and imagery in the work of Sassoon, Owen and others may be read as a display of a 

suppressed eroticism as well as an expression of the guilt and frustration of a censored sexual longing. 

As a part of the extreme conditions of war such feelings could be, as Patrick Campbell phrases it, 

“transmogrified into a generalized love for suffering soldiery.” This suffering soldiery included the

Sassoon, ‘Peace’, Diaries, 1915-1918, ed. Rupert Hart-Davis, (London; Faber and Faber, 1983), p. 52.
My primary concern here is poetry written by the combatants o f World War One, and in particular the poetry 

o f soldiers o f  the Officer class, which I will refer to as either “soldier-poetry” or “trench-poetry” and later, 
“officer-poetry”, but this is not to suggest that their’s is the only valid w ar poetry. Until the recent scholarship 
o f Nosheen Khan, Richard Eberhart and others literary tradition has consistently equated “war” with “combat”, 
and as James Campbell has noted “what it legitimates as war literature is produced exclusively by combat 
experience; the knowledge o f combat is a prerequisite for the production o f a literary text that adequately deals 
with war.” As I will argue later, this exclusivity was also a part o f many soldier poets’ own ideological approach 
to war writing. Campbell, James, “Combat Gnosticism: The Ideology o f  First World War Poetry Criticism.” 
New Literary H istory 30:1 (1999): 203-215: 204.

Campbell, Siegfried Sassoon: A Study o f  the War Poetry (Jefferson, N.C.; Lx)ndon: McFarland, 1999), p. 33.
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psychological as well as physical casualties of battle. According to various statistics, the phenomenon 

of war neuroses during this period was a common one: “In England by 1916, nervous cases accounted 

for as much as 40 percent of the casualties in the combat zone. By 1918 there were over twenty war 

hospitals for mental patients in the United Kingdom.” ’̂ Implicit associations between war neurosis 

and the soldier’s masculinity were an intrinsic part of interpreting the phenomena, both in professional 

and public circles. While the symptoms of the neuroses often resembled what had been known as 

hysteria^®, as Elaine Showalter notes, “The psychiatric theories that developed around war neurosis 

reflect the ambivalence of the medical establishment upon confronting hysterical behaviour in fighting 

men.” ‘̂ Numerous names were given to the condition: “anxiety neurosis,” “buried-alive neurosis”, 

“hysterical sympathy with the enemy”, “war strain” and “soldier’s heart”; however, the term “shell

shock” became the principal means of reference.^^ Unlike these other terms, “shell-shock” was not so 

readily associated with emotion. It also, misleadingly, gave the impression that the illness was the 

result of a specific physical trauma to the central nervous system. Both of which implied that the 

problem was not to be associated with the “feminising term ‘hysteria’” .̂  ̂ While it was assumed the 

medical officer should be sympathetic, it was also assumed that the patient must, as the medical 

superintendent at one military hospital in York puts it, “be induced to face his illness in a manly 

way.” "̂* The hidden agenda here is that while suspecting war neurosis sufferers of effeminacy and 

cowardice, treatments should attack these causes by replacing them with positive masculine 

alternatives rather than addressing them directly.

For Rivers, Freudian theories of the unconscious and the process of voluntary repression were central 

to his study of the patients at Craiglockhart War Hospital, but only with regard to their recent 

experiences of warfare and not their childhood or sexuality. Among the men who received care at 

Craiglockhart, all of whom held the rank of Officer or above, were Siegfried Sassoon, Wilfred Owen, 

and Robert Graves. Rivers employed cathartic methods such as hypnosis, dream analysis, and free 

association to help alleviate his patients’ various s y m p t o m s . P a r t  of this cathartic treatment included

Showalter, Elaine, ‘Hysteria, Feminism and Gender’, in Hysteria Beyond Freud, p. 321.
The symptoms o f both hysteria and shell shock included impaired vision, amnesia and emotional distress. See 

Showalter, Female Malady: Women, Madness and English Culture 1830-1980, Chap. 7. Numerous 
commentators have noted that symptoms varied depending on the rank o f the sufferer, with lesser ranked soldiers 
suffering from more physical than psychological symptoms. However, it may well be that ordinary soldiers’ did  
sufferer the same psychological symptoms but that these were not as keenly observed until they manifested 
themselves in overtly physical symptoms. See note 48.

Showalter, Elaine, ‘Hysteria, Feminism and Gender’, p. 321.
See Charles S. Myers, Shell-Shock in France (Cambridge: Cambridge U. P., 1940), pp. 25, 37, 66.
Showalter, Elaine, ‘Hysteria, Feminism and Gender’, p. 321.
Cited in Joanna Bourke, ‘Shell-Shock During World War One’ 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwone/shellshock_01.shtml, accessed 10 Mar. 2007.
It must be noted that the treatment for shell-shock employed very clear double standards, while soldiers of 

officer class, such as Sassoon, Owen and Graves, were given these “cures”, “shell-shocked ordinary soldiers
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the necessity to acknowledge the traumatic experiences of battle in order to reach a greater level of 

self-understanding. Owen’s main doctor at Craiglockhart was psychotherapist Arthur Brock, while 

propounding many of Rivers’ treatments, his particular line of approach to his shell-shock sufferers 

was ergotherapy. He believed his patients to be suffering from a feeling of alienation from their 

surroundings and subsequently an inability to see how their individual involvement in the social 

network was valuable. This in turn led to a “fear of effort” in which sufferers “were allowing 

themselves to become weak.”^̂  Both doctors advocated that their patients take an active part in their 

recovery and, while wary of its potential to lead to negative self-absorption, encouraged them to write 

about their war-related experiences, and the feehngs they invoked, as a means of self-healing. With a 

painful mix of shame and anger, they did just this. Sassoon’s poem, ‘Survivors’, is one example of the 

result:

No doubt they’ll soon get well; the shock and strain 
Have caused their stammering, disconnected talk.
Of course they’re ‘longing to go out again’, - 
These boys with old, scared faces, learning to walk.
They’ll soon forget their haunted nights; their cowed 
Subjection to the ghosts of friends who died, - 
Their dreams that drip with murder; and they’ll be proud 
Of glorious war that shatter’d their pride...
Men who went out to battle, grim and glad;
Children, with eyes that hate you, broken and mad.^’

The fact that Sassoon actually never believed that he himself suffered from shell-shock^* makes the 

interpretation of this poem as primarily a personal expression of war neurosis rather problematic.

While it may of course be connected to the poet’s “generalized love for suffering soldiery”, it is

equally valid to see such writing as personal on a number of levels, some of which are only loosely 

associated with the specific experience of war neurosis.

Rivers’ and Brock’s approach did litde to acknowledge the fact that Sassoon’s and Owen’s reactions to 

their war experience were very possibly influenced by personal factors well outside of the remit of 

shell-shock theory and treatment, and while they may have recognised that repression and

were subjected to forms o f  disciplinary treatment, such as isolation, restricted diet, public shaming, and painful 
electric faradization, or shocks to the afflicted parts o f their bodies.” Gilman et al.. H ysteria Beyond Freud, p. 
322.

Brock, Arthur J., Health and Conduct (London: Williams and Norgate, 1923), p. 28; emphasis in original, 
quoted in Daniel Hipp, “‘By Degrees Regain[ing] Cool Peaceful Air in Wonder”: Wilfred O wen’s War Poetry as 
Psychological Therapy’, The Journal o f  the M idwest M odem  Language Association, vol. 35, no. 1. (Spring, 
2002): 30.

Sassoon, ‘Survivors’, written in October 1917 at Craiglockhart hospital, during Sassoon's forced convalescence 
after his declaration against the war. The War Poem s o f  Siegfried Sassoon, ed. Rupert Hart-Davis (London: Faber, 
1983).

Sassoon’s conjecture is to some extent justified by the fact the he was sent to Craiglockhart only after making a 
public declaration against the war.
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psychological projection could play a part in their patients’ illness, this recognition was essentially of 

the repression of the war experience alone. Consequently, they did not consider the extent to which, as 

Charles Bird in his 1917 psychological study phrases it, “according to the persistence of human 

experience, the pre-war man must largely determine the responses made to the unusual environment of 

the battle-field.” ’̂ In the writings of the “pre-war” Owen and Sassoon, there are diverse inferences to a 

conflicted sense of sexual identity and an urge to repress this conflict or to project it onto other things. 

These inner conflicts were in many ways exacerbated by the most fundamental of military values and 

their contradictory admonishments. As Martin Stone explains, the military ethos of masculinity and 

repression were, in particular, a moral and psychological quagmire:

The soldier was encouraged to kill at the expense of unleashing infantile sadistic 
impulses that had previously been successfully repressed. He was encouraged to 
form close emotional bonds with other men and yet homosexuality was 
forbidden.'*'*

The aim of all shell-shock treatments was of course to make soldiers fit for duty once more. As such, 

they did much to reiterate military philosophy. Emphasising the necessity to counteract the illness 

with an active and robust masculinity, shell-shock treatments circumvented the psychological and 

moral validity of the shell-shocked state by the subtle implication that it was weak and effeminate. 

Rivers’ tendency to “subtly play on Sassoon’s fears that pacifism was unmanly and cowardly”'" is a 

vivid example of this process at work, as is Brock’s explanation of Owen’s nightmares as “an 

expression of failure and guilt”, “the way to deal with them [being] to face up strenuously to what they 

represent and resolve to do better.” '*̂  Leaving aside the obvious implication from Brock’s final 

comments that Owen’s feelings of failure and guilt are justified, these feelings are also curiously 

amorphous. If Owen did suffer from a sense of failure and guilt, and there is much in his writing to 

suggest this, there is no reason why these negative self-assessments should be solely connected to his 

combat experience and his subsequent diagnosis as “unfit to command”. In shell-shock poems like 

‘Mental Cases’, Owen’s self-recrimination at his homosexual proclivity, undoubtedly a product of his 

religious and social milieu as well the contradictory and censorious masculinist environment of the 

military, merge with the immediate psychological impact of combat to produce ambivalent images of 

“purgatorial shadows”, of “minds [...] ravished” and “tormented [...] brains”, wading through 

“sloughs of flesh”; and men whose faces wear a “hilarious, hideous, / Awful falseness”, “Picking at the

Bird, Charles, ‘From Home to the Charge: A Psychological Study o f the Soldier’, The American Journal o f  
Psychology, vol. 28, no. 3. (Jul. 1917), p. 315.

Stone, Martin, ‘Shellshock and the Psychologists’, in The Anatom y o f  Madness, eds. W. F. Bynum, Roy Porter 
and Michael Shepherd (London: Tavistock, 1985), p. 261.

Perrot, M ichelle, ‘The New Eve and the Old Adam’, in Behind the Lines: Gender and the Two World Wars, 
eds. Margaret Randolph Higonnet, et al. (London: Yale U.P., 1987), p. 66.

Brock, quoted in Dominic Hibberd, Wilfred Owen: The Last Year (London: Constable and Co., 1992), p. 24.
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rope-knouts of their scourging.”''̂  In these sadomasochistic images of damnation there can be detected 

a confused and nihilistic self-loathing, arguably as much the product of an internalised homophobia as 

shell-shock. A similar air of torment and self-censorship can be found in Sassoon’s 1917 poem ‘The 

Repression of War Experience’, named after his mentor, Dr. Rivers’ paper on the subject. While 

Bird’s 1917 psychological study of the soldier describes how “many are disturbed by sexual phantises 

[sic]” "*̂, Sassoon’s poem expresses his fear of “losing control of ugly thoughts” and “thoughts you’ve 

gagged all day com[ing] back to scare you.” His diaries testify to his feeling of being blighted by what 

he refers to as “this obsession of sex-cravings” and “continuously harassed by sex hungers”, which 

leave him the victim of a “self- lacerating irritability”, “self-poisoned” and “self-imprisoned”.'̂  ̂ He

managed both to express and condemn his cursed “sex-fevers” in sadomasochist war verse like the

following:

1 was cruel and fierce with despair; I was naked and bound;
I was stricken; and beauty returned through the shambles of night;
In faces of men she returned; and their triumph I found."*^

It is crucial to recognise that the love and/or erotic pleasure such poems express materialises not in 

spite of the violent and hostile conditions of war but because of them. Commingling with his 

determination to deal with his homosexuality with the “strength to perform, and pride to suffer without 

sign”, Sassoon’s compulsion to repress the trauma of his war experience resulted in a tormented inner 

dialogue.

Freudian theories of repression have created many powerful and frightening narratives involving the 

release of the primal urges and the enactment of pent up desires, which, having been repressed so long, 

are then unleashed tenfold. In the context of the First World War, Freud wrote of how “W ar strips us 

of the later accretions of civilization, and lays bare the primal man in each of us [...] It stamps the alien 

as the enemy, whose death is to be brought about or d e s i r e d . A n o t h e r  of these Freudian narratives of

Owen, ‘Mental Cases’, first drafted at Ripon in May 1918 and revised at Scarborough in July, in Wilfred Owen: 
The Complete Poems and Fragments, ed. Jon Stallworthy (Chatto and Windus, The Hogarth Press and Oxford 
U.P., 1983), vol. l .p.  169.

Bird, ‘From Home to the Charge: A Psychological Study of the Soldier’, p. 345; Sassoon, ‘The Repression of 
the War Experience’, first published in 1919, The War Poems o f Siegfried Sassoon.

Sassoon, Diaries 1920-1922, ed. R. Hart-Davies (London: Faber, 1981), pp. 86, 154, 89, 86.
Sassoon, ‘The Triumph’, first published in Counter-Attack and Other Poems (N.Y.: E. P. Dutton & Company, 

1918), in The War Poems o f Siegfried Sassoon.
Freud, Sigmund, ‘Thoughts for the Times on War and Death’ (1915), in Collected Papers, 4 (London: Hogarth, 

1953), p. 316.
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warfare calls up the figure of the returning soldier, who has experienced, as Ernest Jones states, “an 

official abrogation of civilised standards”, and has not only been allowed but encouraged

to indulge in behaviour of a kind that is throughout abhorrent to the civilised mind 
[...] All sorts of previously forbidden and hidden impulses, cruel, sadistic, 
murderous and so on, are stirred to greater activity, and the old intrapsychical 
conflicts which, according to Freud, are the essential cause of all neurotic 
disorders, and which had been dealt with before by means of ‘repression’ of one 
side of the conflict are now reinforced, and the person is compelled to deal with 
them afresh under totally different circumstances.'^*

The psychological problems and social dangers that the soldier’s “return to the mental attitude of 

civilian life” may cause are often figured in the most horrific terms, frequently sexual and murderous 

in nature, “forbidden and hidden impulses, cruel, sadistic, murderous and so on.”

Curiously, the psychoanalytical evaluation of the war veteran as a potentially violent individual and its 

covert connection to sexual repression can be traced in more recent psychoanalytical and sociological 

studies on homosexuality, which introduce similarly nightmarish scenarios.

Since the Great War, the mental health professional’s commentary on homosexuality and 

psychological instability has progressively shifted its focus onto the repression rather than the 

expression of homosexuality. For example, one recent psychological study of eighty-six 

“behaviourally homosexual” men has argued that men who are less comfortable about their 

homosexuality are prone to repression and internalised homophobia:

Results indicated higher levels of internalized homophobia were correlated with 
lower stages of HIF [homosexual identity formation]. In addition, internalized 
homophobia was significantly related to lower levels of self-esteem, to lower 
levels of self-concepts of physical appearance and emotional stability, and to 
higher levels of sex guilt [...] This research supports the theory that suggests 
internalized homophobia is a major developmental difficulty in gay men.'*^

In some cases, it has even been suggested that feelings of homosexual self-loathing and repression can 

cause a psychological imbalance which can then lead to violent behaviour. In his article, ‘The 

Homosexuality Factor in Social Violence’, Pierre J. Tremblay puts forward the supposition that 

“socially induced homosexual self-hatred has a history of producing various degrees of repression.” ”̂

Jones, Ernest, quoted in Bourke, ‘Shell-Shock During World War One’, bbc.co.uk, World War One, History, 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/worldwars/wwone/shellshock_01.shtnil, accessed 1 Dec. 2007.

Rowen, Christopher J., and James P. Malcolm, ‘Correlates o f Internalized Homophobia and Homosexual 
Identity Formation in a Sample o f Gay M en’, Journal o f  Homosexuality, vol.: 43, Issue: 2. (Mar. 13 2003): 80. 
“̂Tremblay, Pierre J., ‘The Homosexuality Factor in Social V iolence’, http://www.youth-suicide.com/gay- 

bisexual/homosexuality-violence/0 l-hom osexuality-violence.htm, accessed 12 Apr. 2007.
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This “self-hatred” and “repression”, Tremblay argues, is denied by two interrelated methods, 

“homohatred” and misogyny. Fear of being less than a man, of being “like a woman” is extemahsed 

into a hatred of women and openly homosexual men, who are considered to be “hke women.” Linking 

this sexual repression with violence, Tremblay goes on to assert that:

Considerable violence in our society is directly or indirectly related to learned 
homophobia/homohatred and learned misogyny. A relationship between the two 
has also been suspected, but professionals have usually addressed these attributes 
separately, without recognizing that understanding one depends upon 
understanding the other.^'

In this scenario, socially induced homosexual self-hatred and repression become a cause of violence 

against both women and homosexual men. With more than a passing resemblance to the story of 

Jekyll and Hyde, Tremblay’s argument seems to suggest that inside these outwardly heterosexual 

males there lies a repressed homosexual other who will wreak revenge for his confinement. But, hke 

the story of Hyde, this monster has come into being as a result of the hypocrisy of a highly conformist 

culture. Seeking the most dramatic model to illustrate his argument, Tremblay, not surprisingly, calls 

forth the figure of the homosexual serial killer as the foremost example of this monstrous creation:

Monsters often create monsters, as the existence of Jeffrey Dahmer reveals, 
because such a person could have only been created in a racist and homophobic 
society. Dahmer is a homosexual who hated homosexuals and non-whites, chose 
his victims accordingly, and was highly sexist. For example, he tried to destroy 
part of a victim’s brain in the hope that he could make him into a perfect slave, 
which is exactly what macho males in prisons impose on other males by using 
other forms of violence. Dahmer, however, is not the only monster we have 
created who has sought to destroy his own kind.^^

This reading of the serial killer as a repressed and self-loathing figure is continually reasserted by 

psychological and sociological experts. Robert I. Simon’s psychiatric assessment of such individuals 

is a characteristic example:

Serial sexual killers have extremely low self-regard and project it onto their 
victims. The serial sexual killer, in a perverse egocentric empathy corrupted by 
self-loathing and cruelty, puts his hated self in the shoes of the victim, then 
tortures and kills that person.^^

Like many other serial killers, John Wayne Gacy’s background and subsequent behaviour suggests a 

similar pattern of low self-esteem and projection in the context of an internalised homophobia:

Ibid.
Ibid.
Simon, Robert I., ‘Serial Killers, Evil, and U s’, National Forum, Fall 2000: 1-12, 5. 
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Gacy’s father continuously said that John was going to be a queer and called him a 
“he-she” . Gacy internalized this verbal abuse from his father and appUed it to his 
victims. He referred to his victims as worthless little queers and punks. Did his 
father’s verbal abuse lead Gacy to developing a homophobia and thus raping, 
sodomizing, torturing, and strangling to death thirty-three young men over the 
course of more than a decade? This is a strong possibility.^'*

This notion of a repressed homosexuality leading to a private mission of warfare against selected 

victims is by no means limited to Gacy. The murderous exploits of serial killers such as Wayne 

Wilhams, Richard Speck, Arthur Gary Bishop, David Edward Maust and of most infamously, Jeffrey 

Dahmer have all been linked to their troubled relationship with their homosexuality.

In his article on ‘Gender, Class, and Terrorism’, Michael Kimmel addresses a similar line of reasoning 

as it is applied to a number of terrorists, most notably Timothy Me Veigh and Mohamed Atta (a 

terrorist who participated in the hijacking of American Airhnes Fhght 11, the first plane to crash into 

the World Trade Center during the September 11, 2001 attacks); both of whom, it has been suggested, 

suffered from homosexual repression and an internalised homophobia, which, according to some 

commentators, was a contributing factor in their violent terrorist activities. Paralleling this association 

between homosexual repression and mass violence, psychoanalyst Walter C. Langer, in his 1943 

psychological study of Hitler - commissioned by the head of the Office of Strategic Services in 

Washington, D.C. - suggested that there may be a link between Hitler’s suspected but repressed 

homosexuality, his “copraphagic tendencies”, his masochism and his hatred and demonisation of 

various groups

As Kimmel quite rightly points out: “But what do such accusations actually explain? Do revelations 

about Hitler’s or Atta’s possible gay propensities raise troubling connections between homosexuahty 

and mass murder?”^̂  Rejecting the problematic implications of this association, Kimmel locates the 

real issue behind such men’s violence in their uneasy relationship with masculinity:

What unites Atta, McVeigh, and Hitler is not their repressed sexual orientation but 
gender - their masculinity, their sense of masculine entitlement, and their thwarted 
ambitions. They accepted cultural definitions of masculinity, and needed someone 
to blame when they felt that they failed to measure up. (After all, being called a 
mama’s boy, a sissy, and told to toughen up are demands for gender conformity, 
not matters of sexual desire.) Gender is the issue, not sexuality.^’

Deputy, Chevon, ‘In the Mind o f a Serial Killer’, 
http/Zserendip.brynmawr.edu/bb/neuro/neuro04/web2/cdeputy.html, accessed 21 Jun. 2007.

Langer, Walter C., The Mind o f  A dolf H itler (\912-, London: Seeker and Warburg, 1973), pp. 172, 183. 
Kimmel, Michael, ‘Gender, Class, and Terrorism’, The Chronicle o f  Higher Education, 8 Feb. 2002: 13. 
Ibid.
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Extending K im m el’s argument to include serial killers such as Dahmer and Gacy, both of whom had 

fathers that were virulently homophobic, and taunted their sons with names such as “he-she” and 

“sissy” *̂, it may well be that an analogous sense of gendered shame played a role in their subsequent 

sexual violence. As we have seen, during the Great War, the father figure of the mental health 

professional employed his own tactics of systematic gender bullying in his evaluation of war neurosis 

and shell-shock by insisting that his patients counteract their illness with a robust manly fortitude, 

while also subtly implying that not to do so was weak and effeminate. For the soldier-poet who 

experienced such ‘therapeutic’ admonishments, one means of redressing this compromised and 

em battled m asculinity was to emphasise his exclusive role in the ‘m anly’ activity o f frontline battle.

In her discussion of the Great W ar and its socio-cultural aftermath Showalter has suggested, “m en’s 

quarrels with the feminine element in their own psyches became externalised as quarrels with 

wom en”^̂ , if  this is indeed the case then one o f the most palpable examples o f this externalised quarrel 

is the “serpentine entanglement [...]  between hom ophobia and m isogyny”, and its “response to a 

perceived ‘fem inine’ threat.” ^  A threat which finds that

the ever-imperilled male (the male, that is, who must work ceaselessly to erect and 
sustain an always impossible m asculine subjectivity) is open to invasion on two 
fronts, front and back: from the woman without (her name is legion), and from the 
woman within.^'

This sense of imperilment was in no way limited to men with sexual or gender anxieties specifically 

relating to homosexual proclivity. In 1930 the war correspondent Philip Gibbs commented on how 

“W omen are competing with men on equal term s and pressing them rather hard.” He also noted the 

“nervy and weakened” nature of young males and suggesting “perhaps the shadow of war made them 

[so].” Then, remarking on how nature often gives with one hand and takes with the other, he 

concludes, “If women become more m asculine, men must become more feminine -  a serious and 

depressing thought!”^

As Jouve has argued in relation to serial killers, their acts o f violence and m urder may in part stem 

from a comparable sense o f imperilled masculinity: “killing out of a hatred for what they saw as

Schmid, Natural Bom Celebrities: Serial Killers in American Culture, p. 206 and Linedecker, The Man Who 
Killed Boys: The John Wayne Gacy, Jr. Story, p. 43.

Showalter, The Female Malady: Women, Madness and English Culture 1830-1980, p. 173.
^  Craft, Christopher, Another Kind o f Love: Male Homosexual Desire in English Discourse, 1850-1920. 
(Berkeley; Uni. of California Press, 1994) p. 171.

Ibid. Craft’s concept of the ever-imperilled male facing a feminine threat on two fronts is specifically in 
relation to the work of D. H. Lawrence and not war writing but it is nonetheless a fitting description of the 
officer-poet, as discussed here.

Gibbs, Philip, Since Then (London: William Heinemann Ltd., 1930), pp. 376, 375.
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‘femininity’ in themselves.”*̂  Clearly, feeling ‘less than a man’ has implications beyond the intimate 

psycho-sexual fears of the individual for it relies on a myriad of cultural and sociological hypotheses 

about how masculinity functions in society. As the serial killer Ed Kemper reveals in the following 

comment his sense of sexual inadequacy is linked to feelings of social failure:

I felt very inadequate sexually and socially. If 1 killed them, you know, they 
couldn’t reject me as a man.^

Conflating psycho-sexual anxieties and antagonism with broader social issues, many serial killers 

interpret their own acts of violence and murder as part of an unofficial war or violent sub-political 

campaign not unlike the attacks of terrorists. In his autobiography, the serial killer Carl Panzram (who 

served a jail sentence from 1908 to 1910 at Leavenworth Military Prison for larceny shortly after 

enhsting in the U.S. Army in 1907) claims that in order to kill as many people as possible he had once 

considered an ambitious plot to scuttle a British warship docked in New York harbour in order to 

provoke a war between Britain and the United States. Panzram never carried out this plan but he did 

murder approximately twenty one people in his lifetime in various sadistic attacks. He also raped an

untold number of people, claming that he would often rape men whom he robbed, not because he was

necessarily homosexual but because it was his method of dominating and humiliating people.*^ Such 

claims make the distinction between sexual violence and more general acts of violent control and 

subjugation difficult to establish. Another serial killer and ex-Army soldier, David Berkowitz wrote to 

the press insisting that he would use his military training to embark upon a series of assassinations of 

world leaders:

They taught me how to fight. They taught me about many weapons, not control 
and self-defense. All of these courses will come in handy one day. I plan to use
them and it’s not going to be the way the lifers want me to use them. I will use
these tactics to destroy them the way they destroyed millions of people through the 
wars they started. One day there will be a better world. After a few heads from the 
heads of state are removed.**

In another communication Berkowitz proclaimed “I am War.”*̂  Yet for all of this implied ‘political’ 

significance, Berkowitz’s actual crimes never involved attacks on pohtical institutions or heads of state 

- instead he targeted courting couples in cars, whom he would at first spy on (becoming aroused by 

their sexual intimacy) and then shoot. More specifically, Berkowitz’s planned targets were only the 

women in these cars, for he claimed that the ‘voices’ that told him to kill just wanted women, “The

“ jouve, “The S treetcleaner",p. 130.
^  Kemper, Ed in Leyton, “Hunting Humans ”, p. 56.

See Carl Panzram, Panzram: A Journal o f  M urder (Los Angeles, Calif: Amok Edited, 1970).
** Berkowitz, David in Leyton, “Hunting Humans", pp. 224-225.

Ibid., p. 186.
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demons wanted girls. Sugar and spice and everything nice.” *̂ When he ‘accidentally’ shot a man in 

one of these attacks, he later commented:

Only one bullet struck the young man and he wasn’t really the intended target. I 
had fired with one hand, and wildly. Boy did I mess up. But I was really nervous.
I realized I was doing something that was not only illegal but also dangerous. I too 
could have been killed or wounded. Perhaps the man in the car would pull out a 
gun and chase me. I didn’t know what would happen.^^

Acknowledging his dangerous mistake in shooting a man, Berkowitz presents his attempted 

premeditated murder of unarmed and completely oblivious victims in terms of a potential combat 

situation in which he “too could have been killed or wounded.” However, while the ‘enemy’ he has in 

his sights is a woman, he falls back on conventional gender roles in imagining that it is the man in the 

car who might pull out a gun and confront him.

Despite the militaristic tone of Berkowitz’s commentaries, his acts of murder may nonetheless be 

connected to deep-seated feelings of sexual humiliation, hi a letter to his father he wrote, “Girls hate 

me, they spit and kick at me and call me ugly, they bother me the most. The guys just laugh.”™ In 

another comment Berkowitz seems almost jealous of women, particularly young attractive women, and 

what he sees as their advantage in life, which in turn becomes a sort of justification for their premature 

deaths, “Some pretty girls at 18 have lived three times over, with all the attention they got. If a pretty 

girl dies, what the hell, she had a good time.”^' Berkowitz fuses his own sense of personal injustice 

and social and sexual inadequacy with the voices of demons in what can only be described as an 

overtly militaristic discourse:

The demons are turning me into a soldier. A soldier can’t stop every time he 
shoots someone and weep. He simply shoots the enemy. They were people I had 
to kill. I can’t stop and weep over them. You have to be strong and you have to 
survive... in the U.S. Army you can’t stop to feel grief. You desensitise yourself.

Clearly, his use of mihtary references, with their ‘masculine’ imperatives of survival and emotional and 

ethical detachment, enables Berkowitz to assume a morally justifiable position in his gender violence:

I must slay women for revenge purposes to get back on them for all the suffering 
they caused me [...] I beheved I had every moral right to slay a chosen victim. As 
gross and perverted as this sounds, it was my belief.^^

“ ibid., p. 194.
® Ibid., p. 190.
™ Ibid., p. 228.

Ibid., p. 232.
Ibid., p. 231.
Ibid., pp. 204, 206.
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Referring to serial killers such as Berkowitz, Bundy, Kemper and Panzram in his study of serial killing 

in contemporary society, Elliot Leyton draws a comparison between militaristic ideology and their 

crimes:

In an extended campaign of vengeance, he murders people unknown to him who 
represent to him (in their behaviour, their appearance, or their location) the class 
that has rejected him. They see themselves as soldiers, no wonder they feel neither 
remorse for their victims nor regret for launching their bloody crusades

However, it soon becomes clear that in paralleling serial murder with the militaristic values of warfare, 

Leyton is describing his own attitude to these murders and not merely the serial killer’s. In what may 

justifiably be described as a lionisation of the serial murderer, Leyton compares him to another less 

noble and less Romantic murderer whose motivations are seemingly too apparent, mundane and sordid 

to merit the same consideration:

The serial killer, who sacrifices his own life to make an art out of killing strangers, 
is qualitatively a very different man from the slum husband who, driven beyond 
endurance by poverty and humiliation, beats his wife or neighbor to death in a 
drunken brawl.

Leyton links the serial killer’s murders to a ‘greater cause’ which he describes as a “sub-political 

protest.”^̂  Echoing wartime concept of women as war ‘booty’, he interprets the serial killer’s targeting 

of women as a part of his campaign to hurt society by destroying it most “valuable possessions” ’̂; in 

the process, he consigns the sexual and gender implications of the serial killer’s violence to the role of 

side-effect: “Sex is a dehcious by-product, or extra dividend, of their adventure.”’* In effect, such 

parallels between military warfare and serial murder do nothing to uncover the potential similarities of 

their underlying values but instead merely reiterate them. As the following section of this chapter will 

demonstrate, sexual violence and misogyny are by no means secondary or incidental products of 

wartime hostilities and militaristic values.

2. BETWEEN THE WARS: (IN)FORMAL HOSTILITIES

There is a bitter irony in the fact the process of war, traditionally seen as a rite of passage from youth 

into manhood could result in as sense of emasculation for the soldier, be it in the form of physical or

Leyton, "Hunting H um ans", p. 21. 
Ibid.
Ibid., p. 85.
Ibid., p. 31.
Ibid., p. 31
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psychological wounding. One of the manifold aspects of this paradoxical state of affairs is the 

asymmetrical effect the war seemed to have on men and women:

As young men became [...] increasingly immured in the muck and blood of No 
Man’s land, women seemed to become [...] evermore powerful. As nurses, as 
mistresses, as munitions workers, bus drivers [...], even as wives and mothers, 
these formerly subservient creatures began to loom malevolently large.’^

For H. G. Wells, writing in 1916, women’s increased independence and equality was an inevitable and 

imminent by-product of the war:

This war is accelerating rather than deflecting the stream of tendency, and is 
bringing us rapidly to a state of affairs in which women will be much more 
definitely independent of their sexual status, much less hampered in their self
development, and much more nearly equal to men than has ever been known 
before in the whole history of mankind.*'^

Women’s call to arms during the war took many forms, from saving food and encouraging their men to 

enlist to enlisting themselves as ambulance drivers, nurses and dispatch riders. Yet, nothing 

accelerated “the stream of tendency” towards their independence more than taking up men’s jobs on 

the home front. In the following passage, Philip Gibbs makes it perfectly clear how women who 

worked on the home front, while their men fought on the battlefield, could be perceived as the worst 

kind of traitors and war-profiteers. While “the painted flapper was making herself sick with sweets”,

the [female] munitions-workers were earning wonderful wages out of the war; the 
working-women who were buying gramophones and furs while their men were in 
the stinking trenches; the dreadful, callous, cheerful spirit of England at war [...]
The girls were clinging to their jobs, would not let go of the pocket-money which 
they had spent on frocks.*'

As munitions workers, Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen found women directly responsible for the 

death and destruction of war, “you believe /That chivalry redeems the war’s disgrace./ You make us 

shells”*̂ ; “Shells made by women in Birmingham are at this moment burying little children alive not

™ Gilbert, Sandra M, ‘Soldier’s Heart: Literary Men, Literary Women, and the Great War’, Signs, vol. 8, no. 3, 
Women and Violence (Spring, 1983): 425.

W ells, H. G., ‘What The War is Doing for W omen’, first published in What Is Coming?: A European Forecast 
(N.Y.: The Macmillan Company, 1916), in Journalism and Prophecy 1893-1946, ed. W. Warren Wagar (London: 
Bodley Head, 1964), p. 83.

Gibbs, Philip, N ow it Can be Told (N.Y. and London: Harper and Bros., 1920), pp. 534, 548. As Marie- 
Elizabeth Liiders points out, women working in the munitions factories and elsewhere sacrificed their health, 
youth, happiness and even lives in their support for the war effort. Liiders, D as Unbekannte Heer. Frauen 
kdmpfen fUr Deutschland 1914-1918  (Berlin: E.S Mittler and Sohn, 1937), p 208.

Sassoon, ‘Glory o f W om en’ (1919), The War Poems o f  Siegfried Sassoon.
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far from here.”*̂  This last comment, written by Owen in a letter to his mother, is a powerful example 

of the blatant distancing gestures these poets employed as a means of evading blame for kilUng. By 

accusing women of ignorance, jingoism, hypocrisy, bloodlust and killing, Owen and Sassoon could 

surreptitiously address their own pre-war optimism, their shame and disappointment at the unheroic 

truth of war, as well as their continued involvement in the killing.

While men lost their lives, their limbs, their jobs and their self-belief, women emerged as the conflict’s 

apparent political and economic beneficiaries. The growing visibility of women in the labour force 

was matched by an ever-increasing number of amputee veterans returning home. Juxtaposing the 

health, vitality and wholeness of women’s bodies with the maimed bodies of soldiers suggested a link 

between the two: “Women, who had escaped the shells and shrapnel of the trenches and survived the 

war with bodies intact, could easily slide into the role of a covert enemy, one that cheered them on and 

had thereby become complicit in plunging them into physically devastating military combat.”*"' In 

poems like ‘The Glory of Women’, ‘Supreme Sacrifice’, ‘Return of the Heroes’ and ‘Their Frailty’ 

Sassoon would target women directly for their warmongering, investing them with an enormous sexual 

and moral power to influence, control and ultimately ruin men’s hves. These women are guided by 

ignorance, jealousy, greed and most of all savage lust. In ‘Glory of Women’, Sassoon associates the 

warmongering of women with an innate sexual sadism:

You love us when we’re heroes, home on leave.
Or wounded in a mentionable place.
You worship decorations; you believe 
That chivalry redeems the war’s disgrace.
You make us shells. You listen with delight.
By tales of dirt and danger fondly thrilled.
You crown our distant ardours while we fight,
And mourn our laurelled memories when we’re killed.
You can’t beheve that British troops ‘retire’
When hell’s last horror breaks them, and they run.
Trampling the terrible corpses - blind with blood.*^

This judgment of women as sexual predators who feed off pain and suffering persists in Sassoon’s 

notebooks and diaries, where he refers to “their gluttonous eyes” and remarks “I think they love war, 

for all their lamenting over their sons and lovers.” *® Writing in a notebook in June 1917, less than a

Owen, letter to mother (1917), in The Poems o f  Wilfred Owen, p. 37. One wonders what O wen’s response 
would have been to Virginia W o o lfs  proposal that, in the event o f another war, women should refuse to make 
munitions or nurse the wounded. Three Guineas (London: Hogarth, 1938).

Tatar, Lustmord, p. 12.
Sassoon, ‘Glory o f W omen’, The War Poems o f  Siegfried Sassoon. The lines “You can’t believe that British 

troops ‘retire’ AVhen hell’s last horror breaks them” could be a muted reference to non-combatants’ credulous 
attitude to the phenomena o f  shell-shock.

Sassoon, D iaries 1915-1918, p. 121.
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month after he made his war protest, Sassoon demanded that returning soldiers “ask their women why 

it thrills them to know that they, the dauntless warriors, have shed the blood of Germans. Do not the 

women gloat secretly over the wounds of their lovers? Is there anything inwardly noble in savage sex 

instincts?” Reading such passages, we may well suspect, as Patrick Campbell does, “an element of 

Freudian transference here”, and ask, “is not Sassoon transferring his own ‘savage instincts’ as well as 

his own sado-masochism (“secret gloating over wounds”) onto women?”**

W omen’s complicity in sending men to war is continually figured in sexual terms in Owen’s writing 

too. In his poem ‘Disabled’, it was for the praise and admiration of women that the young man 

enhsted:

He thought he’d better join -  He wonders why.
Someone had said he’d look a god in kilts.
That’s why; and maybe, too, to please his Meg,
Aye, that was it, to please the giddy jilts 
He asked to join.*^

Of course young men went to war not just to win women’s favour but to avoid women’s derision and 

stave off the shame and humiliation it inevitably invoked. Harold Begbie’s pro-war poem, ‘Fall In’, 

describes the unspoken sexual rewards and losses a young man could expect depending on whether or 

not he enlisted:

What will you lack, sonny, what will you lack,
When the girls line up the street 
Shouting their love to the lads to come back 
From the foe they rushed to beat?
Will you send a strangled cheer to the sky 
And grin till your cheeks are red?
But what will you lack when your mate goes by 
With a girl who cuts you dead?

This is a very different picture of homecoming from that of Owen’s ‘Disabled’, here the young man’s 

lack comes from not having been to war rather than from physical injuries incurred in battle, his injury 

is acquired on the home front, when he is found lacking in the eyes of girls, who cut him dead. He is 

symbolically castrated by public and, in particular, female censure - less than a man. While the 

promise of sex remained implicit in such pro-war narratives (often with an underlying understanding of

*Mbid, p. 179.
** Campbell, Siegfried Sassoon, p. 33.

Owen, ‘Disabled’, written on October 1917 and published posthumously in Poems (London: Chatto and 
Windus, 1920), in The Poems o f Wilfred Owen, edited with a memoir and notes by Edmund Blunden (London: 
Chatto and Windus, 1966).
^Begbie, Harold, ‘Fall In’ (August 1914), Poetry o f the Great War: an Anthology, eds. Dominic Hibberd, and 
John Onions (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1986).
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wom en as war booty), the threat o f female derision was exphcit. This derision was exemplified in all 

its ugliness by groups of women known as The Order of the W hite Feather or The W hite Feather 

Brigade, who handed out white feathers and verbal abuse to any seemingly war-eligible male not in a 

uniform. As Nicoletta F. Gullace explains, these “wom en’s patriotic disdain became the source of 

particular resentment despite the fact they were by no means alone in harassing young m en.”^' The 

reasons why these women were singled out for special reproach, particularly, as Gullace notes, “when 

only a small if persistent minority participated in this insulting act”, are manifold. They seemed to lose 

nothing and gain everything from the war as the “quintessential noncom batants” and as socio

econom ic beneficiaries of war-work. They had “crossed a boundary of acceptable female behaviour in 

their enthusiasm  to enforce what they and the majority of their contemporaries regard as appropriate 

male behaviour.” Their “strident female patriotism  contrasted so dramatically with wom en’s nurturing 

roles, white feather giving became an ironic symbol o f a world gone awry.” M ost significant o f all, 

they becam e a symbol o f all wom en’s covert complicity in sending men to die, whether they had done 

so with a white feather or a withering glance.^^

In light of such bitter accusations, Renata Salecl makes the following observation: “The ultim ate 

traum a for the soldiers becomes a fight against the hidden enemy among those who have sent him  to 

war in the first place.” "̂* Back in England on sick leave, W ilfred Owen identifies the home front as the 

true locus battle; a far more futile battle in which the enemies are old men and women:

But everything is clear now; and I’m on hasty retreat towards the Front. Battle is 
elsewhere; and therefore you will stay and endure old men and women to the End, 
and wage the bitter war and more hopeless.^^

Along with aged men (representative of the old order), women are viewed as the quintessential non- 

combatants, yet they were emerging from the battle on the home front victorious. However, there were

Gullace, Nicoletta F., ‘White Feathers and Wounded Men: Female Patriotism and the Memory o f  the Great 
War’, The Journal o f  British Studies, vol. 36, no. 2, Twentieth-Century British Studies. (Apr. 1997): 204. As 
Gullace points out “It was Parliament, after all, not women, who disenfranchised conscientious objectors for five 
years after the war, and it was conscription, not white feather giving, that was responsible for sending thousands 
of hesitant youths to the front.” (204)

Ibid., 205.
Perhaps the most resounding condemnation and blame o f women as the cause o f war is John Ruskin’s Sesame 

and Lilies (1865). However, in this instance, it is women’s lack o f passivism rather than outright warmongering 
that is at fault: “There is not a war in the world, no, nor an injustice, but you women are answerable for it; not in 
that you have provoked, but in that you have not hindered [ .. .]  It is for you to choose their cause for them [men], 
and to forbid them when there is no cause.” (New Haven, Conn.; London: Yale U.P., 2002).

Salecl, Renata, ‘Something Where There Should be Nothing: On War and Anxiety’ Cabinet M agazine Issue 1 
Winter, 2000/01. http://www.cabinetmagazine.0rg/issues/l/n0thing.php, accessed 17 May 2007.

Owen, diary entry (1917) in The Poem s o f  Wilfred Owen, p. 28.
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‘casualties’ on the home front too. Invoking the frightening narrative of the returning soldier, 

brutalised by the effects of war, Philip Gibbs describes how:

Our armies, as all armies, established an intensive culture of brutality. They were 
schools of slaughter [...] inspir[ing] blood-lust [and] calling out the primitive 
barbarism which has been overlaid by civilized restraints, liberating the brute 
which has been long chained up by law and the social code of gentle life, but lurks 
always in the secret lairs of the human heart [...] They demanded the gospel of 
hate, not that of love. But hate, when it dominates the psychology of men, is not 
restricted to one objective, such as a body of men behind barbed wire. It is a 
spreading poison. It envenoms the whole mind [...] It is apt to become a habit of 
mind. It may surge up again when there are no Germans present [...] where 
fellow-citizens are for the time being “the enemy.”

Significantly, Gibbs singles out women and girls as particularly vulnerable victims of this gospel of 

hate:

The daily newspapers for many months have been filled with the record of
dreadful crimes, of violence and passion. Most of them have been done by
soldiers or ex-soldiers. [There is] a brutality of passion, a murderous instinct, 
which [has] been manifested again and again in [...] riots and street rows and 
solitary crimes. Those last are the worst because they are not inspired by a sense 
of injustice, however false, or any mob passion, but by homicidal mania and secret 
lust. The many murders of young women, the outrages upon little girls, the 
violent robberies that have happened since the demobilizing of the armies have 
appalled decent-minded people.

Despite Gibbs’ observations, there was no dramatic rise in post-war crime rates; that is of course 

reported crime.^* Yet, Gibbs’ perception of an increase in violent and, particularly, sexually violent 

crime is very telling. Could it be that there was an atmosphere of sexual hostility, an atmosphere 

which, despite Gibbs’ claims, was as much the result of a “sense of injustice” at the “unmanning 

terrors” of war as it was an unleashing of a “homicidal mania and secret lust”? Gibbs’ assumption that 

sexual crimes are committed solely out of a violent sexual mania and not a sense of injustice or other 

seemingly non-sexual influences is a typical attempt to compartmentalise these crimes into the separate 

spheres of the psychological and the socio-political. He sees no implicit connection between the

“blood-lust” that results from “liberating the brute” within and the violence “inspired by a sense of

injustice, however false.” Yet, his own descriptions of the soldier’s sense of social and economic 

injustice are infused with sexual frustration and anger at women, with descriptions of “women dancing

Gibbs, Now It Can Be Told, pp. 551-552.
Ibid., p. 551.
Stevenson, John, British Society, 1914-1945  (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1984), p. 372. However, as crimes that 

have often gone unreported or ignored, the crime rate o f rape and domestic violence during this period is difficult 
to gauge.
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in scanty frocks” at war-bazaars for the “poor dear wounded” ®̂; “pretty woman-faces ogling in the 

picture-papers”; “girls [...] clinging to their jobs, [who] would not let go of the pocket-money which 

they had spent on frocks”; “working-women who were buying gramophones and furs while their men 

were in the stinking trenches.”'*®

In this adversarial atmosphere of the post-war years, an atmosphere of anxiety, resentment and blame, 

a great premium was placed on sexual difference. The level of anti-feminine feeling this involved and 

the social cost women paid as a result cannot be underestimated. Part of this anti-feminine feeling 

manifested itself in an exaggerated sense of the biological, social and political power of the feminine. 

This power’s only purpose was evil. All manner of post-war social problems could be blamed on this 

mythical feminine influence. Invoking an age-old double standard that held women responsible both 

for men’s sexual desire as well as their own, the interrelated scourges of syphilis and prostitution were 

viewed in the most apocalyptic terms. Once again, Phihp Gibbs’ post-war observations on the subject 

are revealing. In yet another nightmare narrative on the effects of demobilizing he describes:

Another evil of the abnormal life of war sowed the seeds of insanity in the brains 
of men not strong enough to resist it. Sexually they were starved. For months 
they lived out of the sight and presence of women. But they came back into 
villages or towns where they were tempted by any poor slut who winked at them 
and infected them with illness. Men went to hospital with venereal disease in 
appalling numbers. Boys were ruined and poisoned for hfe. Future generations 
will pay the price of war not only in poverty and by the loss of the unborn children 
of the boys who died, but by an enfeebled stock and the heritage of insanity.

The Prime Minister said one day, “The world is suffering from shell-shock.” That 
was true. But it suffered also from the symptoms of all that illness which comes 
from syphilis, whose breeding-ground is war.

In spite of the fact that it was overwhelmingly the brothel-frequenting soldier who brought syphilis 

into towns and villages as well as back to the home front, Gibbs’ narrative identifies a woman as the 

source of infection. This “poor slut” is portrayed as a carrier rather than a victim; victimhood is 

reserved for “men”, “boys” and “unborn children”, all of whom it seems are equally blameless. While 

men and boys are sent to hospitals, ruined for hfe, this poor slut, and others like her in villages and 

towns the world over, go on infecting “men not strong enough to resist” and creating “generations of 

enfeebled stock and the heritage of insanity” . Thus, syphilis was both a threat from within and the 

threat from without, the latter represented most vividly by the danger and evil of female sexuality.

^  Gibbs, Now It Can Be Told, p. 534. 
Ibid., p. 548.
Ibid., pp. 553-554.
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This apocalyptic vision of a world enfeebled and driven insane by a syphilitic plague was shared by 

many socio-political commentators of the post-war era, including Adolf Hitler. Linking “the fall of a 

body” with the fall of “nations and states”, Mein ATamp/presents syphilis and its vehicle, prostitution, 

as one of the greatest threats to humanity:

The struggle against syphilis and the prostitution which prepares the way for it is 
one of the most gigantic tasks of humanity [...] For in this case the sickening of 
the body is only the consequence of a sickening of the moral, social, and racial 
instincts.'®^

The exact nature of these moral, social and racial influences on the German nation. Hitler argued, lay 

“primarily, in our prostitution of love [...] This Jewification of our spiritual life and mammonization of 

our mating instinct will sooner or later destroy our entire o f f s p r i n g . H i s  frustrations at the weak 

and ineffectual actions of the old Reich in dealing with this catastrophic peril are palpable:

Particularly with regard to syphilis, the attitude of the leadership of the nation and 
the state can only be designated as total capitulation [...] What was done to attack 
the infection and mammonization of our love life? What was done to combat the 
resulting syphilization of our people? [...] They tinkered with the disease and left 
the causes untouched. They submitted the individual prostitute to a medical 
examination, supervised her as best they could, and, in case they established 
disease, put her in some hospital from which after a superficial cure they again let 
her loose on the rest of hum anity.'^

Like an intensely sexualised Typhoid Mary the syphilitic prostitute is “let loose” to wreak havoc and 

destruction on the world. Noting how the disease’s terminology tapped into numerous fears of post

war Germany, Klaus Theweleit identifies syphilis as “a particularly apposite name, a rich code, 

containing as it does the corrosions of femininity, Jewishness, epidemic disease, criminality [...] and 

emasculating death.”’°̂  Certainly, both in its physical, psychological and social manifestation syphilis 

was frequently represented as a particular threat to masculinity; the risk of contracting it made men 

scared of sex and of women, while the actual progress of the disease could leave its victims not only 

feeble-bodied and feeble-minded but quite literately emasculated. A man who could not combat the

Hitler, Adolf, Mein Kam pf { \9 2 5 -26), Volume One: A Reckoning, Chapter X; Causes o f  the Collapse, trans. 
Ralph Manheim (London: Pimlico, 1992), pp. 205, 232.

Numerous post-war commentators in Germany had argued that Jews were responsible for the country’s 
prostitution problem. The 1937 Nazi-propaganda film The Eternal Jew  claimed that 98% o f prostitution in 
Germany was Jewish-run.

Hitler, Mein Kampf, pp. 224-225.
Theweleit, Klaus, M ale Fantasies, Volume 2: Male Bodies: Psychoanalyzing the White Terror, trans. Erica 

Carter and Chris Turner (Minneapolis: University o f Minnesota Press, 1989), p. 16.
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disease was, according to Mein Kampf, less than a man and not worthy to live among ‘whole’ men: “If 

the power to fight for one’s own health is no longer present, the right to Hve in this world of struggle 

ends. This world belongs only to the forceful ‘whole’ man and not to the weak ‘h a lf  man.”*°̂

Hitler was not alone in his anxiety over “the weak ‘h a lf  man” in post-war Germany. The work of 

painters like Otto Dix, George Grosz and Max Beckman was filled with images of depleted half men, 

but these images are of war veterans; the amputees and cripples of the battlefield. One such painting 

by Dix entitled War Cripples portrays a group of parading limbless veterans, held together by various 

prosthetic devices, as they display their medals. (Fig. 3.1) Apparently Dix had subtitled the work Four 

o f  These D on’t Add Up to a Whole Man}^^ Despite such work’s overt commentary on the brutality of 

the war, its ironic anti-militarist ideology was often expressed in a subtext of gender pohtics. This is 

most evident in the continual juxtaposition of the war cripple with the prostitute. The figure of the 

prostitute in these painters’ work is most often depicted as a corpulent woman wearing expensive, if 

tasteless and revealing, clothes, who is either coyly eyeing a prospective client (usually a soldier in 

uniform) or laughing and swaggering through the city streets, blithely passing by crippled veterans. 

Both side panels of Dix’s 1927 triptych Metropolis are a typical example. (Fig. 3.2) As Dora Apel has 

rightly observed, although most of the prostitutes in post-war Germany were destitute, often with many 

children to support, “Dix’s prostitutes are bloated from the profits of their commerce.” They are clearly 

war’s profiteers rather than its victims:

Dix plays on stereotypes of prostitute as morally and physically corrupt, her body 
the site of rapacious sexuality and dominating physicahty in inverse proportion to 
the diminished and disfigured military male.

As Apel subsequently remarks, in depicting German soldiers “as morally and physically “pure”, while 

female prostitutes are portrayed as corrupters of soldier-males” (and, by extension, of the nation), 

Dix’s purported avant-garde antiwar stance is in accord with the ideology of bourgeois patriotism. 

Through his gender politics, Dix and fellow artists like Grosz and Beckman, re-inscribe the 

conservative view that prostitution symbolises the degeneration of the nation; a view which is also 

clearly at work in Hitler’s connection between prostitution, mammonism, the decay of the old Reich 

and syphilis. In the work of painters such as Dix, the corrupt and corrupting nature of the prostitute is 

physical and spiritual, sexual and moral. His depleted “weak ‘h a lf  men” are veterans of two wars, the 

horrific technological battle on the frontline and an age-old sex war in which the female enemy - in this

Hitler, Mein Kampf, p. 324.
Conrad Felixmuller manuscript Jan. -  Feb. 1920 in Eberle, Matthias, World War I and the Weimar Artists: 

Dix, Grosz, Beckmann, Schlemmer (New Haven: Yale U.P., 1985), p. 44.
Apel, Dora, ‘“Heroes” and “Whores”: The Politics o f Gender in Weimar Antiwar Imagery’, The A rt Bulletin, 

vol. 79, no. 3. (Sep. 1997): 369.
Ibid.
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instance, the syphilis-spreading prostitute - is the victor. The cripple can only look on in mute rage as 

the prostitute moves on to her next victim. The power Dix imbues prostitutes with, as carriers of death 

and destruction, is thus both specific to the experience of war and its aftermath and universal - 

referencing the moral and sexual corruption of the war profiteering female as well as ancient and 

biblical images of woman as evil temptress and Memento Mori. (Fig. 3.3)

These representations of supreme feminine evil, corpulent and robust in its malevolence, juxtaposed 

with images of the broken and depleted war veteran are charged with fretful implications for 

masculinity. Yet, Dix’s discourse of masculinity survives this threat through two interrelated tactics. 

While Dix’s war cripples are depleted physically they are augmented spiritually and morally, they are 

ennobled by their suffering; in sacrificing their limbs they have also sacrificed their sexual being and 

are thus whole and pure. In contrast, the women in Dix’s paintings have surrendered themselves body 

and soul to greed, lust and pollution, and while appearing robust are in fact inwardly decaying, both 

physically and spiritually. Dix accentuates the female’s state of decay further by his depiction of 

women as purely sexual beings. His only representation of women war-workers are prostitutes, a 

subtle indication perhaps that he equates all female socio-economic activity with sex and criminahty. 

This representation of all women as prostitutes is also undoubtedly a coded expression of the suspicion 

that while their men were making the ultimate sacrifice on the battlefield women were engaging in 

unfaithful sexual liaisons. Not only are all Dix’s working women prostitutes - base, consuming and 

lascivious in their being - often they are, quite literally, reduced to their sexual organs; the folds of 

their clothes or hats gaping like a vulva. These depictions of women, combined with Dix’s 

proclamation that “all wars are fought over the vulva”, makes the artist’s reduction of womanhood and 

its conflation with war and violence p a l p a b l e . I t  also makes a clear supposition that men had risked 

their lives to protect women expecting to be rewarded with sex.

But in Dix’s narratives this idea of the soldier’s post-war sexual recompense turns out to be bitterly 

false. For, not only did men return from combat physically and psycho-sexually devastated and thus 

unable to claim their hard earned prize, they also found that the prize had been given away freely to 

others and was now worthless and diseased. Dix and other Weimar painters negotiated these 

seemingly insurmountable impediments to the sexual act by substituting coitus with the overtly violent 

subject of sexual murder. As studies like Maria Tatar’s Lustmord: Sexual Murder in Weimar Germany 

have highlighted, there was a copious amount of images of sexual murder in the work of artists during 

this period. Over and over again, artists such as Dix and Grosz painted scenes of dingy rented rooms 

with a woman’s naked body prone on the bed, her abdomen slashed open in a gaping wound. (Fig. 3.4

Dix quoted in Eberle, World War I and the Weimar Artists, p. 41. 
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& 3.5) Avoiding the syphilitic vulva of the prostitute and overcoming his own sexual dysfunction, the 

‘absent’ killer in these images satisfies his lust and revenge, releasing his sexual frustrations and 

reducing the entire female body to a vulva that can no longer spread its diseased sexual favours.

These works were undoubtedly influenced to some degree by the murders of notorious post-war 

German serial killers such as Fritz Haarmann, Peter Kiirten, and Karl Grossman, all of whom 

committed their crimes within a few years of each other, between 1919 and 1929. These men’s crimes 

were vividly played out in the media, which continually linked their depraved behaviour with the state 

of the nation, arguing that the psychological blow of Germany’s defeat along with widespread 

unemployment and food shortage created an atmosphere where anarchy ruled as law and order 

collapsed. As one present-day source claims, the country’s “chaos and all-pervasive social malaise 

provided the perfect breeding ground for a triumvirate of cannibal killers [allegedly Haarmann, Kiirten 

and Grossman all ate parts of their victims], all operating within just a few years of each other.”" ' 

Little is known about Grossman’s crimes, the body of just one female victim was found in his 

apartment, although there were signs of at least three other people having been dismembered there in 

recent weeks. During World War I, Grossman sold meat on the black market. It is believed the meat 

was the remains of his victims, their bones and other inedible parts being thrown into the river. 

Grossman committed suicide while in custody and, without a statement or confession, the details and 

extent of his crimes remain a mystery. The cases of Haarmann and Kiirten are far more detailed, with 

numerous publications, describing their Hves and crimes, published in the wake of their capture. In 

1925, a year after Haarmann’s execution, Theodore Lessing’s 1925 essay ‘Haarmann: The Story of a 

Werewolf was published in a volume called Monsters o f Weimar. Margaret Seaton Wagner’s The 

Monster o f Dusseldorf: The Life and Trial o f Peter Kiirten was published in 1933, two years after 

Kiirten’s trial and execution. The psychiatrist Karl Berg conducted a series of interviews with Kiirten 

during his imprisonment and his book based on these, entitled The Sadist, was published in 1945."^ 

Most famously, in 1931 Fritz Lang directed the film M, which tells the story of a child murderer Hans 

Beckert (Peter Lorre), who has been hnked to all three Weimar serial killers and in particular Kiirten.

Dubbed ‘The Vampire of Diisseldorf’ by the contemporary media, Kiirten committed a series of sex 

crimes, assaults and murders against adults and children, most of whom were female. His method of 

attack varied greatly; sometimes consisting of a blow to the victim’s head with a hammer, while at 

other times involving rape and post-mortem mutilation. He was found guilty of nine murders and

Korn, Radice and Hawes, Cannibal: The History o f People Eating, p. 188.
See Margaret Seaton Wagner, The Monster of Diisseldorf; The Life and Trial of Peter Kiirten (N.Y.: E.P. 

Dutton and Co., 1933); Theodore Lessing, ‘Haarmann; The Story of a W erewolf, Monsters o f  Weimar (London: 
Nemesis Books, 1925); Karl Berg, The Sadist (London: Heinemann, 1945).
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seven attem pted murders. In his interviews with Dr. Berg he claimed his motives were entirely based 

on sexual pleasure. Kiirten also claimed that he derived great sexual pleasure from the pubUc and 

media response to his crim es."^ From 1919 to 1924, Fritz Haarmann, referred to by the press as ‘The 

Butcher o f Hanover’, committed at least twenty four murders, and possibly many more. Haarm ann’s 

victims were young male vagrants and male prostitutes, whom he would bring back to his apartment 

and then kill, sometimes by biting through their throats in a sexual frenzy. Rumour had it that 

Haarmann would then peddle meat from the bodies of his victims as black market pork, but there is no 

evidence to support this claim.

Haarm ann’s case and trial created a great m edia sensation. The disclosure that he had insinuated 

him self into the police’s investigations and was even for a time one of their informers on the case was 

greeted with particular outrage. The various publications based on Harrmann and the recent discovery 

of the records o f his psychiatric examinations reveal the level of confusion and anxiety which 

H arrm ann’s sexuality and, more specifically, his gender identity caused those involved in the case. 

Descriptions of his personality as manipulative yet desperate for sympathy and attention com bine with 

images o f his physical characteristics, which were described as both male and female. As one recent 

com m entator describes him:

W hilst body was strong and coarse, it was also slightly feminine and his speech 
“was like the querulous voice of an old woman.” The killer’s almost constant 
defensiveness and em barrassm ent was reflected in his automatisms and stereotypes: 
the wiggling of his behind, the licking o f his hps - even the constant bhnking of his 
eyes. Haarmann loved ‘fem inine’ pastimes, such as baking and cooking, but would 
smoke strong cigars at the same time."^

In present-day analyses, the crimes of Haarmann and Kiirten are frequently interpreted as a direct 

result o f the devastating effects of the Great W ar"^, despite the fact that both killers claim ed their 

motivations were purely sexual and neither had actually engaged in fighting during the war. Certainly, 

the socio-cultural and economic contexts of the time are not insignificant in these cases; the emphasis 

on cannibalism  for example may well be linked to the social and psychological desperation and 

depravation o f post-war Germany. A lthough it should be pointed out that only the Karl Grossman case

Berg, The Sadist, p. 204. Kiirten claimed the sight of blood was integral to his sexual stimulation and that the 
number of stab wounds on his victims differed due to the fact it sometimes took longer to achieve orgasm.

The German film Der Totmacher (The Deathmaker, 1995) is based on these records.
Gilbert, Alexander, ‘Fritz Haarmann: The Butcher of Hannover’, The Crime Library, 

http://www.crimelibrary.com/serial_killers/history/haarman/index_l.html, accessed 1 Dec. 2007. See also 
Lessing, ‘Haarmann: The Story of a Werewolf.

For example see Brian Lane and Wilfred Gregg, The Encyclopedia O f Serial Killers (New York City: 
Berkley Book, 1992) and World’s Most Infamous Crimes and Criminals, Anonymous (N.Y.: Gallery Books, 
1987).
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seems to have any evidence supporting these allegations of cannibalism  - the others appearing to be 

more a m atter of conjecture based on the savagery of Haarm ann’s and KUrten’s crimes and the food 

shortage and general economic strain of the period.

Interestingly, the lack o f emphasis placed on the overt sexual and gender elements o f these cases 

corresponds with the majority o f art criticism which focuses on the Lustmord paintings o f W eimar 

artists such as Dix and Gross, which are predominantly read as commentaries on the violence of the 

Great W ar, as though the violence they depict must mean ‘m ore’ than sexual violence. If the 

sensational and highly publicised crimes of Haarmann and Kiirten did to some extent inspire these 

paintings it is also rather telling that despite the fact that Haarm ann’s victims were all male and 

Kiirten’s victims were both male and female adults and children, the victims of Lustmord depicted by 

W eimar artists were always women. The reasons for this are manifold. Like W estern art’s favouring 

of the female nude, these depictions of Lustmord automatically assign sexual significance to the 

female body. The difference is that in this case the sexual significance is shot through with extreme 

violence. More specifically, these images of sexual violence against women may be connected to the 

W eimar artists’ paintings of lascivious and syphilitic-ridden prostitutes, which, when viewed 

consecutively, form a moralistic narrative that punishes the prostitute’s spiritual and physical 

corruption by a ‘fittingly’ sexuahsed and debased death.

Considering the ideological similarities between these W eim ar painters’ representation of the 

‘syphilitic prostitute’ and Hitler’s commentary on the subject, it is more than a little ironic that Hitler 

saw the work of artists such as Dix and Grosz as itself a form of syphilis, “the morbid excrescences of 

insane and degenerate men.” It was a “disease”, a “plague” and “spiritual m adness”, “the prostitution 

of art” and a symptom of the nation’s “inner decay” :

Everywhere we encounter seeds which represent the beginnings of parasitic 
growths which must sooner or later be the ruin of our culture. In them, too, we 
can recognize the symptoms of decay of a slowly rotting world. W oe to the 
peoples who can no longer master this disease!” ^

For Hitler, both syphilis and degenerate art threatened the purity, vitality and masculinity o f the nation. 

The dissemination of an alternative “art” was a means of tackling both - the art of the propagandist:

Thus, by the use of all propagandist means, the question of com bating syphilis 
should have been made to appear as the task o f the nation. Not just one more task.
To this end, its injurious effects should have been thoroughly hammered into 
people as the most terrible misfortune, and this by the use of all available means,

Hitler, Mein Kampf, p. 235.
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until the entire nation arrived at the conviction that everything - future or ruin - 
depended upon the solution of this question.'**

Hitler was not the only one who deemed it necessary to declare an all-out propaganda war on syphilis 

and its social ills. Throughout post-war Europe and America, governments and community projects 

aimed to wipe out syphihs and other venereal diseases with vast information program mes."’ In 

America, these programmes began in earnest during the New Deal era, gathering further momentum 

with the outbreak of the Second World War. While syphilis was viewed as a social crisis during 

peacetime its escalation and its effect during wartime was positively catastrophic. Making casualties 

of soldiers before they even reached the frontline, it hampered the war effort considerably. During the 

Great War Sassoon, referring to himself in the third person, noted its results on other men who were 

less abstinent than himself, “At any rate his body was strong and healthy; he wouldn’t be ‘fading 

away’ to the Venereal Hospital like so many of the ‘reinforcements,’ unlucky victims of a ‘last night 

on the town’ before ‘going out.’” '^° By the next war the problem of venereal disease had reached even 

greater proportions and the means of dealing with it involved adopting the rhetoric and imagery of war 

itself. Like present day terms ‘War on Crime’, ‘War on Drugs’ etc., this War on VD assumed that the 

most effective way to solve social problems was with warlike aggression. Terms like “blitz the 

brothels”, “smash the prostitution racket” and “stamp out syphilis” made the inherent violence of the 

authorities’ attitude clear, they also suggested that the target of this violence was women rather than 

men and, more specifically, the prostitute rather than her client. (Fig. 3.6) The reason for this 

disproportionate focus on women - be they referred to as good-time girls, pick-ups, loose women or 

prostitutes - was of course the longstanding assumption that men were naturally more sexually driven 

than women and therefore less accountable for their sexual encounters. This double standard was 

clearly evident in the propaganda images which represented women as the spreaders of VD and men as 

their hapless victims. Like Hitler’s image of the syphilitic prostitute ,“let loose on the rest of 

humanity”, one ‘information’ poster from 1940 shows a woman in a red dress and provocative pose, 

looming in front of the globe, with the words “Venereal disease covers the earth” . (Fig. 3.7) Other 

posters were more sinister than apocalyptic, depicting women lurking on street comers or dark 

alleyways, stalking their prey who was invariably an upright young man in an army or navy uniform. 

(Fig. 3.8) In an ironic inversion of the reahty of wartime (and peacetime) sexual violence, men were

” *Ibid.,p . 228
The British government generally tried to avoid the issue, with the 1916 Venereal Diseases Act, which made it 

slander to imply that anyone was infected with VD, still in force. However the VD rates hit such epidemic 
proportions that in October 1942 a campaign was finally begun. John Costello, Love, Sex and War: Changing 
Values, 1939-1945  (London: Collins, 1985), pp. 328, 127.

Sassoon, D iaries 1915-1918, p. 136.
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continually represented as the victims of sexually predatory females. Because of their inherent evil 

and their uncanny ability to only ever carry VD and never actually suffer the symptoms, the women in 

these images were quite clearly intentionally infecting men.'^'

Within the context of wartime hostilities in particular, this paranoia and suspicion surrounding the 

subject of VD and female sexuality accommodated a view of women as the enemy on a covert mission 

to entrap, enfeeble, dominate and ultimately destroy men. Feeding off and into rumours that women 

were being used by the other side to spread VD, some posters showed women loitering and/or 

soliciting with messages like “Warning: These enemies are still lurking around.” This paranoia was by 

no means limited to strange women or pick-ups. Even wives, fiances and mothers could not be trusted, 

for if they were not morally or sexually loose, they were often verbally loose, sinking ships with their 

idle talk. Some poster campaigns seemed deliberately designed to drive a wedge between men and 

women; breeding insecurity and mistrust, they warned men, “You may think she’s just your ‘gal’ but 

she may be everyone’s pal.” (Fig. 3.9) Combining a woman’s patriotism with her sexual fidelity and 

her betrayal in love with the act of a traitor, these propaganda posters were a part of a much broader 

modernist socio-cultural and political aesthetic, in many ways initiated by the gender pohtics the Great 

War, which linked the bloodlust, duplicity and malevolence lurking in the heart of all women with the 

downfall of civilisation and masculinity.

Despite imbuing female sexuality with such a mythical status, many government agencies dealt with 

this threat in a very straightforward manner. One of the most prosaic, yet chilling, responses was 

America’s establishment of the Social Protection Division (SPD) of the Office of Community War 

Services, a wartime home front programme operating between 1941 and 1946. Its official mandate 

was to assist “communities affected by defense production and the war to provide community 

s e r v i c e s . A l o n g  with some forays into providing recreation for soldiers based near home, the health 

and welfare of the home front was its major concern. However, as Karen Anderson has noted, the SPD 

soon expanded its “health program into a purity campaign” dedicated to the search for “incipient and 

confirmed sex dehnquents” who “not coincidentally happened always to be women.” '̂  ̂ One of the

Admittedly, many o f these images used the figure o f the prostitute as a symbol o f VD; she will often have the 
word “gonorrhoea” or “syphilis” written on her as a means o f signifying that she is an embodiment o f  the disease 
rather than a representation o f  a single prostitute. However, the slippage between the symbolic female figure of  
VD and real-life prostitutes made such a distinction quite immaterial and still suggested that women were the 
carriers o f the disease and its knowing spreaders.

Records o f  the Office o f Community War Services [OCWS] (Record Group 215), 1940-48. 
http://www.archives.gOv/research/guide-fed-records/groups/215.htmI#215.3.3, accessed 15 Jun. 2007.

Anderson, Karen, Wartime Women: Sex Roles, Family Relations, and the Status o f  Women During World War 
II (London: Greenwood Press, 1981), p. 104. While juvenile delinquency and the crimes associated with it had 
emerged as a growing concern during, as well as before, the war years, one o f its underlying anxieties was the 
broader issue o f  changing social morals, more specifically attitudes to sexual activity. Not surprisingly, this
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most extrem e methods used to control the VD problem  was to curtail wom en’s public and private 

liberty. Any woman suspected of prom iscuous behaviour could be incarcerated and tested for VD 

although she may have broken no laws.'^“* In effect, such laws collapsed the distinction between the 

so-called ‘street w alker’ and a woman walking on the street and thus all women were treated 

accordingly. W omen were effectively policed off the streets; their sexuality itself a crime.

Like B ritain’s Contagious Diseases Act in the late nineteenth century, the SPD VD cam paign’s 

attempts to regulate w om en’s independence and punish signs of overt female sexuality were mirrored 

in the ideological ‘m essages’ o f serial killers such as Jack the Ripper. The convergence of such 

m isogynistic edicts o f the law with the crimes o f a serial sex killer would reoccur with the attacks of 

Peter Sutcliffe from 1975 to 1980, when women were ‘advised’ by the police, as well as the press, to 

stay o ff the streets of Leeds, Bradford and M anchester. In a reaction to this double-sided prohibition 

on w om en’s public liberty, a feminist press release from 1979 articulated many wom en’s sense of the 

frustration and injustice:

The police are telling women to stay in at night. W hy should women stay in at 
night when they have done nothing wrong? W e should have a curfew on men, and 
the right to defend ourselves so that all women can walk at night without fear.'“̂

Indeed, despite the fact that women had “done nothing wrong” , the insinuation of such curfews was 

that these crimes were caused and/or provoked by female sexuality and thus the most effective way to 

deal with them  was to tighten control on women. In the glib ‘advice’ of another sexual serial killer, “If 

these wom en w eren’t by them selves, that would stop a lot of rapes and murders.” Whi le the 

principal m otivation of this desire to control and regulate wom en’s freedom and female sexuality may 

appear to be based on misgivings about the destructive nature of male desire and its uncontrollable 

potential, underlying this is an em battled masculine subjectivity which feels a profound sense of 

anxiety towards a modem  society which is deemed hostile. The following comments by serial sex 

m urderer Ed Kemper, in which he attempts to explain why he targeted young female hitchhikers, 

highlight this sense of male anxiety:

concern focused far more on the behaviour of women and girls than men or boys. As a result of America’s 
stepped-up wartime programme for venereal disease control on the home front (under the auspices of the SPD), 
the laws defining morals charges became increasingly broad and vague. Disorderly conduct became 
“endangering moral, safety or health” and vagrancy could include lewd, wanton or lascivious speech or 
behaviour. Some states imposed a curfew on girls below a certain age; others had laws which made it illegal for 
“unescorted” women to be served in a bar after eight o’clock in the evening.

Ibid., pp. 96, 103-4.
Bland, ‘The Case of the Yorkshire Ripper -  Mad, Bad, Beast or Male?’ in Femicide: The Politics o f Woman 

Killing, p. 238.
Unidentified serial killer in interview, Ressler, Burgess and Douglas, Sexual Homicide: Patterns and Motives, 

p. 23.
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These girls weren’t more than children, 1 suppose, but 1 felt [...] that they were old 
enough to know better than to do the things they were doing [...] out there 
hitchhiking, when they had no reason or need to. They were flaunting in my face 
the fact that they could do any damn thing they wanted [...]. It was just something 
that would get me a little uptight, the thought of that, them feeling so safe in a 
society where I didn’t feel safe.'^’

In this scenario, women’s apparent confidence to move about this hostile environment only highlights 

Kemper’s sense of besieged masculinity further. In an attempt to remedy this, he turns women into 

victims so he is not one, converting his own sense of vulnerability into another’s terror. It is, in effect, 

a frighteningly literal version of Carol J. Clover’s interpretation of gender representation in the modem 

horror film, which posits the equation that in order for a man to be able to weep a woman must “be 

made to wail uncontrollably.” '̂ *

This interpretation of modem society as a hostile environment can be understood with reference to 

Simone de Beauvoir’s interpretation of Hegel, in which “we find in consciousness itself a fundamental 

hostility towards every other consciousness; the subject can be posed only in being opposed.” 

Despite their philosophies’ apparent incompatibility, there is a similar concept of identity formation in 

the Nietzchean insistence on the struggle for power as the ultimate determent of all human action. As 

Susanne Kappeler notes, such interpretations of the human experience are “not encouraging to 

progressive political philosophies.” ' '̂’ However, they do coincide with Christopher Lasch’s reading of 

contemporary society’s “culture of competitive individualism” which carries “the logic of 

individualism to the extreme of a war of all against all.” '^'

This sense of a society at war with itself, while undoubtedly connected to the rise of a capitalist culture 

based on the survival of the economically fittest, was also the product of the traumatic social and 

psychological upheavals of World War One, just some of which have formed the subject of this 

chapter. The Freikorps paramilitary armies of Weimar Germany, some of whom would become 

members and, indeed, leaders of the Nazi Party were one of the most potent examples of this belief in 

an etemal war; a war that was continued through the psychic will of the combat veteran. As one 

Freikorps member phrased it, “People told us that the War was over. That made us laugh. We

Ed Kemper in Leyton, “Hunting Humans", p. 69.
Clover, Carol J., Men Women and Chainsaws: G ender in the M odem  H orror Film  (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 

U.P., 1992), p. 105.
de Beauvoir, Simone, The Second Sex (1949), trans. H. M. Parshley (London: Penguin, 1972), p. 17.
Kappeler, The Pornography o f  Representation, p. 217.
Lasch, Christopher, The Culture o f  Narcissism  (London: Acabus, 1980), pp. 21-23.

169



ourselves are the War.” '̂  ̂ This perpetual war was closely associated with ideas of manliness, as Dora 

Apel explains, “For the extreme rightists of the Freikorps, the rhetoric of manliness went as far as it 

could go in constructing an eternally mobilized soldier.”’^̂  The concept of masculinity as “an eternally 

mobilized solider” has taken many other forms in the decades after the war and right through the 

twentieth century. Yet, I would argue that in order to legitimate the existence of such a figure there 

must be a corresponding figure of an ‘eternally immobilized enemy.’ This enemy has, likewise, 

appeared in numerous forms: one of the most prevailing has been women.

The atmosphere of fear, paranoia and insecurity fostered by such an ongoing covert war can be linked 

to Fussell’s interpretation of the psychological dynamics of trench warfare and “its collective isolation, 

its ‘defensiveness’, and its nervous obsession with what ‘the other side’ is up to”:

Prolonged trench warfare, whether enacted or remembered, fosters paranoid 
melodrama, which I take to be a primary mode in modem writing. Mailer, Heller,
Pynchon are examples of what I mean.'^"*

Despite the potentially feminising implications of terms like “nervous obsession” and “paranoid 

melodrama”, Fussell’s selection of writers epitomizing this “primary mode in modem writing” are in 

fact among those most closely associated with a distinctly masculine and heterosexual voice in post- 

Second World War literature. While the centrality of sex antagonism in modernist and post-modernist 

texts as a whole does not go unmarked by Fussell, there is a curious gender blindness in his summation 

of these writers’ contribution to articulating the horror of war. Reiterating his belief in the Great War’s 

continuing effect on the modem consciousness, Fussell writes:

The Great War detaches itself from its formal location in chronology and its 
accepted set of causes to become Great in another sense -  all-encompassing, all- 
pervading, both internal and external at once, the essential condition of 
consciousness in the twentieth century.

As such, not only all war writing but also all writing is in effect a variation on the theme of the Great 

War. As commentators like James Campbell have argued, such interpretations are already highly 

problematic in light of the fact that Fussell, like a great many other critics, interprets the experience of 

the Great War solely from the combatant’s viewpoint, and by implication assigns alternative 

experiences to the realm of irrelevance; they are not in other words part of the “essential condition of

Quoted in Robert G. L. Waite, Vanguard o f  Nazism: the Free Corps M ovement in P ostw ar Germany, 1918- 
1923 (N.Y.: W.W. Norton, 1952), p. 42.

Apel, ‘“Heroes” and “Whores”: The Politics of Gender in Weimar Antiwar Imagery’: 367.
Fussell, The Great War and Modern M emory, p. 76.
Ibid., p. 321.
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consciousness in the twentieth century.”'^* The gender implications of this reading are obvious but, in 

his interpretation of what constitutes truly great war writing, Fussell goes even further. He argues that, 

with the “virtual disappearance of the concept of prohibitive obscenity, a concept which has acted as a 

censor on earlier memories of ‘war’” , writers like Pynchon and Mailer can reveal “for the first time the 

full obscenity of the Great War.” ^̂ ’ As it turns out, the full obscenity of war and its adequate 

expression are closely associated with negative and frequently violent representations of female 

sexuality.

In Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow, Fussell finds the scenes between the female prostitute, Katje 

Borgesius, and one of the novel’s ‘heroes’. Brigadier General Pudding, a perfect example of a 

contemporary writer’s “adequate remembering and interrogating” of the obscenity of the Great War.'^* 

In scenes with, as Fussell puts it, “language and details that may turn our stomachs”. Pudding is 

flagellated by Katje, also known as the Mistress of the Night, while he drinks her urine and eats her 

excrement:

The stink of shit floods his nose, gathering him, surrounding him. It was the smell 
of Passchendaele, of the sahent, mixed with the mud and the putrefaction of 
corpses, it was the sovereign smell of their first meeting and her emblem.

Interpreting Katje as an enigmatic assemblage of war symbols, “she is at once Death, Fear, ruined 

Youth, and the memory of all these [...] she is the muse of Pudding’s war memory”, Fussell goes on to 

describe the passage as

a fantastic scene, disgusting, ennobling and touching, all at once. And amazingly 
rich in the way it manages to fuse literal with figurative. The woman is both Katje 
and the Mistress of the Night, credible in either identity both a literal filthy slut in 
1945 and the incarnation of the spirit of military memory in all times and places.'”*®

It seems that Fussell finds nothing problematic in Pynchon’s association of female sexuality with shit 

and putrefying corpses: indeed, the term “filthy slut” is his own. Whether or not Pynchon is dealing in 

a highly misogynistic polemic appears to be irrelevant. The reasoning behind Fussell’s failure, or rather, 

his decision not to note the ease with which traumatic military memories are converted into violently 

misogynistic sexual nightmares, is twofold. It is in part based on the theory that the representation of

See Campbell, “Combat Gnosticism: The Ideology o f First World War Poetry Criticism”, N ew Literary 
History 30:1 (1999): 203-215, 203. “[ .. .]  mainstream criticism o f First World War poetry, most conspicuously 
Paul Fussell’s The Great War and M odem  Memory, has formed itself around a certain set o f aesthetic and ethical 
principles that it gamers from its own subject.”

Fussell, The Great War and M odem  Memory, p. 334.
Ibid.
Pynchon, Thomas, G ravity’s Rainbow  (N.Y.: Viking, 1973), p. 231.
Fussell, The G reat War and M odem  Memory, p. 333.
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Katje is not wholly literal, rather it is a fusion of “literal with figurative” and as such it is more or less 

absolved o f such criticism. Yet, even if  an admission is made that Pynchon’s depiction o f female 

sexuality, in its more literal representation, is m isogynistic this still remains ostensibly immaterial to 

the ‘broader’ reading because Pynchon is ‘m erely’ using misogyny as a necessary if crude artistic tool. 

He is borrowing from a vast store o f previous imagery and language depicting female sexuality in order 

adequately to convey the obscenity of war. Indeed, the image of female sexuality as both a “filthy slut” 

and “the spirit o f military memory” was perfectly captured almost forty years earlier in an award- 

winning 1936 cartoon by C. H. Bachelor, produced as a response to the threat of a Second W orld War. 

(Fig. 3.10) The image shows a corpse-like prostitute named “W ar” standing at a brothel door, 

attempting to lure a young man named “Any European Youth” to her bed. She tells him, “Come on in, 

I’ll treat you right. I used to know your Daddy.” She, hke Katje, “is at once Death, Fear, ruined Youth, 

and the memory o f all these.” Yet, she is also quite clearly a “filthy slut” ; more specifically, a disease- 

ridden prostitute dealing devastation and death to every man she meets.

O f course, it is not in the least surprising to find that many com m entators dechne to analyse or even 

note the transference of war imagery to sexual imagery, so all-pervasive are the assumptions behind 

the linking of the two. One of the most common tropes invoked in this ‘im aginative’ association 

between war and sex is the concept of rape. In reality, rape has always been a part o f war although it 

has until recent times been largely overlooked by official government and military powers. As one 

com m entator notes “rape is a crime o f domination and war has everything to do with dom ination.” ''*'

In wartime propaganda the im plications o f this sexual threat are both literal and symbolic and its 

imagery slips easily between the two. Some propaganda posters inciting men to enlist depict the 

nation as a woman under threat, charging the soldier with the task of protecting her honour. Other 

propaganda im ages and stories represent the wartime rape of lands and nations in a far m ore literal 

manner, attem pting to rouse pity, anger and most im portantly support for the war effort by cataloguing 

atrocities com m itted by the other side. Although rarely explicitly named as such, rape is continually 

insinuated in these narratives, where “W omen are m urdered and w o r s e . A m o n g  the most obvious 

implications o f this representation o f rape and warfare is the definition of an entire nation as effectively

Goldstein, War and Gender, p. 363. And, as Goldstein goes on to point out, like other acts o f sexual violence, 
rape during war has a number o f motivations apart from the domination and humiliation o f the victim, “revenge 
for Russian soldiers in Berlin in 1945, frustration for U.S. soldiers in Vietnam, ethnic cleansing in Bosnia” being 
just some. (p. 362)

This statement is from a propaganda poster by the artist David Wilson, ‘The Hun and the Hom e’ (c 1918), 
Dangerfield Printing Co., Ltd., London.

172



raped and thus feminized by the invasion o f hostile forces. Another is the underlying assum ption that 

wom en are the booty of war and will be defended or defiled accordingly.

An additional and noteworthy result of this slippage between literal and symbolic rape in w ar rhetoric 

is the copious production of morally justifiable images o f extreme sexual violence. One such image is 

Louis Raem akers’s 1916 propaganda cartoon, which features a woman, presumably dead, slumped on 

her knees and bound to a stake in a semi-crucifixion pose. (Fig. 3.11) Two long knives or swords are 

stabbed into each of her breasts, while a third has been thrust between her legs, quite possibly, into her 

vagina. The fact that this is not a literal representation, or at least not solely a literal representation, is 

m ade clear by a piece of paper pinned on her chest with the two swords, which reads “Belgium .” Yet, 

the very literalness o f this violent labeling suggests she may be ‘just a wom an’ after all, who has been 

turned into a symbol of the nation by the men who have violated and murdered her. Their 

transform ation o f her into this symbol m ay be understood as a reduction o f her as an individual and 

thus as an enabling process to the violence they commit on her p e r s o n . A  dead infant is by her side 

and in the background are three men in top hats and great coats. One of them is pointing to the prone 

figure of the woman and saying “W hy couldn’t she submit? She would have been paid well.” W hile 

the symbolic significance of this statement may be associated with Belgium ’s attitude to German 

invasion and occupation, the far more immediate and palpable reading is that this woman has been 

sexually assaulted and murdered because she would not ‘sell herse lf sexually. The them es of 

prostitution, rape, sexual murder all coalesce to create this symbolic image of a nation ravaged by war.

The dead child by the wom an’s side is a stark reminder of the creative potential of female sexuality 

and its destruction through the devastating effects of war. Such an image acts as a counterpoint to the 

concept o f war as a potentially creative force, hkened to the fertility of women. M ore specifically, this 

type of sexually violent propaganda may be linked to the post-war work of artists like Otto Dix, who 

turned from drawing Futurist, almost celebratory, images of warfare to painting prostitutes and victims 

of sex-murders. As one commentator claims these latter images show the “perversion of [the artist’s] 

wartime view - w ar no longer creative/procreative but war as rape.” '"^ The apparent non-reproductive 

sexuality o f the prostitute, the rape victim and the victim of sexual murder are thus reconfigured as 

symbols o f w ar’s destructive nature. W hile the latter is deemed culturally specific the others are 

sym bohc or at least not significant enough to be the artist’s real subject matter. Preferring to consign 

graphic images o f rape and sexual m urder to the realm of the symbolic, female sexuality, and violence

This physical labeling o f a victim is a tactic used by some sexual serial killers. The message, “She a beach 
[sic]” for example, was written on the inside thigh o f the first victim of South African serial killer, M oses Sithole. 
{Beeld, Oct. 31,  1996)

Hart, David M., ‘Otto Dix (1891-1969): Life and death in the Trenches’, 7 Nov. 2003 
http://homepage.mac.com/dmhartAVarArt/StudyGuides/Dix.html, accessed 16 Jun. 2007.
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against it, become representative of something else, something other than itself - be it a ravaged nation, 

the spirit of military memory or the destructive force of war itself. Thus female sexuality is given a 

mythical status thereby seemingly transcending social realities. This mythical status extends from 

archetypal victimhood to supreme evil. Remarking on artistic developments in post-World War One 

Germany, Tatar notes the:

Extraordinary artistic investment in representing women as creatures of 
overpowering sexual evil endowed with a subversive power that threatened not 
only the integrity of the masculine subject but also the stabihty of the entire social 
order.

This tremendous artistic investment in the representation of women and female sexuality as profoundly 

evil is equally prevalent in the work of artists of the post-World War Two era. Assigning his female 

characters self-damning dialogue worthy of August Strindberg, in his 1965 novel. An American Dream, 

Norman Mailer’s Deborah Rojack, in a moment of drunken sincerity, admits to her poor bedeviled 

husband, “I’m evil if truth be told. But I despise it, truly I do. It’s just that evil has power.”’"*̂

3. CASE STUDY: NORMAN MAILER’S WAR BY OTHER MEANS

Not surprisingly perhaps, Fussell singles out Norman Mailer as another “contemporary novelist” who 

expresses the full obscenity of the war, conceiving “a close relation between perverse sexual desire, 

memories of war, and human excrement.” He describes “a scene analogous” to Pynchon’s 

coprophagic orgy from Mailer’s An American Dream, “only here the memories are of the Second 

World War”: “After recalling the sadistic bloody details of his shooting of four Germans in Italy, 

Stephen Rojack proceeds to sodomize the ‘kraut’ Ruta.” '"**

Rojack walks in on his wife’s maid, Ruta, as she lies in bed masturbating, her fingers like “a team of 

maggots at her open heat.” '"*’ As he sodomizes her, the dirt - or as Siegfried Sassoon might have 

referred to it, the “mire” - of this act and its smell reminds him of sewers and poor European allies. 

Ruta, “hungry, like a lean rat”, emits the subde smell of “monomaniacal determination” and 

“something tender as flesh but not at all clean, something sneaky, full of fear, but young, a child in 

s,oiled pants.” These olfactory sensations cause Rojack to tell Ruta, “You’re a Nazi”, though he 

knows not why. He then realises that, “There was a high private pleasure in plugging a Nazi, there was

Tarar, Lustmord, p. 10.
Mailer, An American Dream, p. 38.
Fussell, The G reat War and M odem  Memory, p. 333.

“** Ibid., p. 334.
Mailer, An American Dream, p. 43.
Ibid., p. 45.
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something clean despite all.” '^' Given examples such as this, it is quite amazing that Fussell should 

claim that the work of World War Two writers “maintains the standard contract between vulnerable 

flesh and iron’s threats to it, but purged of homoerotic elements.” '^̂

It is also rather surprising that Fussell describes this sodomy as taking place after Rojack recalls “the 

sadistic bloody details of his shooting of four Germans”, when in fact it is immediately preceded by 

Rojack’s murder of his wife, D e b o r a h . R u t a  claims to have begun masturbating when aroused by 

what she believed to be the sound of Rojack and Deborah having sex in the other room. It was in fact 

the sound of Rojack strangling his wife to death.

After being with Ruta, Rojack returns to his wife’s dead body and notices “her bowels had voided” 

leaving “a stingy fish-like scent in the air, not unreminiscent of Ruta.” Considering the possibility of 

being apprehended for the murder, he realises that “If I missed on this one it was the electric chair for 

sure, I had a wistful sadness now I had not tried to cast a baby into Ruta -  she might be the last woman 

for me.” '̂ "̂  Rojack had had this same regret earlier, immediately after sodomizing Ruta, when in a 

“cloud of oppression” he thought of how his “seed was expiring in the wrong field.” '̂  ̂ In its filth and 

futility, the non-procreative act of sodomy is like the spilt seed/blood of the soldier who dies in a 

foreign land for nothing, “expiring in the wrong field.” Like Wilfred Owen’s ‘Disabled’ veteran, with 

“blood for seed”'"®;

He’s lost his colour very far from here.
Poured it down shell-holes till the veins ran dry.
And half his lifetime lapsed in the hot race
And leap of purple spurted from his thigh.

There are of course homosexual imphcations to Mailer’s representation of sex as non-procreative act 

associated with filth and human waste. In the act of sodomy the “wrong field” can be male or female. 

Indeed, the assumed ‘wrongness’ of the act may be compounded by the non-procreative 

‘unnaturalness’ of sex between men and what Edward Carpenter referred to as that “special act with 

which they are vulgarly credited.” Of course, the act of sodomy between two men entails a man being 

penetrated and as Leo Bersani has argued, if imagining male anal intercourse seems intolerable to 

some this stems from certain prevailing notions about sexual intercourse in patriarchal Western society:

Ibid., p. 45.
Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, p. 307. 
Ibid. p. 334.
Mailer, An American Dream, p. 5 1.
Ibid., p. 50.
Owen, ‘1914’, Poetry o f  the Great War: An Anthology. 
Owen, ‘Disabled’, The Poems o f  Wilfred Owen.
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To be penetrated is to abdicate power [...] It is the self that swells with 
excitement at the idea o f being on top, the self that makes of the inevitable play 
o f thrusts and relinquishm ents in sex an argument for the natural authority of one 
sex over the other.”

M ailer’s own shifting attitude to male homosexuality has been well recorded, not least of all by 

h i m s e l f . A s  one com m entator notes, “appending homosexuality to ‘evil’ or subversive characters 

was standard fare for many Am erican writers during the Cold W ar.” '^° Norman M ailer’s writing was 

no exception to this. In his first m ajor work, the W orld W ar Two novel The N aked and the Dead  

M ailer presents the reader with the figure of General Cummings, a Fascistic reactionary and repressed 

hom osexual, whose only pleasure is in power. His nihilistic philosophies of a militarist society, in 

which m ight makes right, sim ultaneously attract and disgust Captain Hearn, a reformist and Harvard- 

educated figure, who is the novel’s most obvious M ailer surrogate. Attempting to reappraise his 

construction of this villainous and sadistic homosexual type in his 1954 essay ‘The Homosexual 

V illain’, M ailer writes:

At the time 1 wrote those novels [The Naked and the Dead  and Barbary Shore] [...]
1 did believe - as so many heterosexuals believe - that there was an intrinsic 
relation between hom osexuality and ‘evil’, and it seemed perfectly natural to me, 
as well as symbolically just, to treat the subject in such a way [...]  W hat 1 have 
come to realize is that much of my homosexual prejudice was a servant to my 
aesthetic needs.'*'

A num ber o f commentators have argued that The Naked and the D ead  is not really a ‘war novel’ at all. 

This o f course brings up the issue of what exactly constitutes war writing. The point here is perhaps 

that The N aked and the Dead  is not in any sense a realist or ‘traditional’ com batant’s war novel, in that, 

for example, it has very few battle scenes. W hat is more significant is that such commentators have 

suggested that the novel is in fact a “prophetic vision o f the America that will follow the war”, an 

Am erica divided between “the spiritually ‘naked,’ who insist upon hving life as a romantic quest for

Bersani, Leo, ‘Is the Rectum a Grave?’, AIDS: Cultural Analysis/Cultural Activism, vol. 43 (Winter, 1987): 
217.

Most notably the essay ‘The Homosexual Villain’ in Advertisements for Myself {\959), a piece of writing he 
would later refer to as ‘ ‘the worst article I have ever written.” In the same year as the publication of. The Naked 
and the Dead (1948), the defining sexual event of the period occurred with the publication of the Kinsey Report, 
one of the report’s most controversial and sensational findings was the level of homosexual proclivity in men. It 
stated that 46% of the male subjects had “reacted” sexually to persons of both sexes in the course of their adult 
lives, and 37% had at least one homosexual experience. (Kinsey, A.C., W.B. Pomeroy, C.E. Martin, Sexual 
Behavior in the Human Male, (Philadelphia, PA: W.B. Saunders, 1948), p. 656). Interestingly, in a 
contemporary review of The Naked and the Dead, the New York Times referred to the novel as “virtually a 
Kinsey Report on the sexual behaviour of the GI.” Dempsey, David, The New York Times, May 9, 1948.

Belletto, Steven, ‘The Zemblan Who Came in from the Cold, or Nabokov’s Pale Fire, Chance, and the Cold 
War’, English Literary History, 73.3 (2006): 775-776, n. 16.

Mailer, ‘The Homosexual Willmn', Advertisements for Myself (N.Y.-. Putnam, 1959), pp. 223, 227.
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ultimate values, and the spiritually ‘dead,’ who embrace the killing blandishments of wealth and 

power.” The fact that Mailer, in his provisional reassessment of his prejudicial attitude to 

homosexuality, found a failing in apportioning this spiritual deadness to the homosexual villain. 

General Cummings, does not render this reading of Mailer’s novel invalid. Yet, there is much in the 

novel to suggest that while Cummings’ repressed homosexuality makes him a psychotic reactionary, 

his understanding of gender relations, and in particular the role of women in men’s lives, is close to 

Mailer’s own. This is nowhere more apparent than in the pre-eminence Cummings places on all-male 

relationships and his rejection of the feminine: “the average man always sees himself in relation to 

other men as superior or inferior, women play no part in it. They’re an index, a yard stick by which to 

measure superiority.” '̂  ̂ The Naked and the Dead, both in its structure and character development, 

follows this philosophy, using its few female characters as a link between the men in the novel; a link 

which, as Susan Gubar observes, helps to differentiate homosocial eroticism from homosexuality, as 

well as delineate modem masculinity: “because literature could no longer define masculinity in 

traditional terms, the women played a tangential but crucial role in their literature, for she was one of 

the few marks left of their virility.” '^

The necessity of defining a masculine self against a feminine other through a display of virility 

remained a primary concern in Mailer’s writing. This necessity is in no way negated by an all-male 

environment. While in the arena of combat this might be in some sense achieved through the 

evocation of the “absent women and [the] whore [as] imagined objects of male desire” '^ ,̂ in other all

male settings violent and predatory homosexuality performs a similar function. Describing the North 

American Prison situation in 1971, Mailer explains how

prison life is a world where everything is homosexual [...] buggery is as 
fundamental to prison as money to social life [...] there is no humiliation more 
profound in prison than to be at the bottom of the order, to be helpless without a 
protector, and usable as a female by nearly every other convict. [...] One’s ass is 
one’s honor in prison. Men commit murder to defend that ass or to revenge it if it 
has been raped [...] one’s ass becomes one’s woman; one’s honor is that she is 
virginal [...] the queers are enforced queers [...] they have been made female [...] 
nowhere is the condition of being a feminine male more despised.

McConnell, Frank D., The R eader’s Companion to American History, ed. John A. Garraty and Eric Foner 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1991), p. 412.

Mailer, The Naked and the D ead  (1948; London: Flamingo, 1993), p. 328.
Gubar, Susan, “T his is My Rifle this is My Gun”: World War Two and The Blitz on W omen’, Behind the 

Lines: Gender and The Two World Wars, p. 254.
Ibid.
Mailer, Prisoner o f  Sex {\91\',QosXon, Mass.: Little, Brown and Co., 1972 ),pp. 123, 119, 122, 123.
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Here, it seems, Mailer is so intent upon accurately portraying the sexual violence and brutality of 

prison existence that his own violent reduction of women - “as usable as a female”, “one’s ass becomes 

one’s woman” - is of no consequence. It merely exists as a means of adequately conveying the attitude 

of the prisoner. Indeed, Mailer himself often uses violent and predatory language as a means of 

describing men’s sexual attitude to women. The most damning and influential critique of Mailer, in 

this regard, remains Kate Millett’s 1970 Sexual Politics, in which she highlights Mailer’s continual use 

of violent imagery in describing women - women are “a bunch of fuggin whores [...] a bunch of dogs 

[...] deer to track” ; men raping women “is a part of life.”'^’ Not surprisingly perhaps, one of the most 

vivid examples of misogynist obscenity in Mailer’s work can be found in his commentary on the 

American militaristic psyche, Why are We in Vietnam? (1967) The novel is a complex first-person 

narrative about an eighteen-year-old boy called D.J., who goes on a hunting trip with his father, only to 

be utterly disillusioned by the older man’s use of hunting tactics, which D.J. judges to be dishonest and 

un-masculine. The violent rhetoric the schizoid D.J. uses in his descriptions of his ideal hunt are 

littered with highly sexualised and misogynistic imagery, butchering an animal killed in the hunt is, for 

example, described as the equivalent to getting a real “good piece of ass.” ' *̂ The novel ends when D.J. 

is about to go to Vietnam in the hope that the ‘hunting’ there will be more in accord with his own sense 

of true masculinity. In one of his numerous reviews of Mailer’s work, Alfred Kazin noted how, “As 

always in reading Mailer’s descriptions of intercourse, one is impressed by how much of a war novelist 

he has remained.” '^’ In defining Mailer as first and foremost a war novelist, Kazin echoes Fussell’s 

concept of the Great War as “the essential condition of consciousness in the twentieth century”; the 

underlying assumption in Kazin’s comment being that sexual violence is a natural outcome of this 

consciousness.

Mailer responded to Millett’s Sexual Politics with The Prisoner o f  Sex, offering his interpretation of 

sexual issues in literature, women’s liberation, and homosexuality. Along with questioning Millett’s 

skills as a hterary critic and defending D. H. Lawrence as more capable of creating believable female 

characters than any woman writer, Mailer attacked feminists’ “dull assumption that the sexual force for 

a man was the luck of his birth, rather than his finest moral product.” '™ And in imagery reminiscent of 

Otto Dix’s prostitute as a huge walking vulva, he describes feminists as “a squadron of enraged 

Amazons, an honor guard of revolutionary (if we would only see them) vaginas.” '^'

Mailer, The Naked and the Dead, p. 169; Advertisements for Myself, p. 314; Kate Millett, Sexual Politics 
(N.Y.: Doubleday, 1970).

Mailer, Why are We in Vietnam? (N.Y.: Putnam, 1967), p. 194.
Kazin, Alfred, quoted in Robert Ehrlich, Norman Mailer: The Radical as Hipster (London: Scarecrow Press, 

1978), p. 140.
Mailer, Prisoner o f Sex, p. 21.
Ibid., p. 13.
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He also accused feminism of being “artfully designed to advance the fortunes of the oncoming 

technology of the state.” ' ’  ̂ In this last comment Mailer comes very close to reiterating the Futurist 

M arinetti’s appraisal of feminism in his famous 1909 manifesto in which, after praising, among other 

things “the destructive act of the anarchist, beautiful ideas which kill, and contempt of women”, 

Marinetti asserts the need to “combat moralism, feminism and all such opportunistic and utilitarian 

acts of cowardice.” ' ’  ̂ Interestingly, Mailer also links feminism with moralism, calling Millett “the 

Battling Annie of some new prudery.” Mailer’s accusations that feminism had ‘sold out’ to 

capitalism and was the vanguard of a new censorious socio-cultural and political agenda can be linked 

to two key pieces of legislation: the Equal Pay Act of 1970, and later in 1975, four years after The 

Prisoner o f Sex, the Sex Discrimination Act. The rising acceptance of contraception and abortion 

during the period are, for Mailer, also linked to a technological interference in what he sees as the 

mystical nature of the sexual act. Like other contemporary revolutionary struggles, such advances in 

women’s liberation are, for Mailer, in fact “not a war to liberate man, but to pollute him by the wastes 

of his vanity, huge scientific vanity now destroying every natural act of nature”, a vast “bureaucracy of 

sex, and the technicians of genetics, its intelhgentsia.” ' ’  ̂ Mailer finally acknowledges that when it 

comes to the demands of feminists he “would agree with everything they asked but to quit the womb.” 

However, for Mailer the womb is a “damnable disadvantage” in women’s social struggle with men. 

Using language and imagery comparable with nineteenth-century medicine or, for that matter, 

medieval medical treatises on the subject, Mailer describes the womb as “a cranky fouled-up bag of 

horror for any woman who would stand equal to a man on modem jobs.” '^̂

Whatever the socio-political and/or psycho-sexual contexts may be in his allying of feminism with the 

crushing machinations of the establishment, by aligning the two. Mailer opens up a position for 

himself not only as an anti-feminist, but also an anti-establishment rebel. His viewpoint remains that 

of the outsider and it is from this embattled position that he gains his moral and artistic legitimacy. 

Like the soldier poets of the Great War, particularly those who were officers, his task becomes a 

struggle to expose the ‘truth’ and it is through this battle that his sexual and social identity is forged. 

Mailer combines the battle for identity with a sense of Romantic quest, as an artist and a man:

Ibid., p. 46.
Marinetti, F.T., ‘Initial Manifesto o f Futurism’, first published in Le Figaro, Paris, Feb. 20, 1909 in Joshua C. 

Taylor, Futurism  (N.Y.; Museum o f Modem Art/Doubleday, 1961), p. 124.
'̂ ‘'M ailer, Prisoner o f  Sex, p. 15. The insinuation behind Mailer’s accusation that feminism is the vanguard o f  
new censorious socio-cultural and political agenda may also be linked to assumptions regarding feminine 
squeamishness which will not allow military memory or indeed male memory to be expressed in, to use Fussell’s 
phrase, its “full appropriate obscenity.”

Ibid., p. 56.
Ibid., p. 60.
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M an’s nature, man’s dignity is tiiat he acts, lives, loves, and finally destroys 
himself seeking to penetrate the mystery of existence, and unless we partake in 
some way, as some part of this human exploration (and war), then we are no more 
than the pimps of society and the betrayers of our self.’’’

As Susanne Kappeler argues, like many other writers of his era, this sense of artistic and sexual quest -  

“this human exploration (and war)” - places Mailer and his literary persona at the centre of his 

narratives:

Mailer, Miller, Bukowski have replaced the death of the author with the author 
becoming the hero/anti-hero in his own text, in quest of sex and his sexuality [...] 
also in a perpetual quest for writing.'’®

Joyce Carol Oates takes this concept of warlike quest in Mailer’s work further, suggesting that:

Mailer’s art is an autobiographical dramatizing of his interior war, the conflict of 
“selves,” the murderous self in perpetual pursuit of the creative self, which he 
cannot help but project outward upon the rest of us.'’’

Reiterating this interpretation, Oates locates in Mailer’s writing a “nihilistic bifurcation of human 

nature, which he has quite needlessly projected outward onto civilization.” '*® However, if this is 

indeed the process Mailer employs in his writing, I would suggest that this outward projection of a 

nihilistic interior war is in fact not needless at all but crucial if he is to create and maintain the position 

of outsider; a position which is untenable if you locate the enemy within. In this scenario, the Mailer 

hero/anti-hero (the two terms are interchangeable) must be immersed in battle against authority, 

whatever or whoever this authority is identified as, be it the American government, capitalism, 

feminism or God: “Ultimately a hero is a man who would argue with the Gods, and so awakens devils 

to contest his vision.” '*' Like Milton’s Satan he transcends “through heroic transgression.” '*̂

Along with the figure of Stephen Rojack in An American Dream, one of Mailer’s most forceful 

expressions of this heroic transgression is in the theory of the “White Negro.” In his 1957 essay of that 

name, Mailer traces the liberating forces behind the African American’s mode of existence. According 

to Mailer, the ‘Negro’ escapes “the prison air of other people’s habits, other people’s defeats, boredom.

Mailer, Advertisements fo r Myself, p. 262.
Kappeler, The Pornography o f Representation, p. 142.
Oates, Joyce Carol, ‘The Teleology of the Unconscious: The Art of Norman Mailer’, Critic, Nov. - Dec. 19"3. 

'*®Ibid.
'*' Mailer, The Presidential Papers (1963; St Albans: Panther, 1976), p. 124.

Cotkin, George, Existential America (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins U.P., 2003), p. 188.
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quiet desperation and muted icy self-destroying rage” by living in the moment and for ills own physical 

pleasure:

The Negro male lives in the present, subsists for the kicks of Saturday night, gives
up the pleasures of the mind for the pleasures of the body to the character and
quahty of his existence in his music.

The intense racism in Mailer’s representation of the black American male is quite evident, supporting 

and perpetuating “the behef that the black man is nothing more than a hypersexual walking phallus of 

such priapean dimensions that his intellectual abilities are secondary to his lascivious nature.” '*'' But 

for Mailer the African American is a model of rebellion; who, denied ‘legitimate’ power and self-

expression, opposes social and political repression by adopting a subversive rule system in which all

situations are equally valid. He is an “outlaw” who “in the cells of his existence” accepts the moral 

wilderness of civilised hfe:

But the Negro, not being privileged to gratify his self-esteem with the heady 
satisfaction of categorical condemnation, chose to move instead in that other 
direction where all situations are equally valid, and in the worst of perversion, 
promiscuity, pimpery, drug addiction, rape, razor-slash, bottle-break, what-have- 
you, the Negro discovered and elaborated a morality of the bottom, an ethical 
differentiation between the good and the bad in every human activity from the go- 
getter pimp (as opposed to the lazy one) to the relatively dependable pusher or 
prostitute. (301)

However, unHke the ‘Negro’, who is guided by his need for “immediate gratification” , the White 

‘Negro’ is more concerned with future power, unleashing the “destructive, the liberating, the creative 

nihilism of the Hip.”(308) By adopting elements of the black culture, the intellectual eUte can make a 

conscious choice to become a “White Negro”, a “philosophical psychopath”, a “hipster”, an urban 

outlaw and adventurer. (296)

While Mailer includes what we may presume to be the female prostitute in this list of morally liberated 

‘Negroes’ (whose relative dependability is, Hke the pusher’s, based on providing her clients with a 

good product) it is clear that the central tenet of his discussion of the ‘Negro’ and White ‘Negro’ is 

based on their identity as male. This is not only evident from his numerous references to the “Negro 

male”, and the hipster as ‘he’, but from the sexual nature of the crimes they indulge in and/or

Mailer, ‘The White Negro’, Advertisements fo r  M yself { \9 5 9 ‘, London: Flamingo, 1994), pp. 293-294. Unless 
otherwise stated all quotes from ‘The White Negro’ are from this edition and will be referenced in the body o f  
the text.

Samuels, Herbert, ‘Race, Sex, and Myths; Images o f African American Men and W omen’, Humboldt- 
Universitdt zu Berlin, http://www2.hu-berIin.de/sexology/GESUND/ARCHIV/SEN/CH21.HTM, accessed 17 Jul. 
2007.
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appreciate. Both are the essence of the “sexual outlaw” who, unlike the “square”, can “appreciate the 

aesthetics of rape” '*̂ :

To a square, a rapist is a rapist. Punish the rapist, imprison him, be horrified by 
him and/or disinterested in him, and that is the end of the matter. But a hipster 
knows that the act of rape is a part of life too, and that even in the most brutal and 
unforgivable rape, there is artistry or the lack of it, real desire or cold compulsion 
and so no two rapists nor no two rapes are ever the same.'*®

In a variation on Cohn W ilson’s concept of sexual excitement and the orgasm as “the nearest man gets 

to God”, “as if the spirit itself becomes erect and becomes capable of penetrating the meaning of 

life” '*̂ , Mailer posits the theory that for the “philosophical psychopath” the “orgasm is his therapy.” 

And it is this never-ending quest for the ultimate orgasm which drives the psychopath:

At bottom, the drama of the psychopath is that he seeks love. Not love as the 
search for a mate, but love as the search for an orgasm more apocalyptic than the 
one which preceded it. (300)

This love, “as the search for an orgasm”, cannot be realised without the emptying of hatred, which 

finds its most compelling expression in violence and murder: “The psychopath murders - if he has the 

courage - out of the necessity to purge his violence, for if he cannot empty his hatred then he cannot 

love, his being is frozen with implacable self-hatred for his cowardice.” (300) Like W ilson’s outsiders, 

be they killers or artists. Mailer’s hipsters “experience drives and tensions that alienate them from the 

rest of society, they possess the courage to satisfy these drives in defiance of society.” '** Conscious of 

the problematic nature of such a proposal. Mailer gives the following example, which in the original is 

entirely in parenthesis:

It can of course be suggested that it takes little courage for two strong eighteen- 
year-old hoodlums, let us say, to beat in the brains of a candy-store keeper [...]
Still, courage of a sort is necessary, for one murders not only a weak fifty-year-old 
man but an institution as well, one violates private property, one enters into a new 
relation with the police and introduces a dangerous element into one’s life. The 
hoodlum is therefore daring the unknown, and so no matter how brutal the act, it is 
not altogether cowardly. (300)'*®

’*̂  Crain, Caleb, ‘Stormin’ Norman: How a nice Jewish boy from Brooklyn grew up to be you-know-who’. The 
New York Review  o f  Books, 19 Dec. 1999.

Mailer, ‘The White N egro’, Advertisem ents fo r  M yself ( N . Y Putnam, 1959), p. 314.
'*’ Wilson, Misfits, p. 45.
'** Wilson, The Outsider, p. 64.

While Mailer addresses this theory o f  violence and murder in the political, he undoubtedly has an interest in 
these crim es’ aesthetic quality. This links ‘The White Negro’ to De Quincey’s ‘On Murder’, although, unlike 
Mailer’s work, De Quincey’s essay does not contain the pseudo-mystical concept of the potency or aesthetics o f  
violence to act a psychological or cultural salve.
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In short, murder becomes a courageous and a revolutionary act because it attacks not just the 

individual victim but what that victim is deemed to represent. The candy-store keeper is a symbol of a 

capitalistic bourgeois “institution”, beating in his brains “violates private property.” However, Mailer 

adds a proviso to such expressions of revolutionary violence, arguing that “one must know one’s 

desires, one’s rages, one’s anguish, one must be aware of the character of one’s frustration and know 

what would satisfy it.” (304)

Many serial murderers claim this knowledge of themselves, knowing what they hate and what they 

desire, they too find an adequate representation of this in their chosen victims:

I knew when I did it, it was wrong to do it. I wanted to destroy her because of 
what she represented. I never knew her personally. I knew what she 
represented,'^

They often make claims that their actions go beyond mere murder to include a broader social 

commentary: “It wasn’t just death I wanted. It was, like I said, something of a social statement in there 

too.” '^' As discussed earlier, in his study of serial killing and mass murder, Elliott Leyton reiterates 

rather than challenges this reading of the serial killer, suggesting that their kiUing, “far from mere 

pleasure, [is] a kind of sub-political protest.” ’’  ̂ Leyton goes on to suggest that while serial killers who 

target prostitutes do so in the guise of enforcers of a bourgeois moral code, the “nature of [the] 

homicidal protest” of killers like Kemper and Bundy, who attack middle-class young women and girls 

who are not prostitutes, is different.’’  ̂ Their private war is against a system they feel alienated and 

excluded from and they wage this war by “destroying the most vulnerable and beautiful ‘possessions’ 

of those who excluded him.”” '* As Kemper phrased it, “my little social statement” was that “I was 

destroying only society’s finest young girls.” '^̂  Such socio-pohtical equations can be in turn linked to 

the concept of women as war booty, only in this case the war takes the form of informal hostilities 

against an undefined enemy, vaguely referred to as “society.”

A variation on this concept and one of its most infamous examples can be found in the claims of author 

and prominent civil rights leader, Eldridge Cleaver, who in his collection of essays. Soul on Ice, 

described his rape of white women as “an insurrectionary act. It delighted me that I was defying and 

trampling upon the white man’s law [...] defihng his w o m e n . C l e a v e r ’s ‘use’ of the white woman,

Berkowitz, David, in hcyion,"Hunting Humans", p. 218.
Kemper, Ed, in hcylon,"Hunting Humans", p. 69.
Leyton, “Hunting Humans", p. 25.
Ibid., p. 365.
Ibid., p. 87.
Kemper, in Leyton, Hunting Humans, pp. 71, 70.
Cleaver, Eldridge, Soul on Ice (N.Y; McGraw-Hill Book, 1968), p. 14.
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having “started out practicing on black girls in the ghetto”, is also an example of the assertion made by 

The Naked and the Dead 's  General Cummings that “the average man always sees himself in relation to 

other men as superior or inferior, women play no part in it. They’re an index, a yard stick by which to 

measure superiority.” Cleaver was an admirer of Mailer and referenced his ‘White Negro’ essay a 

number of times in his writing, which, as one commentator claims, he found to be “a stirring 

sexualized call to mihtancy for the symbolically ‘castrated’ black male.” '^’ Mailer was, in turn, a 

supporter of Cleaver and, along with a number of other influential members of the intellectual 

community, successfully petitioned for his parole from Folsom prison in 1965 after serving an eight 

year sentence for the armed assault and attempted rape of a nurse in a parking lot.

For Mailer, the ‘Negro’ male’s experience of everyday life is a form of warfare, a state of justifiable 

paranoia and violence:

Any Negro who wishes to live must live with danger from his first day, no 
experience can ever be casual to him, no Negro can saunter down a street with any 
real certainty that violence will not visit him on his walk. The cameos of security 
for the average white: mother and the home, job and the family [...] are 
impossible. The Negro has the simplest of alternatives: live a Ufe of constant 
humiliation or ever-threatening danger. In such a pass where paranoia is as vital 
to survival as blood, the Negro stayed alive [...] Knowing in the cells of his 
existence that life was war, nothing but war, the Negro [...] could rarely afford the 
sophisticated inhibitions of civilization. (293)

Without the seemingly obvious disadvantages and societal disenfranchisement of the ‘Negro’, the 

hipster nonetheless “absorbed the existentialist synopses of the Negro” to become a White ‘Negro’, an 

“urban adventurer” who consciously rejects his “cameos of security”, of “mother and the home, job 

and the family” and sets out “at night for action with a black man’s code to fit [his] facts.” (293) 

Borrowing from his construction of the black male as urban outlaw and combining this with the 

concept of war as the enduring condition of mankind - which Philip Gibbs had described as “caUing 

out the primitive barbarism which has been overlaid by civilized restraints, Uberating the brute which 

has been long chained up by law and the social code of gentle life” - Mailer’s hipster cultivates a 

“warrior psyche”'^* which he carries with him onto the mean streets of peacetime America. However, 

the reasons why a young white American male should share these same feelings of social alienation, 

uncertainty and paranoia are not explored by Mailer in any great depth. Nonetheless it is possible to 

deduce a number of interrelated possibilities.

Ross, Andrew, No Respect: Intellectuals and Popular Culture (N.Y.: Routledge, 1989), p. 89.
For an excellent exploration of the warrior psyche see Sam Keen, Faces of the Enemy (San Francisco: Harper 

and Row, 1986).
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Near the essay’s opening, Mailer refers to how “A stench of fear has come out of every pore of 

American life”, the result of which is “a collective failure of nerve.” (291) This fear and lack of nerve. 

Mailer argues, has in part been brought about by the Second World War and the knowledge it brought 

of the depths of man’s inhumanity. He couples this with the “psychic havoc” caused by the 

indiscriminate and meaningless nature of mass death, be it by atomic war or concentration camp. (290) 

Yet, behind Mailer’s generalities about “American life” and a sense of “collective failure” Hes a far 

more specific crisis of mascuHnity.'®® Describing American society as a “civilization founded on the 

Faustian urge to dominate nature by mastering time, mastering the links of social cause and effect”. 

Mailer interprets the indiscriminate deaths of the Second World War as a massive psychological blow; 

“our psyche was subjected itself to the intolerable anxiety that death being causeless, life was causeless 

as well.” (291) Thus, being “deprived of cause and effect”, the aftermath of war had created a 

“crippled and perverted image of man.” (291) What Mailer does not draw attention to is that the 

indiscriminate mass deaths he refers to were more readily meted out to the civilian population of 

warring nations rather than soldiers. Civilian fatahties, which in World War One accounted for 15% of 

total deaths, had, by World War Two, risen to 67% (including Holocaust victims). During the Vietnam 

War the civilian fatalities accounted for 90% of all deaths. Yet, Mailer’s anti-Vietnam War 

commentaries focus almost exclusively on the loss of American soldiers’ lives.

Such high numbers of noncombatant deaths, which included many thousands of women and children, 

changed the face of war forever and if, as Barbra Ehrenreich claims, “warfare and aggressive 

masculinity have been [...] mutually reinforcing cultural enterprises”^®', then the soldier/warrior’s 

sense of meaninglessness in the face of indiscriminate death has as much to do with his loss of agency 

in the creation of that death - “deprived of cause and effect”- as his feeling of vulnerability. In light of 

these facts, it could be argued that Mailer’s attempt to turn the post-war American male into a self- 

appointed soldier in an undeclared peacetime war is an attempt to reinstate a sense of manhood in the 

American male by reclaiming his “aggressive masculinity” through ritualistic acts of violence, which 

were once primarily the preserve of wartime. Arguing that “if society was so murderous then who 

could ignore the most hideous questions about his own nature” (291), Mailer’s undertakes turning this 

crushing knowledge into power. For the white American male this power resides in the realisation that 

he has the liberty and freedom to act as murderously as he deems society to be. But Mailer goes

199 ‘“xhe (Jewish) White Negro”: Norman Mailer's Racial Bodies’ Andrea Levine makes an interesting 
argument that Mailer’s attention to the idea o f the ‘Negro’ is in part based on negative cultural assumptions 
regarding the male Jewish body as “feminised.” An assumption made all the more potent by the traumatising 
mass deaths o f the Holocaust. MELUS, vol. 28, no. 2, Haunted by History (Summer, 2003), pp. 59-81.

Statistics from http://w'ww.world-war-2.info/statistics/, accessed on 1 Aug. 2007. This trend o f high civilian 
causalities has continued with the “low intensity” wars of the late twentieth century such as Ivory Coast, Somalia, 
Sudan, Liberia, East Timor and the former Yugoslavia where civilians constitute over 90% o f the dead.

Ehrenreich, Blood Rites, p. 129.
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further. He combines the threat of “instant death by atomic war” and the “relatively quick death by the 

State” with “slow death by conformity.” (291) This latter fate is by far the most undesirable and so the 

hipster realises that in order to escape this destiny

the only life-giving answer is to accept the terms of death, to live with death as 
immediate danger, to divorce oneself from society, to exist without roots, to set out 
on that uncharted journey into the rebellious imperatives of the self. In short, 
whether the life is criminal or not, the decision is to encourage the psychopath in 
oneself, to explore that domain of experience where security is boredom and 
therefore sickness. (292)

With more than a passing resemblance to the asocial, outsider status of the Romantic artist, Mailer 

envisions the hipster’s flight into selfhood and regained masculinity as a fight against the strictures of 

an emasculating society. It is a freedom, as Ehrenreich has argued, with its roots in a post-war male 

culture of “escape -  literal escape from the bondage of breadwinning”, a part of “the nightmare anomie 

of the pop psychologist’s vision: a world where other people are objects of consumption, or the chance 

encounters of a ‘se lf  propelled by impulse alone.” °̂̂  Freeing himself from the suffocation of the 

dehumanising and emasculating forces of capitalism, suburbia, domesticity, femininity and community 

and its corollaries of religious and moral systems of thought. Mailer’s white American male can 

“journey into the rebellious imperatives of the self.” But as the violent excesses of Mailer’s 

descriptions suggest, the philosophical psychopath’s freedom is not a hermit-like rejection of society, it 

is a conscious and wilful attack on it, which, in its more extreme manifestation, takes the form of the 

assault, rape and murder. Rather than succumb to the “stench of fear” that comes “out of ever pore of 

American life”, Mailer’s urban outlaw adds to it, echoing the Freikorps’ assertion, “We ourselves are 

the War.” Yet, rarely are the truly disenfranchised to be counted amongst the ranks of Mailer’s 

hipsters. Just as Ed Kemper felt he lived “in a society where [he] didn’t feel safe”, so Mailer’s hipster 

senses a hostility in his environment, where white masculinity is no longer a guarantee of social 

superiority, and so, in order to feel ‘safe’ (that is, superior), he projects that sense of hostility outwards 

onto society as a whole or onto individuals who are judged to be its embodiment, be they middle-aged 

candy-store keepers or middle-class white women.

The linchpin of Mailer’s proposition in its entirety is the concept of a Romantic quest, whether it is 

referred to as “seeking to penetrate the mystery of existence” or “the search for an orgasm more 

apocalyptic than the one which preceded it.” This quest opens up new possibilities for the adventurer:

Ehrenreich, Barbara. The Hearts o f  Men: American Dream s and the Flight from  Commitment (Garden City; 
N.Y.: Pluto Press, 1983) p. 182.
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The unstated essence of the Hip, its psychopathic brilliance, quivers with the 
knowledge that new kinds of victories increase one’s power for new kinds of 
perceptions. (292)

For Mailer, this palpably sexual anticipation of new kinds of victories and new kinds of perceptions 

leads to a greater level of self-understanding which is the key component of creativity. The potential 

creativity of transgression becomes the greatest form of artistic achievement, be that achievement in 

the act of writing or simply self-invention. As Mailer states, in reference to his essay: “a prime virtue 

of ‘The White Negro’ may be in the number of heresies it c o m m i t s . I n  this way, the essay itself 

becomes not only an assertion of the creative value of transgression but a prime example of it. 

Mailer’s advocacy of transgression as an essential artistic quality is the central tenet of both his 

aesthetic and socio-cultural philosophy. The figure of the male as outsider, outlaw, fighter and killer 

and the narrative of his rebeUious moral hberation has remained a pivotal concern of his writing, from 

Advertisements for Myself (1959), An American Dream (1965) and Why Are We in Vietnam? (1967) to 

Tough Guys Don’t Dance (1984), Portrait o f Picasso: As A Young Man (1995), Oswald’s Tale: An 

American Mystery (1995), The Gospel According to the Son (1997) and most recently his fictional 

chronicle of Adolf Hitler’s boyhood. The Castle in the Forest (2007), which has been described in a 

New York Times review as “Mailer’s most perfect apprehension of the absolutely alien.

Unquestionably, the most unambiguous and often problematic example of Mailer’s focus on the figure 

of the male as outsider and outlaw is his literary as well as personal interest in real-life murderers. His 

1979 Pulitzer Prize-winning ‘true-life’ novel about Gary Gilmore, The Executioner’s Song, is the most 

celebrated example of this preoccupation. Gilmore had spent a considerable part of his early life in 

juvenile crime facilities and, later, prison, for crimes that varied from shoplifting and armed robbery to 

assault and battery. In 1976 he was arrested in Utah, for the murder of two men. Max Jensen, an 

employee at a self-service petrol station, and Ben Bushnell, a motel manager. Despite their 

compliance with Gilmore’s demands for money, he shot both men in the head at point-blank range. 

Although found guilty and sentenced to death, it was expected that Gilmore’s sentence would be 

commuted to life in prison. He, however, insisted on receiving the death penalty and was executed by 

firing squad in 1977, becoming the first person in the United States to be executed for almost a decade.

Mailer undoubtedly found his own aesthetic and social-cultural concerns resonate in Gilmore’s 

troubled and rebellious youth and his ultimate transgression in an act of murder. As Mark Edmundson

Mailer, ‘Notes to Reflections on the Hip’, Advertisements for Myself (London: Flamingo, 1994), p. 311.
Siegel, Lee, New York Times, 21 Jan. 2007.
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argues, “Part of Mailer’s fascination with Gilmore surely owed to his resemblance to the figure of the 

psychopath described in ‘The White Negro’ twenty years b e f o r e . H o w e v e r ,  it is in Gilmore’s 

resolve to be executed rather than imprisoned that Mailer finds the true quality of the philosophical 

psychopath, for it is in saying ‘yes’ to his own death that Gilmore earns his powerful and tragic status 

in Mailer’s narrative. And it is in forcing the hand of the State to carry out its apparently empty threat 

of execution that Gilmore is elevated to the rank of genuine revolutionary, having “absorbed the 

existentialist” schema of the hipster outlaw and, in a very public manner, exposed as well as rebelled 

against the bogus system of the law.

The Executioner’s Song is a very detailed account of the opinions and thoughts of those involved in the 

case, including Gilmore himself, relying almost entirely on written testimonies, diaries, letters and 

taped interviews. Early on in the novel, Mailer sets up an image of Gilmore as a serial killer in the 

making, describing a police interview in which Gilmore is asked if he would have gone on killing if he 

had not been caught; a question which Gilmore responds to in the affirmative.^®* Many critics initially 

viewed it as a departure, often as a welcomed departure, from what had been seen as Mailer’s tendency 

to over-identify with his subject. Yet, as more recent critics have pointed out, the work does in fact 

engage with, and in many ways adhere to. Mailer’s own aesthetic and socio-cultural beliefs. This is 

evident not only in Mailer’s exacting attention to Gilmore’s troubled youth and his later defiance of 

authority regarding the final death penalty judgment but in the representation of his victims. While the 

actual murders are dealt with in decidedly fleeting way, the victims and their families are given equally 

short shrift, not just in the hmited attention they receive but the way they are represented. As 

Edmundson notes, the passages that deal with the Jensens and Bushnells tend to present the lives both 

families lead before the murders as vaguely hopeful yet rather blithe. For example, on the morning of 

his murder, Mrs. Jensen waves her husband goodbye as he drives away; watching him go out of sight 

“left her mind free to think of one and then another of the small things she must do that day.” '̂’’ In 

light of the events that follow, such commentary represents the victims and their famihes’ concerns as 

petty and they themselves as naive and unworldly, “perhaps a little smug.” °̂* Gilmore’s murders 

invade their sense of security and disrupt their obhvious way of hfe. Unlike Gilmore, and his much 

abused girlfriend, Nicole Baker, they “live without an awareness of life’s tragic possibilities.” '̂® It 

seems that the Jensens and Bushnells are not aware of what Mailer describes in ‘The White Negro’ as 

the “intolerable anxiety that death being causeless, life was causeless as well”; instead their existence

Edmundson, Mark, ‘Romantic Self-Creations: Mailer and Gilmore in “The Executioner’s Song’” , 
Contemporary Literature, vol. 31, no. 4. (Winter, 1990): 436.

Mailer, The Executioner’s Song (Boston: Little, 1979), p. 57.
Mailer, The Executioner’s Song, p. 216.

208 Edmundson, ‘Romantic Self-Creations: Mailer and Gilmore in “The Executioner’s Song’” : 443. 
Ibid.
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is one “where security is boredom and therefore sickness.” On the other hand, Gilmore, despite the 

tragedy and pain involved, reahses, albeit unconsciously, that

the only life-giving answer is to accept the terms of death, to live with death as 
immediate danger, to divorce oneself from society, to exist without roots, to set 
out on that uncharted journey into the rebellious imperatives of the self. In short, 
whether the life is criminal or not, the decision is to encourage the psychopath in 
oneself. (292)

Gilmore proves his acceptance of “the terms of death” and his own willingness to engage with them 

not only in his determination to receive the death penalty but also in his murder of others. It is, above 

all else, in this context that the reader may well, as Edmundson puts it,

be suspicious of how readily The Executioner’s Song yields to an analysis that
calls forward so many of Mailer’s key preoccupations and “finds” a shape in
Gilmore’s career that the author of “The White Negro” might have desired for his 

210own.

While the authorities in The Executioner’s Song, be they psychiatrists, social workers, lawyers or 

prison wardens, are represented as incapable of coming up with an adequate description of Gilmore or 

an explanation for his actions. Mailer’s own text, and its philosophical underpinnings support a reading 

of Gilmore that is strikingly in accord with Mailer’s own earlier writing on the hipster/outlaw.^" In 

this sense, the book afforded Mailer the opportunity to prove literature’s superior ability to forge 

meaning (albeit a submerged one) out of what was for other rationalising discourses seemingly 

inexplicable. In writing The Executioner’s Song, Mailer addressed both his social and aesthetic 

theories, merging his concept of high art as thrilling and potentially destructive force with the 

dangerous and exciting challenge of violent criminality. Undoubtedly, Mailer saw this Pulitzer Prize 

winning work as a part of a high-literary canon exploring the life and crimes of real-life murderers. 

Speaking of Gordon Bum’s study of Peter Sutcliffe, “Somebody’s Husband, Somebody’s Son", Mailer 

describes how, “The tone is arresting. It is as if Thomas Hardy were also present in the writing of this 

account of the Yorkshire Ripper”, and predicts that it is “a book which will with some justice be 

compared to In Cold Blood and The Executioner’s Song.”^̂ ^

Yet there is ultimately an air of dissatisfaction in The Executioner’s Song’s narrative. Part of the 

novel’s story involves tracking how media producer Lawrence Schiller buys the rights to Gilmore’s 

story and what he does with them. There is a sense of a quest in this narrative; a quest that goes 

beyond merely attaining story rights. Both Schiller and the novel’s narrative want Gilmore’s story to

Ibid., 444 -445.
Ibid., 445.
Mailer, publicity blurb on cover jacket of Gordon Bum’s "Somebody's Husband, Somebody’s Son”; The 

Story o f Peter Sutcliffe (London: Heinemann, 1984).
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add up -  to have an inner significance and truth. Just as Mailer’s ‘White Negro’ contextualises male 

violence within a broader socio-political commentary. The Executioner’s Song attempts to ground 

Gilmore’s violent murders in a number of contexts that will shed light on the workings of the male 

criminal mind and draw attention to the social and personal factors that lie behind Gilmore’s acts. 

Gilmore’s sexuality and his relationship with his mother are two of the main themes both Schiller and 

the novel emphasise as significant factors in his metamorphosis into a violent and homicidal criminal. 

As Annalee Newitz explains, in Schiller’s interviews with Gilmore and Mailer’s retelling of them in 

the novel, both want more from Gilmore than a straightforward confession of his crimes:

Somehow, if they could just get him to explain what he wanted to kill and be 
killed, the real truth about everything might be revealed. In search of this truth,
Schiller and his assistants frantically try to find out about Gilmore’s homosexual 
experiences in prison and his relationship with his mother.^'^

But Gilmore is resistant to these tactics and insists his mother was a good woman and that he had no 

homosexual sex in prison. The novel describes one of these episodes in the following manner:

[Schiller] took his last crack at the question they could not get Gilmore to respond 
to. “I believe you had rough breaks,” said Schiller. “You got into trouble and had 
a temper ... but you weren’t a killer. Something happened. Something turned you 
into a man who could kill Jensen and Bushnell, some feeling, or emotion or 
event.” “I was always capable of murder,” said Gilmore.^''*

In its utter lack of personal revelation and its rejection of implicating wider social contexts, this is 

clearly not the response Schiller or Mailer wanted. In the final stages of the novel. Mailer describes 

Gilmore’s execution and his autopsy, which tells of how one of the medical team dissected Gilmore’s 

corpse by making an incision from behind the left ear all the way across the top of his head and then 

grabbing the scalp and pulling “the whole face down below his chin until it was inside out like the 

back of a rubber mask.” '̂  ̂ Harkening back to pseudo-scientific concepts such as phrenology, Mailer’s 

text quite literally attempts to look inside Gilmore’s head - to, as Newitz phrases it, get “under his skin, 

to see what is ‘truly there.’” But, as Newitz goes on to say, this attempt to retrieve answers from 

Gilmore’s dead body are as futile as Mailer and Schiller’s efforts to know the Hving Gilmore, “Trying 

to know Gilmore intimately finally leads to a complete knowledge of his physical death, and little 

else.”2‘̂

Newitz, Annalee, Pretend We ’re Dead: Capitalist Monsters in American Pop Culture (Durham, NC and 
London: Duke U.P., 2006), p. 24.

Mailer, The Executioner’s Song, p. 906.
Ibid., p. 983.
Newitz, Pretend W e’re Dead, p. 25.

190



The Gilmore case is only one of a number of instances where Mailer would apply his liberating 

narrative of the existentialist criminal to a real-life model. Of course, as a unique test of America’s 

capital punishment system, Mailer’s interest in the Gilmore case has, arguably, some justification 

beyond his own preoccupation with the philosophical psychopath. The same may also be said for his 

championing of Eldridge Cleaver, who was an African American civil rights activist as well as a 

violent criminal and rapist. However, Mailer’s interest in another convicted criminal, the murderer 

Jack Henry Abbott, seems to have been purely on the grounds of Abbott’s artistic potential, and it is in 

this model that we perhaps come closest to an understanding of Mailer’s literary as well as cultural 

schema.

Abbott was one of Gilmore’s prison mates in Utah State Prison. When he heard that Mailer was 

writing a novel about Gilmore he sent the author an unsolicited letter suggesting that he could act as a 

sort of in-house consultant for the Gilmore s t o r y . A s  Mailer writes, he “wanted to warn me [...] that 

very few people know much about violence in prisons. No author he had ever read on the subject 

seemed to have a clue [...] If I were interested, he felt he could clarify some aspects of Gilmore’s life 

as a convict.” '̂* Obviously keen to get his facts straight. Mailer took up Abbot’s offer. He was 

decidedly impressed with Abbott’s correspondence: “Abbott’s letter was intense, direct, unadorned, 

and detached, an unforgettable combination.” "'’ After that first letter, a vigorous correspondence 

between the two began, with Mailer receiving, on average, about two letters a week for the next three 

years. All told, the letters exceeded 2,000 pages of text which addressed every facet of prison life and 

more.^^° As Mark Gado writes, “In his descriptions of prison life, Abbott was brutally graphic. He 

spoke with the voice of experience and was able to provide an eyewitness account of what life was like 

for a prisoner of the state.

Abbott had actually begun writing to famous authors with letters to Jerzy Kosinski. However, they fell-out 
after a period of time as Kosinski became offended by what he saw as Abbott’s apologia for a life of crime: 
“Don’t tell me that you know the truth of life and society - the industrial, American society, that is - because at 
the age o f 12 it had turned you into a criminal,” Kosinski wrote, “Hundreds of thousands o f  young Poles, 
Russians, Jews, Ukrainians, Germans, Greeks and others survived World War II when they were 12 - and in 1945 
I was one o f them. The war was western society at its most barbarous. It was a hell o f hells, a terror o f  terrors, a 
gas chamber o f life’s emotions [...] and when the war ended and we were, like you once were, all 12 years old, 
none o f us became criminals.” Quoted in Michiko Kakutani, The New York Times, 20 Sept. 1981. Soon after this, 
Abbott began writing letters to Norman Mailer instead.

Mailer, Introduction to Jack Henry Abbott, In the Belly o f  the Beast (1981; London: Hutchinson and Co., 
1982), p. ix.

Ibid., p. x.
Gado, Mark, ‘Jack Abbott: From the Belly o f the Beast’, Crime Library, 

http://www.crimelibrary.eom/notorious_murders/celebrity/jack_abbott/4.htmI, accessed 20 Jul. 2007.
Ibid.
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Abbott had spent most of his troubled youth in detention centres and reform schools. In 1965, while 

serving a five year sentence for forgery he stabbed and killed a fellow inmate and was sentenced to 

three to twenty years in the Utah State Penitentiary. Part of his sentence was spent in solitary 

confinement where he underwent devastating psychological torture. As he once wrote to Mailer:

You sit in solitary confinement stewing in nothingness, not merely your own 
nothingness but the nothingness of the world. The lethargy of months that add up 
to years in a cell, alone, entwines itself about every “physical” activity of the 
living body and strangles it slowly to death.^^^

Mailer was quite evidently enraptured by Abbott’s skills as a writer, as he later wrote, “I felt all the 

awe one knows before a phenomenon. Abbott had his own voice. I had heard no other like it.”^̂  ̂ And 

he was convinced that “If he gets out, we may yet have a new writer of the largest stature among us, 

for he has forged himself in a cauldron and still has half the world to discover.”^̂ '*

During the spring of 1980, armed with this belief in Abbott’s talents as a writer. Mailer decided that he 

would support his release on parole. He also got some of Abbott’s letters published in the New York 

Review o f Books, and convinced Random House to publish a book composed of the letters Abbott had 

written him:

Out of Abbott’s letters came an intellectual, a radical, a potential leader, a man 
obsessed with a vision of more elevated human relations in a better world that 
revolution could forge.

It seemed Abbott was the living embodiment of Mailer’s White ‘Negro’, a philosophical psychopath, a 

talented visionary, a rebel outcast from a repressive society that had attempted to crush rather than 

nurture his special talent. There may also be something to the notion that Mailer saw in Abbott an 

opportunity that he had missed with Gilmore, who not only proved a resistant subject to Mailer’s 

literary intentions but whom he had never actually met, having been hired to work on The 

Executioner’s Song by Lawrence Schiller after Gilmore’s e x e c u t i o n . T h e r e  was also, as Mailer 

admitted later, a considerable element of vanity involved in his championing of Abbott, whom Mailer 

quite obviously viewed as his literary prodigy, claiming that Abbott had “the makings of a powerful

Abbott, Jack Henry, In the Belly o f  the Beast, p. 44.
Mailer, Introduction to Abbott, In the Belly o f  the Beast, p. x; Mailer finishes his introduction to Abbott’s 

book with the following, “I love Jack Abbott for surviving and for having learned to writes as well as he does.” 
(p. xvi).
 ̂ Ibid., p. xvi.

Ibid., p. xi.
Mailer based his Gilmore dialogue on Schiller’s extensive interview tapes. It is quite possible that Mailer may 

also have been somewhat envious o f the fact that Truman Capote had interviewed and got to know the murderers, 
Richard Hickock and Perry Smith, for his 1965 “non-fiction novel” In Cold Blood.
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and important American writer and I have encouraged him in that direction.”^̂ ’ Indeed, there is a 

certain similarity of vision in Mailer’s and Abbott’s literary output. In the following quote from 

Abbott’s book, In the Belly o f the Beast, a book which Mailer was instrumental in having published, 

one can see how its subject and stylistic tenor resonates with Mailer’s own. In the following passage 

Abbott describes how to take revenge on a fellow prisoner. It is worth quoting in full:

Here is how it is: You are both alone in his cell. You’ve slipped out a knife (eight-
to ten-inch blade, double-edged). You’re holding it beside your leg so he can’t see
it. The enemy is smiling and chattering away about something. You see his eyes:
Green-blue, liquid. He thinks you’re his fool: he trusts you. You see the spot. It’s
a target between the second and third button on his shirt. As you calmly talk and
smile, you move your left foot to the side to step across his right-side body length.
A light pivot toward him with your right shoulder and the world turns upside
down: you have sunk the knife to its hilt into the middle of his chest. Slowly he
begins to struggle for his life. As he sinks, you will have to kill him fast or get
caught. He will say “Why?” Or “No!” Nothing else. You can feel his hfe
trembling through the knife in your hand. It almost overcomes you, the gentleness
of the feeling at the center of a coarse act of murder. You’ve pumped the knife
several times without even being aware of it. You go to the floor with him to
finish him. It is like cutting hot butter, no resistance at all. They always whisper
one thing at the end: “Please.” You get the odd impression that he is not imploring
you not to harm him, but to do it right. If he says your name it softens your
resolve. You go into a mechanical stupor of sorts. Things register in slow motion
because all your senses are drawn to a new height. You leave him in the blood,
staring with dead eyes. You strip in your cell and destroy your clothing, flushing
it down the toilet. You throw the knife away. You jump under the showers. Your 

1 ■ '’ ■’ 8 clanty returns.““

Like Rojack’s murder of his wife, Deborah, in An American Dream, Abbott’s description of murder is 

shot through with sexual significance; he describes the act of murder as drawing his senses to a new 

height, he suggests that the victim, at some level, participates willing in their own death, and he feels a 

sense of clarity in the aftermath of the killing. As Abbott goes on to write, “A knife is an intimate 

weapon. Very personal”, and while “not killing in physical self-defense, you’re killing in order to live 

respectably [...] moral s e l f - d e f e n s e . T h i s  notion of killing as moral self-defense can, of course, be 

linked to theories regarding the serial killer’s ‘need’ to kill for self-esteem or as “a defence against 

impending psychotic ego rupture”. Reading Abbott’s intimate and sexualised description of 

stabbing in light of Mailer’s own infamous attack on his second wife, Adele Morales, in 1960 - 

stabbing her in the back and chest with a dirty three-inch penknife - one can only speculate as to

Mailer, quoted in Gado, ‘Jack Abbott: From the Belly o f  the Beast’, Crime Library, accessed 20 Jul. 2007.
Abbott, In the Belly o f  the Beast, p. 76. The use o f the possessive in Abbott’s phrase, “He thinks you’re his 

fool”, hints at a sexual relationship o f subordination and ownership, reminiscent of Mailer’s own description of 
politics in the prison system. Abbott was homosexual and did have numerous sexual relationships with fellow  
inmates, whom he referred to as his “women.”

Ibid., p. 75.
Masters, Killing fo r  Company, p. 262.
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Mailer’s thoughts on Abbott’s comments. As a result of this stabbing, Mailer spent a 17 days in a 

psychiatric ward and was given a probationary sentence. After the event, he was left a notorious 

reputation and a feeling that, as he has stated recently, “It’s something I’ll probably never write about. 

I’ve never felt ready to write about it.”^̂ '

Apparently, Mailer is resistant to the idea that in many ways he already has written about the event, or 

at least written about it as he would wish to remember it, as the near-mystical actions of an 

existentialist psychopath acting in “moral self-defense.” Certainly, part of his own concept of the 

White ‘Negro’ includes the supposition that violence, be it rape, assault or murder can be creative.

Paralleling this is the theory that all true creativity is a form of transgression and that the artist is as a

result a “physic outlaw.” On reaction to his publisher’s rejection of The Deer Park because of “six 

salacious lines Mr. Mailer would not remove,” he proclaimed, “I felt something shift to murder in me. 

I felt ... that I was an outlaw, a psychic outlaw, and I liked it.”^̂  ̂ It seems Mailer’s conception of 

himself is one which continually expresses itself in terms that call upon such images of criminality and 

murder. This tendency is again evidenced in a recent interview in which he describes his mother:

If she had a fault, it was her blind loyalty. I mean, if I climbed up on a tower in
Texas and shot 18 people she’d say, “What did these people do to Norman to
make him do that?”" ^

Yet, considering Mailer’s own representation of the overpowering evil of Deborah Rojack in An 

American Dream, one wonders if he did not on some level share his mother’s feelings when, on 

hearing news of her son’s stabbing of his wife, she lamented, “if only Norman stopped marrying these 

women who make him do these terrible things.

Others have proved as ready to posit Mailer in the role of psychopathic murderer as he himself has 

been, although he may not always approve of the way in which it is done. Commenting on Mailer’s 

Prisoner o f  Sex in the New York Review o f Books, his long-standing sometimes-friend and always- 

nemesis. Gore Vidal declared, “There has been from Henry Miller to Norman Mailer to Charles 

Manson a logical p r o g r e s s i o n . I n  this admittedly melodramatic comparison, Vidal is not, of course, 

suggesting that the acts of real-life murderers are necessarily inspired by the violence and misogyny of 

writers Hke Miller and Mailer but that they share a certain cultural milieu. However, the “logical

Mailer, quoted in ‘Norman Mailer and Gunter Grass: Remembrance o f  Things Past’, New York Times, 29 Jun. 
2007.

Mailer, in James B. Simpson, Sim pson’s Contemporary Quotations (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1988). 
Mailer in interview with Ramona Kovalon on Radio National’s Books and Writing, broadcast on September 1, 

2000.

Manso, Peter, M ailer: His Life and Times (N.Y.: Simon and Schuster, 1985), p. 334.
Vidal, Gore, quoted in Michael Mewshaw, ‘Vidal and Mailer’, South Central Review, vol. 19, no. 1. (Spring, 

2002): 11.
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progression” from writer to killer which Vidal describes may be said, at least in the case of Mailer, to 

have some factual validity beyond a shared cultural rhetoric, in that while killers may or may not have 

been ‘inspired’ by Mailer’s writing, Mailer’s writing is clearly inspired by the acts of certain killers.

Taking into account Mailer’s notorious celebrity and his attraction to the pose of outlaw, it is not 

difficult to identify the reasoning behind his interest in the Abbott case. It was in many ways a test 

case of his long-running and ardently held behef in the theory of the White ‘Negro’. Abbott was in a 

sense Mailer’s real-life experiment of its socio-cultural and aesthetic hypothesis. Like a modern-day 

Frankenstein, both Mailer’s ego and fantasy vicariously lived through the thrill of Abbott’s Hterary 

talent and criminality. One cannot fail to notice Mailer’s resemblance to that ill-fated man of science 

when, in Advertisements For Myself, he describes man’s nature as “seeking to penetrate the mystery of 

existence.” Nor can one ignore the similarity between Frankenstein’s hopeful dreams for his creation 

as a new “being of a gigantic stature”^̂  ̂and Mailer’s visuahsation of Abbott’s future as “a new writer 

of the largest stature [...] forged [...] in a cauldron [with] half the world to discover.”

Somewhat ironically, Mailer had to represent himself as a responsible member of society in order to 

secure Abbott’s parole, utilising not only his authority as a public figure but his position of 

respectability. He assured Abbott’s parole board that he would be personally responsible for him, that 

he would employ him as his secretary in literary matters. To strengthen his case Mailer also solicited 

the support of friends and business associates. Abbott became the cause celebre for public 

intellectuals and high-profile stars like Susan Sarandon and Christopher Walken.^^’

Writing to the Utah parole board. Mailer said, “I am aware of the responsibihty of what I propose and 

propose it in the belief that Abbott is in need of a special solution that can reach out to his special 

abilities.” '̂ ® Random House also wrote a letter encouraging Abbott’s release. As Mark Gado 

observes, in a justifiably cynical manner, “Of course, it would be a plus for the publishing house if 

Abbott could be paroled around the same time that the new book [In the Belly o f the Beast] 

debuted.”^̂  ̂ While a number of commentators and professionals involved in the case had questioned

Shelley, Frankenstein, 1831 edition, p. 47.
Both attended Abbott’s later court appearance. Sarandon has since claimed she was there only because Mailer 

invited her. Curiously however, shortly after the trial, she gave birth to a baby. She and the father, actor Tim  
Robbins, named him “Jack Henry.” Adopting the stoic aloofness of the consummately professional actor, 
Christopher Walken explained to a reporter from the New YorJc Post, “I often go to court to watch people’s 
emotions.”

Gado, ‘Jack Abbott: From the Belly o f  the Beast’, Crime Library.
^'^Ibid.
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the wisdom o f paroling a violent man like Abbott, he was released on parole in June 1980. “Culture is 

worth a little risk,” M ailer later told reporters.^'*”

Abbott went to New York City and was the toast of the elite literary scene for a short while. Alongside 

his mentor, M ailer, he appeared on the Today show and was interviewed by Rolling Stone and his story 

was in People m agazine. On the morning o f July 18, six weeks after getting out o f prison, Abbott went 

to a small cafe in M anhattan. W hen the waiter, Richard Adan, told him the restroom was for staff only 

an argument began and Abbott stabbed Adan in the chest, killing him.

The next morning, unaware o f A bbott’s crime, the Sunday edition of the New York Times carried the 

review of A bbott’s new book. In the Belly o f  the Beast. Reviewer Terrence Des Pres gave what was 

for the most part a positive review, calling it “the most intense, the most fiercely visionary book o f its 

kind in the Am erican repertory o f prison literature - awesome, brilliant, perversely ingenuous.” He 

also expressed gratitude to Norm an M ailer in particular, “W e must be grateful to him [Mailer] for 

getting these letters into publishing form and, a job  more difficult, for helping to get Abbott out on 

parole.” "̂*'

After a brief run from the law, during which he tried, apparently without success, to talk to M ailer on 

the phone, Abbott was caught and arrested. In 1982 he was convicted of m anslaughter and given a 

sentence of fifteen years to life.“'*̂  M ailer was at the trial and commented afterwards, “It’s something 

Abbott’s friends are going to have to live with for the rest of their lives.” W hile this comment 

eschewed any individual responsibility in the matter, another statement he made to the journalists, 

during a tumultuous press conference outside the courtroom, did acknowledge a great deal o f personal 

accountability, but in doing so it implied M ailer’s own callous hierarchical judgm ent of people’s worth 

based on assum ptions regarding their personal abilities, “I am willing to gamble with certain elements 

in society to save this m an’s talent!” We  can only assume that A bbott’s m urder victim, Richard 

Adan, was one o f these “certain elem ents” .

In relation to A bbott himself. M ailer had made the fatal mistake o f thinking that artistic talent and 

recognition of this talent were in themselves enough to rehabilitate him. Perhaps most damning of all.

Mailer, quoted in Lance Morrow, T he Poetic License to Kill’, Time, 1 Feb. 1982.
Des Pres, Terrence, ‘A Child of the State’, New York Times, 19 Jul. 1981.
With the exception of the advance fee of $12,500, Abbott did not receive any profits from The Belly o f the 

Beast. Richard Adan’s widow successfully sued him for $7.5 million in damages, which meant she received most 
of the money from the book’s sales.

Mailer, quoted in Lance Morrow, ‘The Poetic License to Kill’, Time, 1 Feb. 1982. A number of commentators 
have noted the “tragic irony” of the fact that Abbott’s victim, Richard Adan, was himself a promising young 
writer. Yet, in doing so, they often play into Mailer’s own system of human evaluation, based on the hierarchical 
categorisation of people according to judgments of their talents, literary or otherwise.
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in this respect, it seems Mailer had imagined that Abbott could move between the world of the artist 

and outlaw in the same way that he had, without recognising that, as a professional artist with a 

successful career, his own forays into criminality were, for the most part, metaphorical, while Abbott’s 

had been very real. This is in no way to suggest that Abbott or those in similar circumstances are 

necessarily beyond rehabilitation, but that Mailer’s approach to the Abbott case was utterly misguided, 

based as it was on his own belief in the power of literary talent and, more importantly, acclaim to act as 

a cure-all for every manner of social or psychological ill.

In 1987 Abbott published another book titled My Return, which did not meet with commercial or 

critical success. '̂*^ In 2001 he appeared before the parole board, but his application was turned down 

because of his failure to express remorse, his extensive criminal record and disciplinary problems in 

prison. On February 10, 2002, Jack Abbott hanged himself in his prison cell. He left a suicide note, 

whose contents have not been made public.

According to a Bujfalo News interview in 1992, Mailer described his involvement in the Abbott case 

as, “Another episode in my life in which 1 can find nothing to cheer about or nothing to take pride in”, 

adding, “It was a study in false vanity.” '̂*̂  Even in this admission of culpability, Mailer manages to 

avoid a direct acknowledgement of feelings of guilt or shame, instead only using their opposite terms 

in the negative. Always with an eye on his own legendary public status, he also reduces the incident to 

yet another episode, “a study”, in the notorious and controversial biography of Norman Mailer.

In 2002, after Abbott had hanged himself in his cell, Philip Terzian wrote in an article for Jewish 

World Review, “If Jack Henry Abbott did nothing else in his life, he put an end to the budding romance 

between public intellectuals and m u r d e r e r s . W h a t  the Abbott case had also done was prove once 

again that murderers themselves may become figures of considerable public stature, whose awareness 

of their reception in the media is frequently of equal consequence to them as their actual crimes.

When Abbott was arrested for the murder of Adan, a Louisiana police detective told him that his book. 

In the Belly o f the Beast, was selling well. “He was very stoned- faced at first,” Detective Robert 

Bazet told reporters after the arrest, “but when I mentioned that the book was a best seller, he perked 

right up. He said, ‘You’ve got to be kidding

Critics accused the book of being full o f self-pity and absolutely lacking in remorse, with Abbott laying the 
responsibility for his crimes almost entirely on the prison system and the government, and demanding an apology 
from society for the way he had been treated.

Mailer, quoted in Phil Fairbanks, ‘Inmate Whose Letters Led to Best Selling Book Found Dead’, The Buffalo 
News, 11 Feb. 2002.

Terzian, Philip, ‘In the Belly o f the Beast’, Jewish World Review, Feb. 15, 2002.
Gado, ‘Jack Abbott: From the Belly o f the Beast’, Crime Library.
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Mailer was undoubtedly aware of the celebrity aspect of Abbott’s story, realising its significance to his 

own career as well as his hopes for Abbott’s successful rehabilitation. However, for Mailer it was only 

one component of his interest in the case, which also, quite evidently, stimulated his social-cultural and 

his aesthetic sensibilities. While Mailer’s interest in the figure of the outlaw murderer may have 

combined his social, aesthetic and celebrity concerns in more or less equal measure, this is not the case 

with many other discourses on the subject, whose primary focus is on the celebrity status of murderers. 

This is most clearly manifest in the subject of the serial murderer, whose celebrity status as both a real- 

life figure and a fictional character has, since the 1980s, reached new heights. Just like Mailer’s own 

discourses on the figure of the outlaw, buried beneath these narratives of celebrity are all the social- 

cultural and aesthetic assumptions and hypotheses that have since the Romantic era, at least, shaped 

our perception of violent and rebellious individualism. It is this facet of present-day representations of 

serial murder which I will examine in the following two chapters, the first of which focuses on serial 

murder in the ‘true-crime’ narrative.
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CHAPTER FOUR 

REAL FICTIONS: SERIAL KILLING IN TRUE-CRIME

In attempting to understand the phenomenal recognition of the serial killer in popular culture, Simone 

W eil’s comments in her work ‘Morality and Literature’, may prove useful. Discussing the nature of 

good and evil, she writes:

Nothing is so beautiful and wonderful; nothing is so continually fresh and 
surprising, so full of sweet perpetual ecstasy, as the good. No desert is so 
dreary, monotonous and boring as evil. This is the truth about authentic 
good and evil. With fictional good and evil it is the other way round.
Fictional good is boring and flat, while fictional evil is varied and
intriguing, attractive, profound, and full of charm.'

W eil’s conclusion is that, apart from the very rare exception, “immorality is inseparable from 

literature.”  ̂ Although W eil’s comment does not explain this disparity between fictional and factual 

good and evil, it does suggest some interesting possibilities for a deeper understanding of the 

popularity of evil in art. However, when applying this theory to the figure of the serial killer in 

popular culture, one major difficulty arises; that is, where factual evil ends and fictional evil begins.

The case of Jack the Ripper (often referred to as the first modem serial murderer) is a perfect example 

of this collision of fantasy and reality. The facts of the Ripper case are that in the autumn of 1888 five

women were brutally murdered and mutilated in London’s Whitechapel. The killer was never

discovered. Yet, modem consciousness has transformed this anonymous figure into a horror icon, 

comparable to Dracula or Mr Hyde - prowling the foggy streets of late Victorian London.

The passing of time alone cannot be held to account for this fictionalising and mythologizing of the 

Ripper. Even as the crimes were being committed, newspaper editorials were borrowing heavily from 

the world of fiction to describe this real-life murderer. Othello, Macbeth, Dracula, Frankenstein and 

Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde were among their literary references.^ In the absence of a suspect and a 

motive, stories were weaved around the Ripper’s actions, and imaginative, as much as factual, 

c o m m e n t^  dominated the press reports.

' Weil, Simone, ‘Morality and Literature’, Cahiers du Sud, Jan. 1944 in On Science, Necessity, and the Love o f  
God, trans. and ed. Richard Rees (Oxford: Oxford U.P., 1968), p. 37. See also Simone W eil, G ravity and Grace 
(1947), trans. Emma Craufurd (London; Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1972), p.62.
 ̂Ibid.
 ̂See L. Perry Curtis, Jack the Ripper and the London Press.
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Even in its sequential nature, press reportage imposes a narrative structure on its material. Newspaper 

reports are often called ‘stories’, which not only suggests a fictional element but a pressing need to 

find a beginning, a middle and an end. In the case of the Ripper murders, like all serial crimes, this 

propensity to develop and move a news story on as if it had a definitive plot structure is emphasised 

further by the serial nature of the killings themselves. Headlines such as ‘who’s next?’ and ‘when will 

the Ripper strike again?’ call attention to the fact that the Ripper was himself seen as the producer of a 

narrative whose next instalment the London population anxiously awaited.

If the infamous “Dear Boss” letter, postmarked and received on September 27, 1888, was written by 

Jack the Ripper, it is rather telling that he sent it to the Central News Agency of London rather than 

Scotland Yard, for it signifies the beginning of the serial killer’s and the press’ longstanding 

relationship. Often, there can be a troubling sense of collusion between a murderer’s crimes and the 

press reportage of them. The Weimar Germany serial killer Peter Kiirten claimed to have derived as 

much (if not more) sexual satisfaction from the media response to his killings as from the actual 

murders.'* More significantly, there are a number of instances where serial killers in fact collaborate 

with the press in the media construction of their crimes. News is, after all a commodity and the 

communications of a real-life murderer, particularly one who has not been apprehended, are a 

valuable news product. One of the most bizarre and protracted cases involving the press and a serial 

killer is that of Dennis Rader, arrested in March, 2005 for the murder of ten people, committed in and 

around Wichita, Kansas, beginning in 1974 and continuing until 1991. These murders were 

accompanied by communications from the killer, involving telephone calls, letters, postcards, 

packages, a computer diskette, poetry, and even very professional crime scene renderings.^ In a 

comment that explicitly reveals the link between the ‘products’ of the serial killer and the production 

of news, Rader sent the following exasperated note to a newspaper, “How many times do I have to kill 

before I get my name in the paper or some national attention?”  ̂ In another letter he suggested a 

nickname for himself, “P.S.: How about some name for me, its time; 7 down and many more to go. I 

like the following, how about you? ... ‘THE B.T.K. STRANGLER.’”’ The initials refer to Rader’s 

M.O. which was to bind, torture and kill his victims. Newspapers and the media complied with 

Rader’s suggestion and to this day he is widely known as the B.T.K. Strangler. Such interactions 

reveal just how inextricably linked the press and the serial killer are in the construction of his public 

identity. Indeed, in examining the collapsing of the factual and the fictional in the world of serial

 ̂See Tatar, Lustmord, p. 46.
 ̂Gibson, Dirk C., ‘B.T.K. Strangler Versus Wichita Police Department; The Significance o f  Serial Murder 

Media Relations’, Public Relations Review, Vol. 32, Issue 1, March 2006; 58-65.
 ̂Schmid, Natural B om  Celebrities: Serial K illers in American Culture, p. 17.

’ Gibson, ‘B.T.K. Strangler Versus Wichita Police Department; The Significance o f Serial Murder Media 
Relations.’
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killing further, a consideration of the term ‘serial killer’ is useful. To begin with, the word ‘serial’ is, 

itself, closely associated with the fictional. Originating from the word ‘series’, it dates from the 1840s 

and was popularised in reference to Dickens’s novels, published one part at a time as opposed 

altogether in one book.*

Among those who claim to have coined the term “serial killer”  ̂ is the FBI investigator and former 

head of the FBI's Behavioural Science Unit in Quantico, Robert Ressler. In the 1970s Ressler was one 

of the first crime specialists to develop and use criminal profiUng as a means of suspect detection. His 

FBI career also served as source material for Thomas Harris’ serial killer novels. In a memoir of his 

work. Whoever Fights Monsters, Ressler describes how he hit upon the term “serial killer.” At the 

time, he recalls, “killings such as those of the ‘Son of Sam’ killer David Berkowitz in New York were 

invariably labelled ‘stranger killings’” . He goes on to explain why this and other terms such as 

“random killing”, “motiveless murder” and “recreational killing” did not seem satisfactory. He then 

describes how, at a seminar given at the British Police Academy, he heard a speaker refer to “crimes 

in series”- a series of rapes, burglaries, murders, etc.:

That seemed a highly appropriate way of characterising those who do one 
murder, then another and another in a fairly repetitive way, and so in my 
classes [...] I began referring to ‘serial killers.

Ressler goes on to say:

Now that I look back on that naming event, I think that what was also in 
my mind were the serial adventures we used to see on Saturdays at the 
movies (the one I liked best was The Phantom). Each week, you’d be 
lured back to see another episode, because at the end of each one there 
was a chffhanger. In dramatic terms, this wasn’t a satisfactory ending, 
because it increased, not lessened, the tension. The same dissatisfaction 
occurs in the minds of serial killers [... ] They are obsessed with fantasy, 
and they have what we must call non-fulfilled experiences that become 
part of the fantasy and push them towards the next killing. That’s the real 
meaning behind the term ‘serial killer.’

What I find particularly significant about this observation is how Ressler, in immediately shifting his 

focus from himself to the serial killer, seems totally unaware of how his own experience of serialised 

fictional adventure may influence his interpretation of serial murder. For in correlating his childhood 

experience of adventure cinema (with all its lure, drama, tension and ultimate dissatisfaction) with the

* 0}^ord English Dictionary.
® As I have mentioned previously, the earliest use o f the term “serial murder”, that I have found, appears in John 
Brophy’s 1966 publication, The Meaning o f  Murder, p. 189.

Ressler and Shachtman, Whoever Fights Monsters: My Twenty Years Tracking Serial Killers fo r  the F B I , p. 
124.
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acts of the serial killer, Ressler implicitly connects serial killing with the world of fiction and 

entertainment.

What comments such as Ressler’s reveal is that even an intimate and professional knowledge of serial 

murder, which Ressler undoubtedly has, does not preclude an engagement with the subject as in some 

way fictional. With this in mind, it is clear that the figure of the serial killer as he stands today, is very 

much a product of numerous and varied popular discourses; among the most popular of which are 

true-crime narratives, cinema and the novel.

In this chapter I will examine the true-crime narrative and its role in the construction of the figure of 

the serial killer in popular culture. It will be argued that the true-crime narrative itself may be broken 

down into several subcategories, which despite their apparent differences, all engage in some degree 

of mythologizing the serial killer and his acts of violence, from monstrous aberration to superlative 

criminal. Relying heavily on a narrative perspective analogous to that of the serial killer as 

protagonist-hero, true-crime writing often devalues the experience of his victims in the process. In 

certain cases of the true-crime narrative this devaluation comes to mimic the actions of the serial killer 

him self The final section of this chapter will examine how the figure of the criminal profiler, in 

particular, mirrors the serial killer in true-crime writing and how both figures are bound up in a 

discourse which draws upon fictional rather than factual sources.

1. ORIGINS AND TYPES

‘True’ stories of criminality are in many ways intimately connected with fiction. As Michael McKeon 

has suggested, in his study of the origins of the English novel, the criminal biographies of the 

Restoration, with their histories of the individual - including family histories and an intricate detailing 

of individual actions - can be interpreted as a literary forerunner to the modem novel." In turn, true- 

crime’s status as a non-fiction narrative can be linked directly to the novel, especially when the crime

is murder, for both the novel and murder deal with personal histories and the theme of subjectivity.

As Peter Hutchings writes:

As crime and punishment are increasingly conceived in terms of
subjectivity, murder becomes the archetypal crime because its story -  full
of personal histories and intentions -  is the story of the subject, the very 
stuff of the novel.

' ' McKeon, Michael, The Origins o f  the English Novel, 1600-1740  (Baltimore; London: Johns Hopkins U.P., 
1987), pp. 98-100.

Hutchings, The Criminal Spectre in Law, Literature and Aesthetics, p. 45.
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As the story of an individual who commits crimes of a sensational and intensely violent nature, serial 

killing is in many ways the ideal subject for the true-crime writer. The serial killer’s story combines 

the ultimate crime of murder with personal, often sexually revelatory, details, all the while remaining 

cloaked in the incomprehensible mystery of ‘why?’ His Ufe story and the fatal succession of his acts 

can quite easily be crafted into a narrative which provides all the lure, drama, tension and ultimate 

dissatisfaction that Ressler associates with “serial adventures.” Testified to by the innumerable and 

repetitious publications on the more infamous serial killers; the true-crime narrative’s “ultimate 

dissatisfaction” insures that at least some readers will always want more.

There are numerous forerunners to the true-crime story of the present day. The broadsheets of crime 

and punishment from the eighteenth century, collected in volumes such as The Newgate Calendar 

(subtitled The Malefactors’ Bloody Register) and The Chronicle o f Tybum (subtitled Villainy 

Display’d in all its Branches), constitute early modem examples of this sensational and highly popular 

genre of writing. Among the pre-twentieth-century examples of works discussed in this thesis which 

maybe interpreted as true-crime writing, Barnett Davenport’s self-penned confession, A Brief 

Narrative o f the Life & Confessions o f Barnett Davenport, Thomas De Quincey’s ‘On Murder 

Considered as One of the Fine Arts’ and Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Mystery of Marie Roget’ are 

curiously analogous with latter-day forms of true-crime writing.

Davenport’s Brief Narrative, like the nineteenth-century French murderer Pierre Riviere’s confession, 

I, Pierre Riviere, having slaughtered my mother, my sister, my brother^^, are early examples of a 

confessional form of true-crime writing which find their modem counterparts in works written by 

serial killers; works such as Carl Panzram’s Panzram: A Journal o f Murder, Donald Gaskin’s Final 

Truth: The Autobiography o f Mass Murderer/Serial Killer Donald ‘Pee V^ee' Gaskins and Dennis 

Nilsen’s Monochrome Man}‘̂ While on death row in 1929, Carl Panzram wrote a letter to a prison 

guard, Thomas E. Gaddis, who had agreed to edit and write an introduction to Panzram’s book. His 

comments show a distinct awareness of the publicity factor involved in the pubhshing of his writing 

and an acknowledgement of how the press have in a sense pre-advertised it:

See Michel Foucault, ed., “I, Pierre Riviere, having slaughtered my mother, my sister, my brother” ... A Case 
o f Parricide in the I9th Century (1973), trans. Frank Jellinik (N.Y.: Random House, 1975). Nineteenth-century 
American serial killer H. H. Holmes (Herman W. Mudgett) also wrote an autobiography in 1895, entitled 
Holmes ’ Own Story.

Panzram was hanged in Leavenworth Federal Penitentiary in September 1930, his autobiography, which he 
wrote while in prison, was first published in 1970; originally edited by one of his prison guards Thomas E. 
Gaddis and then later by James O. Long, with an introduction by Harold Schechter. Final Truth: The 
Autobiography o f  Mass Murderer/Serial Killer Donald ‘Pee Wee’ Gaskins, written with Wilton Earle and with 
an introduction by Colin Wilson (Atlanta, Ga.: Adept, 1992).
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This ought to make a hell of a good book. I have never seen or heard of 
one like it. It ought to have a big sale with all the interest that would be 
aroused by all of the papers publishing so much about me.'^

To contain the potentially negative ethical implications of publishing a confessed serial killer’s ‘own 

w ords’, these m odem  confessional narratives, often based on prison letters, journals or taped 

interviews, are heavily ‘policed’ by an editorial presence and ‘contextualising’ introductions and 

afterwords written by so-called experts in the field of serial murder.'^ In this sense, they have much in 

common with their literary predecessors which were similarly edited or bookended by a rationalising 

moral discourse o f a legal, religious or medical nature. However, what remains central to both is the 

presentation of a highly subjective life-story and account of murder, given by the m urderer himself.

A sub-group of this branch o f true-crime writing are the personal accounts of the serial killer given by 

his family or friends. The most notable example o f a relative’s written account of a serial murderer is 

A F ather’s Story: One M a n ’s Anguish at Confronting the Evil in his Son, written by Jeffrey D ahm er’s 

father, L i o n e l . I n  the book Dahmer details his son’s childhood. W hile repeatedly admitting to be a 

cold, analytical man, incapable o f expressing emotion, Lionel D ahm er’s narrative oscillates between 

his confusion at how a shy, weak and alienated boy like Jeffrey could become a ‘m onster’ and his 

fretful concern that he may have missed the ‘warning signs’ of this monstrosity.'* In the case of the 

true-crime category of writing made up of the recollections of friends and acquaintances, women are 

among the most prom inent writers in this field. As one of the first bestsellers in the true-crime genre, 

Ann R ule’s 1980 novel. The Stranger Beside Me - which details the story of her friendship with Ted 

Bundy prior to her realisation that he was a serial killer - remains the most well-known example of 

this particular type of true-crime story. Like Sandy Faw kes’ story o f her week-long romance and 

road-trip with serial killer Paul John Knowles, these true-crime narratives em phasise the apparent 

ordinariness of the serial killer as well as the author’s conflicted feelings about her relationship with

Carl Panzram quoted in Brian King ed., Lustmord: The Writings and Artefacts o f Murderers (Burbank, CA: 
Bloat, 1996), p. 192.

The expertise of Harold Schechter and Colin Wilson, who wrote the introductions to Panzram: A Journal o f 
Murder and Final Truth: The Autobiography o f Mass Murderer/Serial Killer Donald ‘Pee Wee’ Gaskins 
respectively, seems primarily based on the sheer quantity of their publications on serial killers.

A Father’s Story: One Man’s Anguish at Confronting the Evil in his Son (London: Little, Brown, 1994). 
Although not a serial killer the story of murderer Gary Gilmore is given a similar treatment in his brother Mikal 
Gilmore’s biography, Shot in the Heart (London: Viking, 1994).

Crime writer Thomas H. Cook confirms that he ghostwrote Lionel Dahmer’s A Father’s Story. Although he 
also contributed an introduction in which he discusses working on the book, he elected to keep his name off the 
cover so as not to get tagged as a ghostwriter. Cook claims to have found the process somewhat difficult, since 
he and Dahmer often disagreed over the nature of the book. This was particularly evident in Cook’s struggle to 
keep religion out of the book despite Lionel Dahmer’s Christian fundamentalist and Creationist beliefs.
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him.'* A sizeable aspect of these conflicted feelings is a confusion and resentment over the k iller’s 

ability to fool and charm the author. There is undoubtedly an element o f  ‘dark rom ance’ and ‘kiss and 

tell’ in this type o f true-crime story.^'* This is especially true o f Faw kes’ novel, which describes 

Knowles as “very handsome”, looking like “a cross between Robert Redford and Ryan O ’Neal”, 

although he turns out to be a decided failure in bed.^' Testifying to the cultural evolution o f serial 

killer figure between the mid-seventies and the present-day, Faw kes’ 1974 novel, which was 

originally titled Killing Time. Journey Into Nightmare, was later renam ed N atural B o m  Killer: In  

Love and on the Road with a Serial Killer.

De Q uincey’s ‘On M urder Considered as One of the Fine A rts’, which I discussed in chapter one, can 

be linked to a form of m odem  true-crime writing engaged in cataloguing and com piling murders 

through the centuries. W hile sharing none o f De Q uincey’s satire, through hyperbole and ironic 

inversion, these volumes of m urder often use a similar detached rhetoric of connoisseurship. W ith 

monotonous titles such as The Encyclopaedia o f  M urder, A Casebook o f  M urder, The M amm oth Book 

o f  True Crime, Still Unsolved: Great True M urder Cases, Harvesters o f  M urder (Their True Crime fo r  

Connoisseurs), M urder Plus: True Crime Stories by the M asters o f  Detective Fiction, M urder! Great 

True Crime Cases and The Quality o f Murder: Three Hundred Years o f  True Crime, Complied by the 

M embers o f  the M ystery Writers o f  America, these books tend to judge m urder in an aesthetic manner, 

while avoiding socio-cultural, moral or ethical readings. W hile paying strict attention to the k iller’s

Both writers seem to have been incredibly fortunate in their personal run-ins with serial killers. Ann Rule had 
been a moderately successful true-crime short story writer since 1969. In 1980 she started researching for first 
her full-length book, based on a series of unsolved murderers. In the course of time, it became clear that the 
killer was Ted Bundy, her friend and colleague on the suicide hotline at the Seattle, Washington Crisis Clinic. 
Sandy Fawkes was a journalist for the Daily Mail who, in November 1974, was in Atlanta Georgia after a failed 
assignment for the National Enquirer in Washington D.C. She met Paul John Knowles in a bar and after having 
sex that night the two went on a week long trip down the coast to Florida. After a week they parted. A few days 
later Knowles was arrested for murder. Shot by police while trying to make an escape, he is believed to have 
killed at least eighteen people.

The following titles of just some of Ann Rule’s many true-crime novels, published after the success of The 
Stranger Beside Me, point to the overtones of dark romance in her writing; Kiss Me, Kill Me (2004), Last Dance, 
Last Chance (2003), Heart Full o f Lies (2003), Every Breath You Take (2001), And Never Let Her Go (1999), In 
the Name o f Love (1998), A Fever in the Heart (1996), You Belong to Me (1994), I f  You Really Loved Me 
(1991), Possession (1983). In her essay, ‘Dystopian Romance: True Crime and the Female Reader’, Laura 
Browder suggests that for women readers, the true-crime novel picks up where romance novels leaves off, with 
the pursuit of a woman by a domineering masculine lover. Journal o f Popular Culture, vol. 39, no. 6, Dec. 2006, 
pp. 937-938. See also Sara L. Knox, Murder: A Tale o f Modem American Life (Durham NC: Duke U.P., 1988), 
p. 140.
*■' Fawkes, Sandy, Natural Bom Killer: In Love and on the Road with a Serial Killer (1974; London: John 
Blake, 2004). p. 8.
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“murderous career”^̂  and approaching murder as an utterly trans-historical, if not ahistorical, 

phenomenon, they typically focus on the superlative aspects of the killer’s crime, describing killers 

and their acts as the ‘greatest’, ‘worst’, ‘biggest’, ‘bloodiest’ and ‘most brutal’ in history. Although 

many of these titles are not solely concerned with the serial killer, his pre-eminent place in these 

annals of murder is continually asserted and his insatiable drive, high body-count, imaginative cruelty 

and daring evasion of capture are all recorded with a hyperbolic horror that betrays a sense of awe, if 

not deep admiration.^^

Poe’s short story, ‘The Mystery of Marie Roget’ based on the Mary Rogers ‘murder’ case of 1841 is 

also, we have seen, a forerunner of a particular strand of true-crime writing. As one of Poe’s Dupin 

stories, it is consciously police procedural and takes a large portion of its contents from newspaper 

reports on the investigative medical and legal procedures involved in the case. This emphasis on 

detection and apprehension via a scientific methodology has its modem counterpart in the true-crime 

writing of criminological ‘experts’ and in particular serial killer profilers such as Robert Keppel and 

FBI investigators like Robert Ressler and John Douglas. Like other true-crime writing, the titles of 

these works alone reveal a considerable amount about the approach of their authors: Signature Killers: 

Interpreting the Calling Cards o f the Serial Murderer, Forensic Pattern Recognition, Serial Violence: 

Analysis o f Modus Operandi and Signature Characteristics o f Killers, State o f M ind o f  Pleasure 

Homicide - From Note o f FBI Psychological Analysis Official (Sexual Homicide Pattern and 

Motives), Sexual Homicide: Patterns and Motives, Serial Murder: Further Implications fo r  Police 

Investigations, Mind Hunter: Inside the F B I’s Elite Serial Crime Unit, Profiling: Principles, 

Processes, Practicalities. Using a combination of forensic, psychological and sociological analysis, 

these kinds of true-crime narrative tend, Hke Poe’s tale, to begin with a brutally murdered body and 

then work logically backward, tracing the patterns and motivations behind the crime. This search for 

motive inevitably involves recourse to the murderer’s childhood, which is revealed to be the source of 

his violent and murderous behaviour.

While I offer these forms of modem tme-crime writing, and their predecessors, as distinct categories 

within the true-crime genre, there is a considerable amount of overlap between all three. The

Schechter, Harold, Depraved: The Shocking True Story o f America’s First Serial Killer (1994; N.Y.: Pocket 
Star Books, 1996), p. 27.

Indeed, acknowledging the unsurpassed dramatic potential of the serial killer, more recent titles in this vein 
have focused on the exploits of the serial killer exclusively, for example, The Serial Killer Files: The Who, 
What, Where, How, and Why of the World’s Most Terrifying Murderers, The Encyclopaedia of Serial Killers, 
The A to Z Encyclopaedia of Serial Killers and Serial Killers: The Method and Madness o f Monsters.
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confessional narrative will, for example, often be unfolded using a systematic logic which is curiously 

analogous to the psychological profiling of the ‘expert’ criminological narrative. However, 

confessional true-crime also has frequent recourse to the hyperbole and detached awe which is so 

much a part of the true-crime of the ‘connoisseur’ and his case-book of murder. Similarly, these case

book encyclopaedias of murder are keen to offer scientific investigatory information in their ‘grisly’ 

accounts crime and punishment. Likewise, true-crime writing with its basis in criminological study 

can use a detached and aesthetic tone akin to encyclopaedias of murder in its detailed re-imagining of 

events. Yet, the criminological true-crime narrative can also be a revelatory and confessional form, 

not only in citing the personal histories and thoughts of its criminal subjects but in the criminologist’s 

own admission of personal involvement in particular cases. The confessional element in this 

particular branch of true-crime writing is quite clearly discernible in titles like /  Have Lived in the 

Monster: Inside the Minds o f the World’s Most Notorious Serial Killers, My Life Among the Serial 

Killers: Inside the Minds o f the World’s Most Notorious Murderers and Whoever Fights Monsters: My 

Twenty Years Tracking Serial Killers fo r  the FBI.

Combining the confessional, the aesthetic and the scientific elements of the true-crime narrative 

together, we find that these varyingly interconnected discourses all attempt to describe and explain the 

figure of the serial killer by recourse to existing narratives on outsiders who are in some way social 

and/or moral deviants. As both archetype and caricature, this model of the outsider-killer has, as the 

course of this thesis has shown, been moulded by fictional narratives as much as by the case histories 

of actual killers. With a range of familiar characters - from the sadistic doctor, the crazed egomaniac, 

the amoral libertine, the suave lady-killer and the doomed Romantic idealist, to the sexually repressed 

momma’s boy, the religious/moral fanatic, the intellectually and emotionally backward ‘yokel’, the 

gender ambiguous sexual deviant and the bitter war veteran - true-crime continually invokes examples 

of deviancy that are heavily reliant on the world of fiction. While the true-crime narrative can borrow 

from these intensely fictionalised categories, it can nonetheless maintain its claim to authenticity and 

truth', as one true-crime book proclaims of itself, “more horrifying than Hannibal, and every word is 

true.”^̂  In other words, these ready-made figures of deviancy function not only as a short-hand for a 

certain ‘type’ of killer, they also act to bolster the axiomatic wisdom of the true-crime narrative, 

however dubious its suppositions and conclusions. One of the most frequent and pervasive forms that 

this questionable process can take is the labelling of the deviancy of the serial killer as monstrous and 

in particular the application the term ‘monster’ to the killer himself

2. HOW TO MAKE A MONSTER

Front cover blurb on Christopher Berry-Dee’s Talking With Serial Killers: The Most Evil People in the World 
Tell Their Own Stories (London: John Blake, 2003).
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While the label of monstrosity has been assigned to the violent killer well before the time of Jack the 

Ripper this labelling takes on a particular significance within the context of the ‘New World.’ 

Seemingly devoid of the ancient spectres and demons of Europe, American culture, in particular, has 

been posited as the home of a new breed of monstrosity; one which is more readily associated with the 

cruelty and inhumanity of everyday modem living than the archaic rituals or the feudal despots of Old 

Europe. Not surprisingly the serial killer is a foremost figure in this new class of monstrosity, and as 

the course of the twentieth century progressed, the true-crime narrative played a leading role in the 

establishment of this new and very ‘real’ monster:

That America thought it had horrifyingly ‘real’ monsters instead of 
fictional demons is unquestionably reflected in the emergence and 
stunning efflorescence of eighties ‘true-crime’ books like Ann Rule’s The 
Stranger Beside Me}^

It is curious that this commentator should choose Rule as her starting point for this new narrative of 

monstrosity, not only because there have been early accounts of the murderer as monster in modem 

American true-crime writing, particularly in the true-crime magazine stories of the 1950s, 60s and 

70s^^, but also because Rule’s novel in fact shies away from these kinds of descriptions of her subject, 

Ted Bundy. One, very probable, reason for singling out The Stranger Beside Me as a starting point 

for a particular strain of true-crime writing is the fact that it was a best-seller in full-length book form 

rather than an article in a pulp magazine. As a true-crime novel, and one written by an author who 

knew the killer personally. The Stranger Beside Me presents its subject matter in a far more staid and 

consistent manner than the sensationalist stories of tme-crime magazines would ever do. And while 

Rule, for the most part, avoids recourse to the narrative of monstrosity in describing Bundy, the rare 

occasions on which it does surface are all the more disquieting. For in these accusations of 

monstrosity there is an awareness of the author’s sense of personal betrayal and need to disavow 

previous feelings and beliefs:

I owed nothing to Ted, the monster. The rapist-killer-monster. He had 
lied to me, and he had destroyed more lives, horribly, than anyone I had 
ever written about. I was remembering a myth.^’

While The Stranger Beside Me presents the reader with an image of the serial-killer-as-monster based 

on the author’s sense of personal regret, anger and perhaps even damaged ego, true-crime

Nixon, Nicola, ‘Making Monsters or Serializing Killers’ in American Gothic: New Interventions in a National 
Narrative, ed. Robert K. Martin and Eric Savoy (Iowa: University of Iowa Press, 1998), p. 220.

These titles include True-Crime, True-Crime Detective and Famous Crime Cases. Rule herself wrote for 
numerous true-crime magazines, beginning in 1969 with the publication of her work in True Detective written 
under the male nom de plume Andy Stack.

Rule, Ann, The Stranger Beside Me (1980; London: Warner Books, 1989), p. 491.
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criminological narratives of serial murder invoke the spectre of monstrousness for very different 

reasons. Robert Ressler’s books, I  Have Lived in the Monster: Inside the Minds o f the World’s Most 

Notorious Serial Killers and Whoever Fights Monsters: My Twenty Years Tracking Serial Killers fo r  

the FBI are prime examples of a method of labelling which works in two distinct ways. Firstly, it 

singles out the author’s intimacy with monstrosity, highlighting the daring nature of his work. In this 

sense it adds an aura of sensational confession to his writing - 1 have lived in the monster; My twenty 

years tracking serial killers. It also promises an intimacy with the killer which would otherwise not be 

open to the reader. As another investigative criminologist’s work proclaims, “he has gained the trust 

of monsters across the world, entered their prison lairs [...] and discussed in detail their horrific 

crimes.” *̂ Placing both the serial killer’s ‘own words’ and the investigative criminologist’s skill and 

daring at their centre, these true-crime narratives engage in a process which mythologizes both 

figures. As we shall see later in this chapter, the myth of the expert criminal-profiler-as-hero has 

become almost as indelible a component in serial killer narrative as the killer himself.

The second way in which the criminologist’s narrative of monstrosity functions is in its demarcation 

and classification of its criminal subject. Rather than working against ‘irrational’ discourses of 

superstition and folklore, these chnical narratives of criminahty incorporate the figure of the 

monstrous into their own dialectic on ‘extreme’ and/or ‘abnormal’ behaviour. As Foucault has 

explained, in his discussion of ‘The Dangerous Individual’ and the “psychiatrization of criminal 

danger” :

The individual in whom insanity and criminality met in such a way as to 
cause specialists to raise the question of their relationship, was not the 
man of the little everyday disorder, the pale silhouette moving about on 
the edges of law and normality, but rather the great monster. Criminal 
psychiatry first proclaimed itself a pathology of the monstrous.^^

By combining the power of mythical monstrosity with the rationale of scientific inquiry, the 

criminological narrative can assume the power of both and, in the process, create a criminal subject 

which addresses the irrational as well as the rational fears associated with it. This scientific narrative 

of monstrous criminality can be traced to the theories of early criminological thinkers such as Cesare 

Lombroso whose methodology included the development of an extensive list of physical signifiers to 

aid in the identification of criminal types. Often referred to as criminal anthropology, these 

nineteenth-century criminological theories are greatly influenced by concepts of degeneration and the

Back cover blurb on Christopher Berry-Dee’s Talking With Serial Killers Talking With Serial Killers.
Foucault, Michel, from a 1978 lecture entitled ‘The Dangerous Individual’, in M ichel Foucault: Politics, 

Philosophy, Culture, Interviews and Other Writings 1977-1984, ed. Lawrence Kritzman, trans. Alan Sheridan 
(N.Y.: Routledge, 1988), p. 125.
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physical characteristics they mark out as signs of criminality are quite clearly indicators of atavism: 

long arms, hairy, fleshy or swollen lips, sloping forehead, large ear lobes, beady eyes.^° While such 

physiological theories on criminality have lost much of their credence in modem psychoanalytically- 

based studies, they have by no means disappeared. Not only, as we shall see in the next chapter, are 

they still very much active in representations of the serial killer in popular culture, but they still can be 

found in theories based on scientific inquiry. In his 1988 book on serial killers, Joel Norris, “a trained 

counselling psychologist” , includes a list of “genetic disorders” which, as he explains, “researchers” 

have complied in order to help identify individuals who may have a “disorder of the primal brain.” '̂ 

If an individual and/or his family have “at least three to five physical anomalies” cited on the list there 

is a strong possibility that they are suffering from a “congenital defect” of “the primal brain”; a 

disorder which under the right - or more accurately the wrong - circumstances may create a serial 

killer:

1. Bulbous fingertips
2. Fine or electric wire hair that will not comb down
3. Very fine hair that is soon awry after combing
4. Hair whorls
5. Head circumference outside a normal range of 1.5cm or less than 1.5cm [sic]
6. Epicanthus -  upper and lower eyelids join the nose (the point of union is either deeply

covered or partially covered)
7. Hyperteliorism [sic] -  larger than normal distance between tear ducts or lower than 

normal distance between tear ducts
8. Low-seated ears -  the point where the ears joins the head is not in line with the comer 

of the eye and the nose bridge; it is either lower by .5cm or greater than .5cm
9. Adherent earlobes -  lower edge of ear is extended upward and backward toward the 

crown of the head
10. Malformed ears
11. Asymmetrical ears
12. Very soft or pliable ears
13. High-steepled palate
14. Roof of mouth is definitely steepled or flat and narrow
15. Forward tongue with deep ridges
16. Speckled tongue with either smooth or rough spots
17. Curved fifth finger -  marked curve toward the other fingers or slightly curved inward 

toward other fingers
18. Singular transverse palmar crease
19. Third toe is longer than second toe or equal in length to second toe
20. Paitial syndactactyly [sic] of two middle toes
21. Larger than normal gap between first and second toes
22. Abnormalities in teeth
23. Abnormalities in dermatoglyphics^^

See Cesare Lombroso, Criminal Man (1911), translated with a new introduction by Mary Gibson and N icole 
Hahn Rafter (Durham: Duke U.P., 2006).

Norris, Serial Killers: The Growing Menace, pp-15, 321.
Ibid., pp. 321-322.
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As ‘evidence’ of the prevalence of such “congenital defects” in the cases o f real-life serial killers, Dr. 

Norris notes the example of the “similarity o f long toes in the [Bobby Joe] Long and [Henry Lee] 

Lucas fam ihes.”^̂  Norris’ Hst o f physical anomalies is incredibly similar to the work o f criminal 

anthropologists like Lombroso, where physical appearance, violence and atavism are spuriously 

linked. Besides this highly problematic association, I would argue that such lists have two main 

effects. The first is the definition of deviance and abnormality against an ever-present yet curiously 

absent normality; circumferences that are “outside” or “less than” normal; distances that are “larger 

than norm al” or “lower than norm al.” The second effect that these kinds o f lists o f abnormality have 

is their creation of a hideous figure of deformity which does not simply have “three to five physical 

anom alies” but all of them; a figure of utter subhuman monstrosity.

However, the figure that the serial killer cuts, in reality, is never as physically abnormal as the 

nightmare visions offered in these inventories of monstrosity. Yet, this does not prevent him from 

being imagined this way. Commenting on his realisation that his brother, Peter, was the Yorkshire 

Ripper, Carl Sutcliffe describes his own bafflement at the inconsistency between his image o f the 

brutal m urderer of thirteen women and the real killer:

I imagined him to be an ugly hunchback with boils all over his face, 
somebody who couldn’t get women and resented them for that.
Somebody with totally nothing going for him.^"*

Even the serial killer him self may express his bewilderment, and perhaps covert satisfaction, at 

finding no outward and visible sign of his inner monstrosity. As Dennis Nilsen wrote:

I should feel like a two-headed m onster -  all I see in the m irror is me, just 
the same old respectable, friendly, helpful, responsible me.^^

Commenting on the seemingly irreconcilable difference between the popular image of the serial killer 

as a hideous monster and his actual appearance as an ‘ordinary’ man, Bob Dekle, the Florida assistant 

state’s attorney who prosecuted Ted Bundy, has observed: “people [...]  think a crim inal is a 

hunchbacked, cross-eyed little monster slithering through the dark, leaving a trail of slime. T hey’re 

human b e i n g s . R a t h e r  than address the common m isconception of the serial killer as monster, and

Ibid., p. 321.
Carl Sutcliffe quoted in Cameron and Frazer, The Lust to Kill, p. 41.
Dennis Nilsen quoted in Masters, Killing fo r  Company, p. 136.
Bob Dekle quoted in Stephen G. Michaud and Hugh Aynesworth, The Only Living Witness: A True Account 

o f  Homicidal Insanity (N.Y.: Signet, 1983), p. 6.
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question the inconsistency between public image and reahty, Michaud and Aynesworth quote Dekle’s 

comment in their book on Ted Bundy, The Only Living Witness, only to invert it and locate Bundy’s 

monstrosity from within:

Within Ted Bundy, human being, that slithering hunchback lives [...] in 
Ted, the cross-eyed creature lurks in a different plane of existence and 
can only be seen by means of a tautology; its presence must be inferred 
before it can be found.^’

While it is not untrue to say that some serial killers are capable of inventing and maintaining a certain 

image which will not only help them elude apprehension but also capture potential victims - Bundy 

for example maintained a relatively normal social life and would often change his appearance to evade 

the law as well as pose as a student with a broken arm who needed help with his books in order to lure 

victims - 1 would argue that Michaud and Aynesworth’s imagery suggests something far beyond this 

from of subterfuge. What their tautology infers is that behind the serial killer’s ‘disguise’ as a “human 

being” there lurks a being of pure evil, a monstrous slithering hunchback. Thus, part of the serial 

killer’s monstrosity becomes his abihty to hide it.

In order to compensate for the disappointing ordinariness of the serial killer’s physical appearance 

many narratives of true-crime will focus on this concept of inner evil, emphasising the malignant 

monstrosity that lies beneath his facade of normality. As David Schmid has argued, “monstrosity in 

true crime narratives is often figured in sexual terms.” *̂ In the case of serial killers like Jeffrey 

Dahmer, Dennis Nilsen and Aileen Wuomos (the latter was, of course, the subject of a Hollywood bio- 

pic entitled Monster) their homosexuahty is represented to “the implicitly straight reader of true 

crime”^̂  as part of their aberrance. Unlike the more psychoanalytically-based assumptions linking 

repressed homosexuality to private missions of warfare against selected victims, which I have 

discussed in chapter three, the true-crime narrative rarely nuances its depictions of homosexual serial 

killers with concepts such as sexual repression or so-called internalised homophobia. Instead, the 

violence of the homosexual serial killer is represented as merely an extreme manifestation of the 

negative stereotypes of a dark underworld of homosexuality more generally, replete with anonymous 

and sadistic sex rituals. Nilsen was only too aware of how the more sensationahst reports of his crimes

Michaud and Aynesworth, The Only Living Witness, p. 6. 
Schmid, David, Natural B om  Celebrities, p. 27.
Ibid.
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would highlight his sexuality. A week after his arrest he penned his own pastiche o f a tabloid news 

report, “Red Monster Lures Young Men To Their Death In Homosexual House Of Horror.”"̂

The concept of the “sexual psychopath”, popularised during the 1950s has become synonymous with 

the depiction o f the serial killer as monster. However, as Estelle B. Freedman points out, sexual 

perversion and criminaUty have often been associated with homosexuality in particular:

The frequent overlap in use of the terms sex  crim inal, pervert, psychopa th  
and hom osexua l raises the question of whether psychopa th  served in part 
as a code for hom osexua l at a time of heightened pubHc consciousness 
about homosexuality.""

The term “homosexual overkill”"*̂, which has been used by both law enforcement officials and true- 

crime writers, in describing the crimes o f killers like Dahmer, suggests an inherent Hnk is being made 

between homosexuality and perverse violence; notably there is no term ‘heterosexual overkill’.

Perceived gender deviance, in more general terms, has also been associated with the motivations of 

the serial killer.'*  ̂ Despite the virtual absence o f transsexual/transvestite serial killers in real life and 

the fact that neither transsexuals nor transvestites make the profile list for serial killers established by 

the FBl**̂ , both feature prominently in popular depictions of the serial killer, from the true-crime 

narrative to the Hollywood blockbuster. The figure of Ed Gein, known to have murdered two women 

and disinterred the bodies o f many more, using their body parts to make various house wares and 

items o f apparel (including a torso ‘vest’, ‘shawls’, ‘leggings’ and several face masks), has, in 

particular, proved to be a major source for popular depictions of monstrous sexual deviancy and 

violence, from Robert Bloch’s P sycho  to Jonathan Demme’s The S ilence o f  the Lam bs. As one 

commentator notes:

In the case o f Ed Gein and the characters of Norman Bates and Buffalo 
Bill, it seems quite clear that the categories - homosexual/transsexual and 
psychopath - are synonymous."*^

Nilsen, quoted in Masters, Killing fo r  Company, p. 20.
Estelle B. Freedman, “ Uncontrolled Desire’: The Response to the Sexual Psychopath, 1920-1960’, Passion 

and Power: Sexuality in History, Eds. Kathy Reis and Christina Simmons with Robert A. Padgug (Philadelphia: 
Temple U.P., 1989), p. 214.

Schmidt, Martha A., ‘Dahmer Discourse and Gay Identity: The Paradox of Queer Polidcs’, Critical Sociology, 
vol. 20.3(1994): 81-105.

Sullivan, K.E., ‘Ed Gein and The Figure of the Transgendered Serial Killer’, Jump Cut, no. 43, July 2000, p. 
40.

See John Douglas, with Mark Olshaker, Mind Hunter: Inside the FBI's Elite Serial Crime Unit (N.Y.: Pocket 
Books, 1996).

See Diana Fuss, ‘Monsters of Perversion: Jeffrey Dahmer and The Silence of the Lambs’, Media Spectacles, 
Eds. Marjorie Garber, Jann Matlock and Rebecca L. Walkowitz (N.Y.: Routledge, 1993) 181-205; Julie Tharp

213



In light of such an understanding, it is not surprising to find that in his true-crime series on three 

notorious American killers, H. H. Holmes, Albert Fish and Ed Gein, Deranged, Depraved and 

Deviant, Harold Schechter assigned the title Deviant to the sexually ambiguous Gein.'*^

Unlike homosexuality, heterosexuality in the true-crime narrative is not presented as a significant 

factor in the serial killer’s pathology. However, in cases where the killer is heterosexual, such a Ted 

Bundy, Bobby Joe Long and Ed Kemper, while heterosexuality itself may not be viewed as 

monstrous, the killer is often represented as having a warped relationship with it. Thus the 

heterosexual serial killer may be presented as one of a number of extremes; a hypersexual chronic 

masturbator, in the case of Bobby Joe Long; a user of women, unduly interested in pornography, in 

the case of Ted Bundy; a ‘momma’s boy’ and complete sexual incompetent, in the case of Ed Kemper. 

In each case the killer is a failed heterosexual male subject. He has either taken his male 

heterosexually too far or is incapable of taking it far enough. Even the killer’s biology can prove his 

failure as a heterosexual male. In the case of the serial killer Cleophus Prince (aka the Clairemont 

Killer), for example, one true-crime writer reveals that when vaginal and anal swabs of one of his 

murder victim’s were analysed:

Whoever this aggressive, seemingly mobile rapist-murderer was, he was 
almost impotent because his sperm lacked flagellating tails and were thus 
incapable of propelling themselves anywhere. They died in place.

Whether homosexual, transsexual, transvestite, hypersexual or sexually impotent the serial killer 

remains a grotesque sexual anomaly; a monstrous other.

A somewhat more staid but equally ubiquitous method of portraying the serial killer’s monstrous 

otherness and inner evil is the concept of the preternatural stare. In his prison interview of Arthur 

Shawcross (aka ‘The Monster of the Rivers’), an American serial killer who murdered two children 

and eleven women in the 1970s and 80s, the investigative criminologist, Berry-Dee describes the

‘The Transvestite as Monster: Gender Horror in The Silence o f  the Lambs and Psycho', Journal o f  Popular Film 
and Television, 19.3 (Fall 1991): 106113.

Schechter, Harold, Deviant: The Shocking True Story o f  Ed Gein, The Original Psycho (1989; N.Y.; London: 
Pocket Books, 1999).

Keppel, Robert D ., with William J. Bim es, Signature Killers: Interpreting the Calling Cards o f  the Serial 
M urderer (London: Arrow, 1998), p. 144. In describing the “seemingly mobile rapist-murderer” Prince as 
lacking the ability to produce sperm capable o f propelling itself Keppel conflates killer and sperm as one in the 
same entity.
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following sudden change in the killer’s demeanour when asked to discuss his rape and murder of two 

children:

For a moment, his eyes zeroed in. Just a moment before, a rare smile had 
masked Shawcross’s simmering fury; now that mask of sanity has slipped 
for the first time, and the fire of homicidal insanity flared in his eyes as he 
struggled to overcome the murderous emotions boiling within. The 
interview room went quiet, deadly quiet.'**

Using the concept of the eyes as the windows of the soul, such descriptions find madness and animal 

rage in the eyes of the killer, which are, at once, consuming and revealing; a powerful conduit of evil. 

When no other sign of the killer’s true self is visible, the eyes have it. This emphasis on a powerfully 

inhumane stare has been used consistently in narratives describing murderers. Discussing De 

Quincey’s portrayal of the mass murderer John WilUams in ‘On Murder’, Laurence Senelick notes 

how the killer’s “rattlesnake eye” fixes his victim with an all-powerful “ocular evil”.'*̂  A common 

trope in the Romantic’s repertoire of malevolence^”, this “ocular evil” finds its way into contemporary 

accounts of particularly cruel or sadistic murderers. One of many recent examples is the Belgian child 

rapist, kidnapper and serial murderer Marc Dutroux, whose eyes appeared in extreme close up on the 

cover of numerous newspapers during his trial in June 2004. The Irish Examiner used the photo with 

the headline, ‘The eyes of the Beast’ (Fig.4.1) The revelation that, after his execution in January 

1977, the eyes of American killer Gary Gilmore had been given to two donor recipients caused a 

curious alarm in some quarters and also became the subject of a Top 20 hit song, ‘Gary Gilmore’s 

Eyes’, by The Adverts later that year. In true-crime publications allusions to the power of the serial 

killer’s ocular evil are made even before a narrative begins, with many choosing a close up of their 

subject’s eyes for their cover art. (Fig.4.2, 4.3, 4.4 & 4.5)

What such examples reveal is how diverse a category monstrosity is.^  ̂The monstrosity implied by the 

serial killer’s acts extends to include the killer himself and if it can not be found manifest in his 

physical appearance then it lurks below the surface, all the more horrifying in its clandestine 

subsistence. And if this label of the inner monster does not prove potent enough in itself it can be

Berry-Dee, Talking With Serial Killers, p. 33.
Senelick, The Prestige o f  Evil: The M urderer as Romantic Hero from  Sade to Lacenaire, p. 146.
Byron’s ‘Giaour’ (1. 834-845), discussed in Chapter one, is a fitting example o f this “ocular evil”, as is 

Mathew Lewis’ Ambrosio, the evil monk from his Gothic novel The Monk (1796).
Marc Dutroux’s case proved so infamous in the public’s mind that more than one third o f Belgians with the 

surname Dutroux applied to have their name changed. See Encyclopcedia Britannica 
http://www.britannica.com/eb/article-9389337/Marc-Dutroux, accessed 14 Sept. 2007.

Schmid, Natural B om  Celebrities, p. 209.
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projected outwards to include an image of the monster’s lair: Ed Gein’s old farm house in Plainfield, 

Wisconsin or Jeffrey Dahmer’s Milwaukee Apartment 213. The narrative of monstrosity can also 

move backward in time to include horrific accounts of the serial killer’s early family life, such as 

Henry Lee Lucas’ poverty-ridden up-bringing in Blacksburg, Virginia, which reads Hke a tale of the 

blackest Southern Gothic variety, with a drunken and literally legless father, a brutal abusive mother 

who beat him, starved him and made him wear a dress and a half-brother who introduced the teenage 

Lucas to acts of bestiality and zoosadism.^^

As Karen Halttunen notes such rhetoric of Gothic monstrosity enables us to express “the 

incomprehensibility of murder within the rational Enlightenment social order.” '̂̂  It finds a place for 

the threatening otherness of the serial killer and his actions without disrupting notions of normality. 

Like most narratives of monstrosity, these depictions of the serial killer serve to distance the reader 

from the subject. They set up a definition of aberrance which not only protects concepts of normality 

but assists their construction. Like all abominations of the natural order, the serial killer may be 

consigned to the province of the freak, whose purpose is to define what is normal:

The figure of the freak is [...] the necessary cultural complement to the 
acquisitive and capable American who claims the normative position of 
mascuHne, white, nondisabled, sexually unambiguous, and middle class.

The difficulty which arises in the case of the serial killer as monster-freak is that he is often far too 

close to this “masculine, white, nondisabled, sexually unambiguous, and middle class” “normative 

position” ever to be unequivocally exiled from it.

3. “YOU WENT THE WRONG WAY. PARTNER”: IDENTIFYING WITH THE SERL\L KILLER 

Equally prevalent though less overt than true-crime’s abjuration of the serial killer from the realm of 

humanity, is its identification with him. This identification begins at the very core of the true-crime 

project and is particularly common in the variety of true-crime that is consciously police procedural or 

purports to uncover the motivations behind the serial killer’s crimes. As the story of extreme criminal 

behaviour, the serial killer true-crime story is always about the criminal in a way that it is never about 

^ e  victim. The true-crime narrative’s structure is inextricably linked to the killer’s actions; his 

consecutive murders and their escalation or abatement constituting the narrative’s chapter formation 

and plot development. More than this, the very nature of the true-crime narrative relies on the acts of

See Mike Cox, The Confessions o f  Henry Lee Lucas (London: Warner Books, 1991).
Halttunen, M urder M ost Foul, p. 48.
Thomson, Rosemarie Garland, Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical D isability in American Culture and  

Literature (N.Y.: Columbia U.P., 1997), p. 64 quoted in David Schmid, Natural B om  Celebrities, p. 62.
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the serial killer to maintain its progression. When the serial killer stops killing the true-crime narrative 

soon ends too.̂ ®

As the protagonist of the narrative, the serial killer’s point of view is continually privileged. This in 

itself raises a number of problematic issues, among them is the relegation of those who have suffered 

and died as a consequence of the serial killer’s actions to the role of minor players in the narrative. 

Their story is only relevant to the extent in which it intersects with the killer’s. Thus victims’ lives as 

well as their deaths are reduced to episodes in the serial killer’s story; their significance is merely 

comparative and accumulative. This has the effect of replicating the serial killer’s own attitude 

towards his victims, who are similarly perceived as a series of episodes in his life. In a cycle of 

addition and erasure that continues as long as the serial killer kills, each victim is introduced into the 

narrative only to be removed and quickly replaced with another. Conversely, the serial killer’s 

presence in the true-crime narrative is, more often than not, constant. Just as Mailer’s Executioner’s 

Song relentlessly attempted to unravel the actions and thoughts of Gary Gilmore, the reader of the 

true-crime novel is given access to the killer’s life in intimate detail, we are told about his parents, his 

birth, his childhood and teenage years, and then introduced to his murderous activities, right through 

to his subsequent arrest, prison life and, in cases involving capital punishment, his death. In order to 

‘understand’ him better, every facet of the serial killer’s life, with all of its disappointments and 

frustrations, is examined closely. The serial killer, however ‘perverse’ his actions may be, is our 

criterion; he is the actor in the true-crime drama.

This, however, is only the starting point in a process of identification with the serial killer and his 

actions. Impressing upon the reader the importance of ‘getting into the mind’ of the killer in order to 

understand his behaviour, true-crime narratives will often attempt ‘imaginatively’ to inhabit his 

psyche. The results of this imaginative ‘leap’ are often highly problematic, particularly in the way 

that they dispense with the ethical and social implications of his acts in favour of an intensely 

individualised description of violence and murder. The following is a true-crime ‘description’ of Ted 

Bundy’s experience on murdering for the first time:

The revelation of the experience and the frenzied desire that seized him 
really seemed to usher in a new dimension to that part of him that was 
obsessed with violence and women [...] What he had done had terrified 
him, purely terrified him. Full of remorse and remonstrating with himself

Although true-crime nairatives do occasionally give some consideration to the serial killer’s trial, 
incarceration and, in cases o f capital punishment, execution, this is by far the most underdeveloped aspect o f  his 
story. More often than not, true-crime’s engagement with the figure of the serial killer centres on the act o f  
killing itself.
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for the suicidal nature of that activity Bundy also recognized murder as a 
form of suicide.^’

Interpreted as merely a footnote in Ted Bundy’s career as a serial murderer, the death of his victim is 

described purely in terms of his own safety and the precarious position it has placed him in, both 

physically and psychologically. In addition, the description of Bundy as “obsessed with violence and 

women” subtly avoids the use of the phrase ‘violence against women’; a term which would not only 

have been far more precise in describing Bundy’s case but also more suggestive of the broader 

contexts of violence perpetrated against women in society as a whole. The same true-crime narrative 

gives the following account of Bundy’s attempted sexual assault on a woman, whose name we are not 

given:

One night [Bundy] was peering through a window at a girl preparing for 
bed when he discovered that the door had been left open. He sneaked 
into her room and leapt on her, but when she screamed he fled.

Quoting Bundy’s own words, in which he refers to himself in the third person, as he often did in his 

‘confession’ of his crimes, the narrative goes on:

Then he was seized with the same kind of disgust and repulsion and fear 
and wonder at why he was allowing himself to attempt such extraordinary 
violence.

The narrators continue in their own words describing Bundy’s subsequent sexual assault and 

attempted murder of another woman, whose name we are also not given:

He was so upset that he gave up his voyeuristic activities for three 
months; but on 4 January 1974 he again crept into a basement after he 
had watched a girl undressing. He wrenched a metal bar from the bed 
frame and struck her repeatedly on the head. Then apparently finding 
himself impotent, he rammed the bar into her vagina. The girl recovered 
after a week in a coma. It took Bundy a month to recover from the 
trauma of what he had done. Next time he carried his fantasy through to 
the end. On 31 January 1974 he entered a students’ lodging house and 
tried bedroom doors until he found one that was unlocked. It was that of 
twenty-one-year-old Lynda Ann Healy. This time he seized her by the 
throat and ordered her to remain silent.^*

The narrative then goes on to describe how Bundy bound and gagged her, drove her to a remote 

mountain “spent hours acting out his sexual fantasies” and finally “bludgeoned her to death.”^̂  There 

are a number of aspects to these last few passages which I wish to comment on further. Firstly, in a

W ilson and Seaman, The Serial Killers: A Study in the Psychology o f  Violence (London: BCA, 1992), p. 262. 
Ibid., pp. 262- 263.
Ibid., p. 263.

218



variation on what Carol J. Clover refers to as the “assaultive gaze” °̂ in horror cinema, there is the 

commentators’, and by extension the reader’s, alliance with Bundy and his actions, he sneaks, he 

peers, he tries doors. Like him, the reader is fully cognisant of events and their implications as they 

unfold; unlike his victims, who unwittingly and ‘glibly’ undress near uncovered windows while they 

leave their doors unlocked. This alliance is pursued further, with the inclusion of Bundy’s own 

comments on the turn of events and the personal significance they have for him. Most strikingly of 

all, the narrative displays a quite extraordinarily uneven emphasis on Bundy’s experience of trauma in 

comparison to that of his victims’. In the first instance, we are told that a woman is attacked in her 

home and screams, upon which Bundy flees. The narrative leaves this screaming woman to relate to 

us Bundy’s “upset” and its subsequent disruption of his “voyeuristic activities” In the second case, a 

woman is described as being repeatedly struck on the head and then violently sexually assaulted, 

resulting in a week-long coma. In an outrageously disproportionate comparison, we are told “the girl 

recovered after a week”, while “it took Bundy a month to recover from the trauma of what he had 

done.” Incessantly focusing on the psychology of the serial killer, all others are completely denied a 

psychological existence. The trauma, rage or other reactions the victim may have are not germane to 

an understanding of the killer and his motivations, and they do not serve to move his narrative on, so 

they are simply passed over as irrelevant or nonexistent. Yet again, we may interpret this as an 

example of how the true-crime narrative mimics rather than scrutinises the callousness of the serial 

killer’s violence.

Compounding the alhance between the serial killer true-crime narrative and the serial killer himself is 

the tendency of both to treat victims as interchangeable. In the true-crime narrative this is achieved 

through a number of interrelated methods. In the case of Bundy’s murder of Lynda Ann Healy - 

whose name we are given presumably because Bundy ‘succeeded’ in killing her, thereby qualifying 

her for specific mention - which follows the series of other attacks on women, quoted above, the 

reader has already been forewarned that the “Next time he carried his fantasy through to the end.” 

Following the description of Bundy’s entry into Healy’s room, we are told “This time he seized her by 

the thioat and ordered her to remain silent.” The choice of wording here, “this time he seized her", 

gives the distinct impression that Bundy has attacked Lynda Ann Healy before. Of course, he hasn’t 

attacked Healy before. However, the narrative has conflated his attack on her with his previous 

attacks, which are deemed less complete because the victims survived. But “this time” Bundy will get 

it right, he will seize “her” - “her” now being the victim personified, not just Lynda Ann Healy but the 

ones who got away. In this instance, the level of complicity the true-crime narrative has with the acts 

and motivations of the serial killer finds its basis in a subtle phrasing which understands the killer’s

Clover, Men, Women, and Chain Saws: Gender in the M odem  H orror Film, pp. 8 6 -1 0 1 .1 will discuss this 
concept o f  “the assaultive gaze” at some length in the following chapter.
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victims to be transposable figures whose purpose is to move the serial killer, and his true-crime story, 

forward.

4. BLAMING VICTIMS

One of the most disturbing alliances between the true-crime narrative and the serial killer is the 

devaluation and blaming of victims. This is nowhere more obvious than in cases involving the rape 

and murder of prostitutes. Social-anthropologist and true-crime writer Elliot Leyton has made the 

assertion that, in the history of serial killing, the killer of prostitutes is essentially a thing of the past, 

belonging to a now defunct “morbidly insecure new bourgeoisie” who acted “as enforcers of a moral 

order.” '̂ However, even a cursory examination of serial murder from the 1970s to the present day 

proves this contention to be wholly untrue. The serial killer of prostitutes has in fact remained a staple 

of modem serial killing, as the cases of Peter Sutcliffe, Arthur Shawcross, Gary Ridgway, Bobby Joe 

Long, Bill Suff, Robert Yates, John Eric Armstrong, Joel Rifkin, Robert Pickton, Thomas George 

Svekla, Stewart Wilken and the 2006 murders of five prostitutes in Ipswich clearly demonstrate.^ 

What has also remained a staple in the annals of serial killing involving the murder of prostitutes is the 

representation of the victims as not wholly undeserving of death, from the September 1888 Daily 

Telegraph's description of Jack the Ripper’s victims as “drunken, vicious, miserable wretches, which 

it was almost a charity to relieve of the penalty of existence” *̂  to the Bradford police’s public warning 

that the next victim of the Yorkshire Ripper “may be innocent.” ^

One reason often cited for many serial killers’ consistent targeting of prostitutes is the opportunity the 

prostitute/client relationship affords the killer in getting close to a stranger, in an anonymous and 

relatively isolated manner. While I would concur that this reasoning has undoubtedly some validity to 

it in terms of opportunity, it is entirely inadequate as a motive; and arguing that “Prostitutes’ 

vulnerability and willingness to get picked up is the profile that attracts the killer and drives him into a 

sexual frenzy” is an utterly unsatisfactory supposition which suggests that opportunity itself is 

enough of a motive.

Leyton, “Hunting Humans”, pp. 306, 365.
Steven Wright was found guilty of these murders in February 2008 and sentenced to life imprisonment.
Daily Telegraph 24 Sept. 1888.

^  Bland, The Case of the Yorkshire Ripper -  Mad, Bad, Beast or Male?’, in Femicide: The Politics o f Woman 
Killing, p. T il.

Keppel, with Bimes, Signature Killers, p. 17.
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Serial killer Gary Ridgway (aka the Green River Killer) wrote in his confession, “1 picked prostitutes 

because 1 thought 1 could kill as many of them as I wanted without getting caught.”^̂  In proposing 

that killing a prostitute is less ‘risky’ than kiUing someone else, this comment hints at more than 

opportunity. While it can, in part, be seen as Ridgway’s pragmatic realisation that the authorities may 

have a good deal of difficultly tracing the clandestine activities of a prostitute and her clients - as 

Ridgway added, “I knew they would not be reported missing right away, and might never be reported 

missing” - it may also be interpreted as a complicit understanding that the murder o f a prostitute is not 

as serious a crime as the killing of another person and that as such it will not be as rigorously 

investigated. This disturbing possibility is further highlighted by the recent comments o f police 

undertaking the investigation o f the murder o f twenty women in Edmonton, Canada, in which the 

victims are referred to as “either prostitutes or women with high-risk lifestyles.” ’̂ The vague 

categorisation of “high-risk”, which undoubtedly has sexual implications, confers upon the victims a 

certain level of blame as well as a sense of the inevitabihty o f their fate. Working on such a premise, 

we can question the extent to which such attitudes may affect the kind of investigatory zeal these 

particular murder victims can expect in comparison to a victim with a ‘low-risk’ lifestyle. In the case 

of Gary Ridgway, his murder o f forty eight women over two decades would suggest his supposition 

that it was less risky for him  to target prostitutes may have some validity.^*

In his comments on the killings which he described as “part of a common scheme or plan. The plan 

was, I wanted to kill as many women I thought were prostitutes as 1 possibly could”, Ridgway also 

acknowledged that:

^  Ridgway, Gary, confession, CNN Live Event/Special, Gary Ridgway Pleads Guilty to Green River Murders, 
Aired November 5, 2003 - 12:34 ET. http://transcripts.cnn.eom/TRANSCRIPTS/0311/05/se.04.html, accessed 
23 Sept. 2007.

CBC News, ‘Edmonton’s murdered women’, January 4, 2007 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/background/edmonton_murders/, accessed 23 Sept. 2007.

Not only did Ridgway ‘get away’ with so many murders for two decades, he also received clemency for his 
confession and subsequent aiding of the police in the recovery of his victims’ bodies, thereby commuting his 
sentence to life in prison in a state (Washington) that regularly portions out the death penalty for murder. 
According to CNN reporter W olf Blitzer it seems the authorities desire for ‘some conclusion’ to the mystery of 
the murders was at the heart of their decision to accept Ridgway’s plea-bargain, “The prosecution saying that the 
reason they accepted this plea agreement was to come to some conclusion, because the only way they could 
resolve the deaths of the women who mysteriously were murdered, disappeared along in Washington State and 
perhaps elsewhere, was to get his cooperation. That is why in the end they agreed to give him life without the 
possibility of parole in exchange for his confession.” In response to the suggestion that in Ridgway’s case there 
should not have been a commutation of the death penalty considering the particularly heinous nature of his 
crimes. Rich Lowry, of the National Review makes it very clear that he feels that when justice in the courts fails 
the ‘justice’ of a violent prison system will intervene, “Well, that's a good question. Wolf. And just listening to 
this, my thought was, he is going to die in prison probably very rapidly. This is the kind of guy that usually gets 
taken care of by other prisoners. And it is just a sad fact that we have a very brutal prison system. It has rape and 
all sorts of things. This guy will end up being strangled or bludgeoned to death very quickly, I would think.” 
(CNN Live Event/Special, Gary Ridgway Pleads Guilty to 
Green River Murders, Aired November 5, 2003 - 12:34 ET.
http://transcripts.cnn.eom/TRANSCRIPTS/0311/05/se.04.html, accessed 23 Sept. 2007).
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I picked prostitutes as my victims because I hate most prostitutes. And I 
did not want to pay them  for sex. I also picked prostitutes as victims 
because they were easy to pick up, without being noticed.^^

Following this line of reasoning, it is clear that for Ridgway opportunity and motive are combined. 

His attitude towards his victims as easy targets includes an understanding of them as sexually easy. 

M any serial killers, whose primary targets are prostitutes, express a similar attitude towards their 

victims, judged as sexually ‘cheap’, their lives are deemed cheap and worthless as well. The 

possibility that the authorities investigating the murder of prostitutes may actually share a similar 

opinion of the victims is reflected in the following comments of one anonymous prostitute concerning 

the murder o f twenty prostitutes over the last two decades in Edmonton, Canada, “I realize the police 

don’t care if  you get killed because in their eyes prostitutes are garbage.”™

M edia representations o f violence against women working as prostitutes often display a similar 

disregard. The recent new spaper reports of the murders of five women in Ipswich, for which Steve 

W right was found guilty in February 2008, have received a considerable amount of criticism for their 

continual references to the victims as prostitutes. Undoubtedly to say the women were prostitutes is 

relevant and using the term prostitute in order to identify the link between all the women killed is

important, but many press reports have used the term so consistently that it becomes the single

defining characteristic o f the women - as though they did not have lives outside of this work, or 

families, or friends. In stripping the victim o f her identity as anything other than a prostitute such 

news coverage replicates the attitude o f the killer. The following comments of Arthur Shawcross, 

made during a prison interview, exemplify this denial o f the prostitutes’ identity; a denial in which the 

interviewer is complicit:

Shawcross: No, I was not hunting women. I was hunting prostitutes.
W hy do you keep referring to hunting women? That’s a misconception
that’s got a lot o f women in the world scared, even there’s some guards in
here scared because I was hunting women. I was hunting prostitutes, 
there’s a difference.

Ridgway, Gary, confession, CNN Live Event/Special, Gary Ridgway Pleads Guilty to Green River Murders, 
Aired November 5, 2003 - 12:34 ET. http://transcripts.cnn.eom/TRANSCRIPTS/031 l/05/se.04.htnil, accessed 
23 Sept. 2007.

Quoted in ‘Prostitution laws make murder easier: Forcing women to work in the shadows leaves them 
vulnerable to attack’, The Ottawa Citizen, Dan Gardner, Saturday, November 8, 2003, 
http://www.missingpeople.net/prostitution_laws_make_murder_ea.htm, accessed 22 Sept. 2007. This 
anonymous woman’s reference to the police’s attitude to prostitutes as “garbage” is strikingly similar to 
Sutcliffe’s comments referring to his victims as “filth” “littering the streets”. (John Beattie, The Yorkshire 
Ripper Story, p. 133). Highlighting the hypocrisy of the police’s attitude to prostitution, the woman states, “The 
police that busted us, at least one was a regular customer for a couple of years. There were off-duty police 
coming in all the time, and RCMP, too. Firemen, paramedics, lawyers, politicians, accountants - all kinds of 
men. Why are we, the women, made into the criminals?”
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Interviewer: You would never iiave killed a woman? 

Shawcross: I would never have killed a normal woman^'

True-crime writing frequently engages in a similar reduction and dehumanisation of prostitutes who 

become the victims of a serial killer. In his true-crime book, Talking With Serial Killers, investigative 

criminologist Christopher Berry-Dee describes the victims of Shawcross in the following manner:

Anne Marie Stefffen, aged 27, was an emaciated prostitute who took to 
the streets to support her drug habit.

Dorothy Keeler was a drifter with an alcohol problem.

Francis ‘Fanny’ Brown was a 22 year old drug addict.

Patricia Ives, also known as Crazy Patti was a 25-year-old drug 
dependant school dropout with a baby boy who had been placed in a 
foster home.

Like Shawcross’ comments above, and the recent news reports of the Ipswich murders, the term 

‘woman’ is avoided in favour of definitions which label these victims as deviants with reprehensible 

lifestyles. They are ‘drug addicts’, ‘drifters’, ‘prostitutes’ and ‘school dropouts.’ What I find the most 

striking aspect of Berry-Dee’s depictions of this particular group of victims is their marked difference 

from his later description of the victims of the female serial killer (and prostitute), Aileen Wuomos:

As ex-husbands go, 47-year old David Spears was a dream come true.
Predictable, honest and hardworking, he was a man people counted on.

Ever-smiling Eugene ‘Troy’ Buress celebrated his fiftieth birthday in 
January 1990. With a natural gift of the gab, he was employed as a part- 
time salesman [...] He also ran his own company.

Dick Humphreys, of Crystal River, Florida, never made it home from his 
last day of work at the Sumterville office of Florida’s Department of 
Health and Rehabihtation Services.

Sixty-year-old Walter Antonio, from Cocoa, Florida, was driving to 
Alabama, in search of a job. Recently engaged, he wore a gold and silver 
diamond ring, a gift from his fiancee.^^

Interview with Arthur Shawcross, audio clip downloaded from Serial Killer Central, 
http;//www.skcentral.com/main.php, accessed 22 Sept. 2007.

Berry-Dee, Talking With Serial Killers, pp. 52, 53, 54, 57.
Ibid., pp. 203, 205, 208, 209.
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Unlike the women murdered by Shawcross, these men are not defined by their employment or lack of 

it, although their work is mentioned in order to show how responsible and capable they are as 

members of society. We are told about where they come from, their future plans and their connection 

to others. Their exploits are portrayed in positive terms, sixty-year-old Walter Antonio is described as 

driving to Alabama in search of a job, rather than unemployed. The fact that these men presumably 

crossed paths with Wuomos because they had picked her up for sex is never alluded to; instead Berry- 

Dee refers to the last known whereabouts of these men and then moves on to tell the reader where 

their bodies and cars where found. In a statement to the press, one individual involved in the 

investigation of the Wuomos murders explains his upset at having to draw attention to the fact that 

these respectable men, “predictable, honest and hardworking”, had ‘hired’ a prostitute, “I hate to say it 

because you’ve had too many people who’ve been killed and their wives are mourning enough 

already.” "̂' As one commentator notes in reference to this statement, it is “hard to imagine the 

families of Dahmer’s victims being treated with such consideration.”’  ̂ This is most undeniably true. 

As the victims of serial killers, male prostitutes or men engaged in casual sex with other men are, like 

female prostitutes, deemed to be taking unnecessary risks with their safety and as such are complicit in 

their own deaths. The following observation, made by another true-crime writer, is a typical example 

of the callous regard given to Dahmer’s victims, a number of whom were as young as fourteen years 

of age:

All of Jeffrey Dahmer’s victims facilitated him in some way [...] their 
life-styles and unnecessary risk-taking contributed to their deaths [...] the 
youths who left gay bars with men they didn’t know were leading lives 
full of risks and, in the end, were killed as a result of their own 
negligence and recklessness. They were looking for nameless, faceless 
sex.’^

The fact that W uomos’ victims also met their deaths while “looking for nameless, faceless sex” is not 

viewed as a contributing factor to their fate. The underlying assumption being that the “high-risk 

lifestyle” of the prostitute as victim does not extend to include her/his client.

5. MOTHERS. WIVES AND GIRLFRIENDS

Despite the many problematic issues the true-crime narrative raises, it should be noted that not all 

criticism of it is negative. Reading the genre ‘against the grain’, with a survey of its female readers as 

evidence of its subversive possibilities, Laura Browder has argued that:

Quoted in Schmid, Natural B om  Celebrities, p. 237.
Schmid, Natural B om  Celebrities, p. 237.
Schwartz, Anne, The Man Who Could Not K ill Enough: The Secret Murders o f  M ilwaukee’s Jeffrey Dahm er 

(N.Y.: Carol, 1992), p. 102.
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True crime books are a popular arena for metaphysical discussions about 
the nature of evil, the meaning of retribution, and the impossibility of 
knowing another/^

While such a reading is undeniably available to the reader of true-crime, it involves a wilful evasion of 

the genre’s intensely problematic rendering of its subject in order to reach such a positive evaluation. 

For example, Browder’s assessment of the subversive possibilities of true-crime includes a reading of 

its depiction of unstable families as an instance of its power to undermine orthodox concepts of the 

family unit:

Yet true crime books are also subversive, in that they tend to question the 
very foundations of patriarchal culture - the family in true crime is often a 
poisonous unit/*

However, I would contend that the true-crime narrative’s depiction of the family as “a poisonous unit” 

consistently adheres to patriarchal concepts by focusing on the failure of women, as mothers, wives 

and girlfriends, to live up to their predetermined role as a supportive and submissive presence in the 

lives of men. Delving into the killer’s past in search of a motive, true-crime will often hit upon a 

formula that invokes a previous relationship in the killer’s history which is then held up as the origin 

of the killer’s homicidal urges. Figuring sexual violence and murder as “anger-driven” “retaliatory 

crimes” ®̂ the individuals in the killer’s past who are considered most likely to have ‘provoked’ 

feelings of rage are almost without exception female:

Often, the target woman in a retaliatory killer’s background may have 
been a mother, wife, supervisor, or any woman who can situationally 
ignore or reject the potential killer.*®

Without acknowledging or challenging the convoluted logic which renders mothers, wives, girlfriends 

or female bosses ‘responsible’ for the killer’s intense resentment and anger, the true-crime narrative 

will in fact validate this trajectory of cause and effect. In some cases it will surreptitiously equate a 

woman’s rejection of a man’s advances as a contributing factor in his subsequent metamorphosis into 

a serial killer: as one true-crime writer proposes, “Perhaps the most important single factor in turning 

Bundy into a serial killer was a relationship with a fellow student named Stephanie Brooks. [Who] 

wearied of his immaturity and dropped him.”*' Another true-crime writer invokes the Ted Bundy 

prototype in his description of the behaviour of serial killer Christopher Wilder, “Not unlike Ted

”  Browder, ‘Dystopian Romance: True Crime and the Female Reader’, p. 934.
’*Ibid.,p . 936.
™ Keppel, with Bim es, Signature Killers, p. 95.

Ibid., p. 97.
Wilson and Seaman, The Serial Killers, pp. 266-267.
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Bundy, Wilder began his cross country rampage shortly after a beautiful young woman [...] refused 

his offer of marriage.”*̂  Of course, such conclusions are in themselves entirely speculative. But more 

than this, rather than drawing to the conclusion that Bundy and Wilder seemed to have assumed that 

these women had no right to refuse their marriage proposals, the true-crime narrative judges these 

instances of ‘rejection’ from the serial killer’s point of view. Interpreting these refusals of Bundy’s 

and Wilder’s ‘natural’ desire to marry as a retrospective justification for their acts, they become vital 

pieces of the true-crime narrative’s puzzle to work out what ‘drives’ a man to become a serial killer.

As discussed in the first chapter of this thesis, mothers play an extraordinarily important role in

psychoanalysis’ constructing and reconstructing the serial killer’s motivations. In the true-crime

narrative they often compete with the figure of the serial killer in their monstrosity. In the following 

description, the mother of Henry Lee Lucas barely rates as human:

Viola Lucas, half Chippewa Indian, had straight black hair, high cheeks, a 
dark complexion, and only a few teeth. Mountain living and moonshine 
had left her with a hard, stem face, a look that went perfectly well with 
her vicious nature. [...] Her two boys and her legless husband were all 
scared of her, especially when she has a belly full of her own crystal-clear 
com mash, which was most of the time. But her mean streak did not 
discourage the men who came to pay her fifty cents to lift her dress for 
quick, passionless sex on the old bed in the front room of the Lucas cabin.
Nor did she go to the trouble of shooing her kids, or even her husband, 
out of the cabin when she was taming a trick. [She was] a woman with a 
terrible body odor, who preferred adding a new layer of clothes to 
washing.*^

While this is a particularly extreme example of motherly neglect, many true-crime narratives place a 

great emphasis on the negative implications of a mother’s deficiency no matter how small - be it too 

cloying and protective or cold and inattentive. Borrowing from the archetype of Mrs Bates (who, lest 

we forget, is, as we know her, a constmction of Norman Bates’ own psyche*'') Ed Kemper’s mother is 

described as “a shrilly behttling” woman, whose “succession of husbands” could not “live up to her 

fierce social ambitions.”*̂  This same commentator notes how mothers who are “much married” leave 

their children “profoundly disconnected” and that “a quite disproportionate number of multiple 

murderers had mothers who married three or more times.”*® Fathers, and father-figures, as a whole,

Leyton, “Hunting H umans”, p. 18.
Cox, The Confessions o f  Henry Lee Lucas, pp. 18-19.
At least she is in B loch’s original story and Hitchcock’s film version. 
Leyton, “Hunting humans", p. 39.
Ibid., p. 82.
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remain conspicuously absent from the true-crime narrative’s retelling of events; no doubt, in part, due 

to the fact that many are absent in their children’s lives.*’ It is as if, in this unnatural state of affairs, a 

woman without a strong and dominate male figure in her life becomes a monstrous aberration of 

womanhood, over-sexualised, vicious, out of control and rapaciously domineering. Invariably 

alluding to an Oedipal scenario, the young boy, who will later become a serial killer, is figured as 

unnaturally close to his dominating mother and, unable to make the necessary independent strides 

away from her destructive influence, he is left emotionally crippled and sexually warped. Soon after 

his arrest in November 1957, Time magazine called Gein “a mama’s boy” who hated “other women as 

mama had willed.”** Four years earlier, Richard Green began his twenty-four-year study on The 

‘Sissy Boy Syndrome ’ and the Development o f Homosexuality for the express purpose of “predicting 

and identifying effeminate boys likely to grow up gay or transsexual.”*̂  In this study Green describes 

the tightrope motherly love must walk in order to raise a psychologically balanced, sexually 

unambiguous son:

Mothers bear a paradoxical burden. They must be ‘good enough’ but not 
‘too good.’ Like fathers, they should not be remote. But unlike fathers, 
their involvement and investment with sons must be only temperate. It 
must be finely tuned to provide the son with security and emotional 
warmth. There must be just enough of mother to round off the hard edges 
carved by father; she must not smother, stifle, or feminize.^

Invoking another age-old gender-based double standard, true-crime consistently holds women entirely 

responsible for their children’s illegitimacy; as one commentary explains, part of Ted Bundy’s hatred 

o f women may be connected to the fact he was “tortured by the stigma of illegitimacy.” '̂ Even 

children as yet unborn may be adversely affected by the fact that they are the result of an unwanted 

pregnancy; when mothers go through a “difficult gestation period” because they are “emotionally 

conflicted” and their anxiety and resentment is “translated into the secretion of hormones that can

Instances where fathers do play a major and violent role in their son’s lives, as for example in the cases o f  
Peter Kiirten, Albert de Salvo, David Berkowitz and John Wayne Gacy, are usually underplayed in the true- 
crime formula.
** Time, 70.23 (2 Dec. 1957): 32-33. Peter Sutcliffe’s father described his son in similar terms, “he was a right 
mother’s boy from the word go”, Gordon Bum “Som ebody’s Husband, Som ebody’s Son”: The Story o f  Peter 
Sutcliffe, p. 99.

Sullivan, ‘Ed Gein and The Figure o f  the Transgendered Serial Killer’, p. 27.
^  Green, Richard, The ‘Sissy Boy Syndrom e’ and the Developm ent o f  Homosexuality (New Haven: Yale U.P., 
1987), p. 47. See for instance, R. Muster and Louis Distler's “Masculinity, Identification, and Father-Son 
Relationships”, Journal o f  Abnormal and Social Psychology, 59 (1959): 350-356. Muster and Distler argue that 
the absence o f  a father or the presence of a clinging mother can result in improper gender identification and 
possibly, homosexuality.
' Leyton, “Hunting H umans”, p. 95.
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affect the developing foetus” creating as yet unborn serial killers.®^ The woman, in this scenario, 

becomes quite literally the maker of monsters.

By refusing to move beyond the paradigm of serial killer profiling and its intimate examination of the 

immediate psychological environment of the killer, true-crime often ignores broader social contexts; 

contexts which habitually assume that ideal romantic and familial relationships require women to be 

inordinately attentive and submissive to men’s needs. If mothers, wives, girlfriends “or any woman 

who can situationally ignore or reject the potential killer” fails in this regard, she has covertly played a 

part in the creation of a serial killer. Emphasising the guilty role deficient womanhood plays in the 

construction of the serial killer, the following criminologist’s comment proposes a line of inquiry 

which does not stop when the killer has been found but proceeds to examine his personal life in search 

of the initial offending w'oman who is the source of the killer’s “retaliatory” rage:

By looking at the victim profile and knowing who the significant women 
were in a retahatory-signature killer’s background, you can sometimes 
figure out who the real target was.^^

Validating serial killers’ reasoning rather than examining it critically, the same commentator notes 

how it is “rare for the signature killer [serial killer] to attack the real woman who is aggravating him 

[He] must seek surrogate targets.” "̂' Implicit in these comments is the sense that it would have been 

‘better’ if the killer had simply ‘targeted’ the “real woman who is aggravating him.” Also, rather than 

comment on the fact that in seeking so-called “surrogate targets” and treating women as more or less 

interchangeable commodities the serial killer is acting out one of the most fundamental concepts of 

patriarchal social structures, the true-crime narrative simply adheres to and corroborates the ‘logic’ of 

the serial killer’s actions; compounding the notion that the killer’s victims are ciphers whose 

‘meaning’ and significance can only be acquired with recourse to the psychodrama of the killer’s life 

and the “real woman” who has aggravated or rejected him.

The true-crime genre’s frame of reference is often so insular that it neglects to acknowledge the fact 

that the serial killer is as much a casual consumer of popular culture as anyone. He may even be a 

reader of true-crime. Indeed, along with Nazi histories, pornography and graphic medical texts, true- 

crime books have proven to be one of most popular reading materials of serial killers.®^ A curious 

upshot of this short-sightedness, on the true-crime narrative’s part, is its tendency to ignore the fact

Norris, Serial Killers, pp. 317-318.
Keppel, with Bimes, Signature Killers, p. 126. The term signature killer refers to killers whose murders are 

marked by specific acts and evidence which are then read as ‘signatures’ by the criminologist. However, all o f  
the cases Keppel examines are o f  sexual serial killers.

Ibid., p. 126.
Peter Kiirten, Ed Gein and Albert Fish are among the many serial killers who were avid readers o f true-crime.
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that the archetypes it avails itself of, from the belittling dominant mother to the coolly indifferent 

girlfriend, are as readily available to the serial killer as anyone else, including the true-crime writer. 

In light of this, it is not unreasonable to conjecture that at least some serial killers avail of these 

culturally constructed models of defective womanhood as a retrospective justification for their actions. 

In a self-perpetuating cycle of assertion and reassertion, the true-crime narrative then repeats the 

killer’s version of events with little or no real critical evaluation of them.

6. THE PORNOGRAPHY OF REPRESENTATION

As I have already discussed, the very premise of the true-crime narrative privileges the serial killer’s 

point of view. This concession to the serial killer’s perception extends to include a retelling of murder 

which is heavily reliant on the murderer’s version of events.^^ In order to furnish its readers with the 

intimate details of the killer’s crimes, outside of the parameters of forensic evidence, true-crime is, to 

a great extent, dependent on statements made by serial killers themselves. This not only includes the 

killer’s recounting of his own feelings and actions but those of his victims. While forensic evidence 

may supply the true-crime writer with information regarding the victim’s physical struggles, for 

example when traces of the killer’s skin are found under the victim’s fingernails (suggesting that the 

victim fought the attacker), other details, such as how the killer ‘picked up’ his victim, what transpired 

between them before his attack, what the victim may have said, or how the victim may have suffered 

or pleaded, are entirely reliant on the account of events given by the killer. Thus the serial killer 

becomes the narrator not only of his own story but also his victim’s story. Despite the fact that the 

serial killer’s version of events are utterly compromised, he is looked upon, in the words of Michaud 

and Aynesworth’s true-crime account of Ted Bundy, as The Only Living Witness of his crimes.®^ This 

adherence to the killer's description of his murders results in a retelling of gruesome details with a 

tone which often verges on the pornographic. The following true-crime account of serial killer 

Harvey Glatman’s rape and murder of his third victim, Ruth Mercado, is a typical example of such 

descriptive passages:

He bound and gagged her to keep her silent. Then warned her, gesturing 
with his gun, that if she struggled or made any noise, it would be the end 
of her. She got the message and stayed put while Glatman checked out 
the apartment like a nervous cat burglar [...] He came back to the

Significantly in Berry-Dee’s Talking With Serial Killers, while using a good deal o f male serial killer’s 
statements to describe their acts o f  murder, the writer refrains from using Aileen W uom os’ version o f  her 
murders, (pp. 52-58). For more on the FBI’s Behavioural Science Unit’s reliance on the serial killer’s own 
viewpoint in analysing crimes see Mark Seltzer’s Serial Killers: Death and Life in A m erica’s Wound Culture 
(N.Y.; London: Routledge, 1998), pp. 180-186.

Michaud and Aynesworth, The Only Living Witness. Referring to Bundy as the only living witness to his 
crimes is particularly ironic, as quite a number o f women whom Bundy attempted to kill survived his attack.
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bedroom where Mercado was just waiting, tied up and shaking in terror.
‘Don’t do anything foolish’ he ordered. ‘I’m going to untie you.’ Then 
he told her they were going to have sex right there and then, but she’d be 
all right if she didn’t give him any trouble [...] then he untied her and 
forced her to have sex with him again and again until she fell asleep [...]
He forced her to pose again with her hands and feet tied, but he quickly 
looped a piece of rope from her ankles to bend her legs back, put his knee 
in the small of her back, and wound the rope twice around her neck. Like 
a cowboy securing his calf at a rodeo, he pulled as tight as he could for 
about five minutes while she twitched and gasped for air.^*

Surreptitiously sharing the attacker’s perspective while objectifying his victim, such passages provide 

a strong indication of why many serial killers themselves enjoy reading true-crime. More than this, 

the narrator’s own graphically descriptive addition, likening Glatman’s binding of his victim to “a 

cowboy securing his calf at a rodeo”, complicity raises the pornographic ante of the narrative even 

more. Eric Van Hoffman’s true-crime book, A Venom in the Blood, goes still further in its ‘elevation’ 

of the serial killer’s acts to the realm of the pornographic. He describes serial killer Gerald Gallego’s 

sexual assault on two young female victims in the following manner:

The victims had stripped down to their panties when Gerald reached out 
impatiently and tore them off both girls. Gerald sat down on the floor, 
the enormous erection standing up past his navel like an ancient Greek 
pornographic tile mosaic.®^

Even in attempting to distance itself from the pornographic possibilities of its retelling of the serial 

killer’s actions, true-crime often reveals its problematic relationship with its material. An example of 

this is criminologist and true-crime writer Robert Keppel’s assertion, “Of course, the thought of 

mutilating a beautiful woman repulses most of us.”’°° Exactly why Keppel envisions the hypothetical 

victim of the serial killer as a beautiful woman remains curiously unspoken.

7. CRIMINAL GENIUS

In the case of true-crime narratives by criminologists and serial killer ‘profilers’, the killer’s 

perspective is often privileged as a means of detection. His interpretation of his own crimes as well as 

those of other serial killers is presented as an insider’s knowledge and, as such, an invaluable aid to 

the homicide detective. The most well known instance of a serial killer providing ‘expert’ assistance 

to criminologists is Ted Bundy. The collaboration between Bundy and detectives has been 

immortalised in Thomas Harris’ fictional creation of Hannibal Lecter, who, while incarcerated, is

Keppel, with Bimes, Signature Killers, pp. 36-37.
^  Van Hoffman, Eric, A Venom in the Blood (N.Y.: Zebra Books, 1990), p. 57. 

Keppel, with Bimes, Signature Killers, p. xix.
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given the pohce files on a series of unsolved murders in the hope that he will be able to impart some 

vital knowledge which will aid in the capture of the unknown serial killer. Unlike Lecter, who as a 

serial killer and a professional psychiatrist proves to be a criminal profiler extraordinaire, Bundy was a 

serial killer and a failed law student, but his wisdom on the cases he ‘worked’ on has, nonetheless, 

been deemed valuable by those criminologists collaborating with him. Conferring the status of 

‘expert’ upon Bundy, criminologists such as Keppel cite his observations on serial killer behaviour 

and motivation in their analysis of other cases. For example, while explaining some serial killers’ 

preference for stalking their victims prior to attacking them, Keppel casually observes, “As Ted 

Bundy once told me, the victim does not know the killer, but the killer knows the victim.” '®' The 

fruits of Keppel’s collaboration with Bundy on the Gary Ridgway case have been published as The 

Riverman: Ted Bundy and I  Hunt fo r  the Green River K i l l e r Turning the ‘hunter’ of women into 

the hunter of serial killers, Keppel, along with other criminologists who promote the convicted serial 

killer as a specialist on serial murder, advances an appreciation of the killer as a knowledgeable and 

rational professional, capable and willing to impart his secret understanding to those who are 

perceptive enough to learn from what he has to say.'°^ As David Schmid has argued this development 

in true-crime goes beyond the privileging of the serial killer’s viewpoint:

At stake here is not just the question of what point of view one tells a 
“true crime” story from but also the status of convicted serial killers as 
authoritative repositories of supposedly authentic information, a status 
that configures serial killing more as a vocation than as a pathology.

Taking this line of argument further, I would add that part of the mechanism the criminologist/true- 

crime writer uses to promote certain serial killers as “authoritative repositories” of “authentic 

information” is an acknowledgement of the serial killer as a superlative criminal; self-controlled, 

enterprising and intelligent. For example, as Keppel observes in reference to Bundy:

To attack women in their own homes in broad daylight assumes a level of 
intelligence and daring far beyond the normal criminal mind.'°^

These types of ‘positive’ appraisals of the serial killer’s acts are clearly reliant on an understanding of 

“serial killing more as a vocation than as a pathology.” Such true-crime narratives will also point to

Ibid., p. 153.
The Riverman: Ted Bundy and I Hunt fo r  the Green River K iller  was published in 1995 and made into a 

made-for-TV movie in 2004, starring Bruce Greenwood as Keppel and Cary Elwes as Bundy.
Bundy’s use o f the third-person in describing his own crimes even makes him appear to be a rationale expert 

on himself. Another example o f the serial killer as an ‘expert’ commentator on murder is the book written “by 
the ‘moors murderer’ Ian Brady”, The Gates o f  Janus: Serial Killing and Its Analysis, Alan Keightley 
(Foreword), Peter Sotos (Afterword), Colin Wilson (Introduction), (Los Angels: Feral House, 2001).

Schmid, Natural Bom  Celebrities, p. 280.
Keppel, with Bim es, Signature Killers, p. 153.
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Bundy’s ability to charm his victims into traps and his high IQ as further proof of his unique ‘talents’. 

Concentrating on Bundy’s ‘successful’ attempts at abducting and assaulting women, they 

conspicuously avoid references to the many women whom Bundy approached who did not trust him 

and declined his requests for assistance or attention. Similarly, while drawing attention to Bundy’s 

‘high’ IQ, these narratives neglect to mention that most university students would score higher."^ 

Like their representation of many other serial killer’s, from Jack the Ripper to Edmund Kemper or 

Gary Ridgway, true-crime narratives will often attempt to characterise such serial killers as infallible 

and exceptional, either by recourse to their IQ (Kemper and Bundy), their charm (Bundy) or their 

daring evasion of capture (Jack the Ripper and Ridgway).

In their representation of the serial killer as possessing exceptional intelligence, daring and 

knowledge, these sorts of true-crime evaluations will often express regret that such gifts are wasted in 

destructive and criminal activities. Describing the serial killer Leonard Lake, Joel Norris concludes:

By the time he was arrested in San Francisco, Lake had reached the fmal 
stage of the serial murderer syndrome: he realized that he had come to a 
dead end with nothing but his own misery to show for it.'°’

Having murdered several families and filmed his sexual abuse, torture and murder of over twenty 

women, one wonders exactly what Norris expects Lake to have “to show for” his activities other than 

the pain and misery he has caused others. But instead, Norris focuses on the futility of Lake’s actions 

only in relation to the killer himself; it is Lake’s “dead end” and “his own misery” that are to be 

lamented and not that of his victims or their families. Reading the serial killer John Paul Knowles as a 

“high-dominance male” “capable of playing his role as a ‘social animal’”, another true-crime narrative 

bewails the senseless waste of his potential:

Here once again, we feel instinctively that it was all somehow pointless, 
that Knowles was acting on unnecessarily pessimistic assumptions.'^*

Knowles’ “unnecessarily pessimistic assumptions”, it would seem, consist of his misguided belief that 

the only way he can exert control over others is by homicidal violence. His acts of rape and murder 

are “all somehow pointless” because they are a self-destructive waste of his potential. The most 

unequivocal expression of such sentiments, however, are not those of a true-crime writer but those of 

Judge Edward Cowart, who presided over the court case of Ted Bundy. Having failed successfully to

For whatever it may be worth, Bundy’s IQ was 120. ‘The Serial Killer; An Anti-hero for the fin de siecle’, 
version o f  a talk given at the colloquium on 'Word and Identity' at the University o f  Besan§on, 1996, Timothy 
Mason (Universite de Paris 8).
http://tmason.club.frAVebPages/Publications/Serial_Killers.htm, accessed 27 Sept. 2007.

Norris, Serial Killers: The Growing M enace, p. 211.
>0* W ilson and Seaman, The Serial Killers, p. 281.
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act as his own defense, Bundy had been found guilty of the brutal attack on four women as they slept 

in their rooms at the Chi Omega sorority house; an attack in which he had bludgeoned and strangled 

two of the women to death, raping one of them and leaving bite marks on her body (at his trial the

marks were revealed to be a perfect match with his own). In an extraordinary display of admiration.

Judge Cowart made the following statement when sentencing Bundy to death:

It is ordered that you be put to death by a current of electricity, that 
current be passed through your body until you are dead. Take care of 
yourself, young man. I say that to you sincerely. It’s a tragedy to this 
court to see such a total waste of humanity. You’re a bright young man.
You’d have made a good lawyer. I’d have loved to have you practise in 
front of me. I bear you no animosity, believe me. You went the wrong 
way, partner. Take care of yourself.’°®

Despite the irrefutable evidence proving Bundy guiltily of such brutality and violence, and despite the 

fact he had “been a conspicuous failure as a law student and had made innumerable errors during his 

trial that undoubtedly damaged his defence”'C o w a r t ’s words express nothing but respect for Bundy 

and regret for his fate. Speaking on the court’s behalf, Cowart acknowledges the “tragedy” of the 

case; but the “total waste of humanity” it represents is not that of Bundy’s victims but of Bundy 

himself, “a bright young man”, who would have “made a good lawyer.” '"  In spite of Bundy’s 

sociopathic violence, his inherent hatred of women and his blatant disregard for their lives, Cowart’s 

comment to him, “you went the wrong way”, suggests that these are not necessarily negative traits as 

long as they do not bring about self-destruction. The “tragedy” in Bundy’s case is that his aggressive 

desire to dominant and annihilate are misdirected. Evidently, as far as Judge Cowart is concerned, the 

‘right way’ for his “partner”, Bundy, would have been to become a lawyer.

Of the innumerable true-crime books which discuss the Bundy case, a number quote this passage from 

Cowart."^ However, their reasons for quoting it are not to draw attention to its untoward praise for 

Bundy or its callous disrespect for his victims, but as further ‘evidence’ of Bundy’s exceptional 

talents. In what seems like a complete reversal of the archetype of serial-killer-as-monster, this 

tendency to emphasis the serial killer’s ‘exceptional abilities’ still functions to highlight his aberrance. 

Indeed, when the serial killer is represented as exceptionally gifted, whether as an intellectual, a social 

manipulator or a fearless hunter, then his misuse of these ‘talents’ for purposes of ‘evil’ and 

(self)destruction can be interpreted as all the more aberrant and monstrous.

Cowart, Edward, quoted in Michaud and Aynesworth, The Only Living Witness, p. 65.
Schmid, Natural B om  Celebrities, p. 216.
It is impossible to imagine what Bundy’s surviving victims and the relatives o f those whom he had murdered 

must have felt as they sat in the courtroom listening to Cowart’s profuse expression o f esteem for Bundy.
For example, Wilson and Seaman, The Serial Killers, Michaud and Aynesworth, The Only Living Witness 

and Rule, The Stranger Beside Me.
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8. THE PROFILER

Whether an inhuman beast, or an evil mastermind, true-crime consistently portrays the serial killer as 

an exceptional criminal. As a consequence of this, it will often depict the men who investigate his 

crimes as exceptional too. In her introduction to Keppel’s book. Signature Killers, Ann Rule paints 

just such a portrait of the former Seattle, Washington police detective Keppel, “I would call him a 

scien tist-crim inologist-psychologist-com puter-genius-detective.L ike other criminologist/true- 

crime writers, Keppel himself is also keen to draw a connection between the exceptional nature of 

serial murder and his own talents for solving it. When describing the serial killer he writes of how:

Killers like that strike as though they are invisible, nameless phantoms 
who just pop out of nowhere and disappear without leaving a trail. Only 
the most experienced homicide investigators can recognize the common 
denominators and predictable changes from one crime scene to the next 
series of murders, even before the victims’ acquaintances and relatives 
are traced."''

Hearkening back to the image of Jack the Ripper, Keppel’s description of serial killers as “invisible, 

nameless phantoms” may be interpreted as a deliberate attempt to mythologize the figure. However, 

in detecting and uncovering the mystery behind the serial killer - recognizing the “common 

denominators and predictable changes” of his crimes - the investigator may also act to demythologise 

the figure of the serial killer. More than this, he may, within the same process, mythologize himself as 

the explorer of the dark and mysterious world of the serial killer:

As a specialist in signature murder, I see the most grisly and horrifying 
aspects of homicide and daily face the devastating and demoralizing truth 
about what one human being can do to another. I see the frailty not only 
of the victim but of the killer, his weakness and hopelessness etched in 
dried blood with every knife stroke and each bruise on the victim. Like 
Joseph Conrad’s Kurtz, I travel up a river of blood into the very heart of 
darkness, the deep-frozen center of the signature killer’s soul."^

In true-crime this shift from the mythologizing of the figure of serial killer to mythologizing the figure 

of the investigator is managed through a comparative and reciprocal relationship between the two. 

While the process involves a certain demystification of the serial killer, in order to promote the figure

Rule, introduction to Keppel, with Bim es, Signature Killers, p. xiv.
Keppel, with Bim es, Signature Killers, p. xix.
Ibid., p. XX. It is probable that Keppel is actually referring to Charles Marlow rather than Kurtz, as it is the 

former whose journey Conrad’s novel describes.
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of the investigator as a heroic and authoritative subject, it never entirely reduces the killer to the 

knowable. Thus Sara L. Knox’s comment that true-crime narratives “appear to foreground the 

murderer as authoritative subject, while actually foregrounding the authority of the analyst” is not 

entirely accurate, not only for the pragmatic reason that the profiles of serial killers are largely based 

on the killer’s own mediated self-representations, but also because the killer must be left with some 

mysterious power in order for the investigator to emerge as a knowing and authoritative interpreter of 

his crimes.

However, mirroring the near-mystical union between Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes and his arch

nemesis Moriarty, the possibility of reading the detective as the serial killer’s replacement, in terms of 

mythological status, is established in no uncertain terms by the detective/true-crime writer himself. 

Robert Kessler’s decision to entitle his international best selling true-crime book, charting his “Twenty 

Years Tracking Serial Killers for the FBI”, Whoever Fights Monsters is a reference to Nietzsche’s oft 

quoted aphorism, “Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a

monster.”"^ Here the danger the homicide detective faces is not from without, in the figure of the

serial killer, but from within, in the form of his own susceptibility to the serial killer’s worldview. In a 

chapter from his book Mind Hunter, entitled “Inside the Mind of a Killer”, former FBI profiler John 

Douglas describes how he must inhabit the serial killer’s mind, while simultaneously positing the 

killer as an expert profiler of his victims;

Put yourself in the position o f the hunter. That’s what I have to do. [...]
If I’m one of them, then I’m on the hunt daily, looking for my victim of 
opportunity. Let’s say I’m in a shopping mall where there are thousands 
of people. So I go to the video arcade, and as I look over the fifty or so 
children playing there. I’ve got to be a hunter. I’ve got to be a profiler.
I’ve got to be able to profile that potential prey. I’ve got to figure out 
which of those fifty children is the vulnerable one, which one is the likely 
victim.''*

Douglas also expresses his own psychological vulnerability when dealing with serial killers in the 

following passage;

I thrived on learning from the killers I interviewed, but there was an
enormous downside for me. I would go to sleep every night with images
of disembodied heads, mutilated bodies and women being held and 
electrocuted in watery pits."^

Knox, Sara L., Murder: A Tale of Modem American Life (Durham NC; Duke U.P., 1988), p. 204.
Nietzschc, Friedrich, Beyond Good and Evil, Part Four, Aphorisms and Interludes, 146.
Douglas and Olshaker, Mind Hunter: Inside the FBI's Elite Serial Crime Unit, p. 12.
Douglas, John, ‘Going Mindhunting How I Started Profiling Predators and Their Prey’, John Douglas 

Minhunter.com, http://www.johndouglasmindhunter.eom/articles/030205.php, accessed 28 Sept. 2007.
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W hile these grisly visions invaded D ouglas’ sleep, he nonetheless thrives on extracting them from  his 

subjects. Referring to him self as a “Mind hunter” , Douglas’ ‘hunting’ of the serial killer often m imics 

the hunter/prey relationship o f the killer and his victim. In books like M ind H unter and Obsession, 

D ouglas’ consistent intensity and even anger is exacerbated by his own self-acknowledged obsession 

with his prey.'^° This concept of the hunter hunted and the image o f FBI profiler as an uncanny 

double of the serial killer has become a staple of many modem  serial killer films, for example, 

M anhunter (1985) and Se7en (1995).

For the reader o f true-crime, one of the m ost disquieting aspects of the profiler’s ‘obsession’ with 

tracking down the serial killer is the way in which his joy  o f ‘the chase’ can lead to a callous attitude 

towards victims, who appear to be little more than evidence assisting the profiler in his hunt. 

Discussing the evidence found at one of the crime scenes of serial killer M orris Frampton, Keppel 

gives a brutal description of a victim ’s body, with blood under her fingernails, her skin and hair 

matted with blood. Following this we are told o f the investigation team ’s reaction to the abundance of 

evidence at the crime scene, “It was like Christmas in August for members of the crime laboratory.” '^' 

Another investigator/true-crime writer describes how, in the Rochester murders of Arthur Shawcross, 

there were lots of clues; “most of the victims were prostitutes” , who had been “strangled or beaten to 

death” , “each was disposed of naked, or partially clothed” with “vegetation debris stuffed into their 

ears, nose, anus and vagina” , some bodies exhibited signs of having “been partially eaten by wild 

animals or cannibalised by the killer him self.” The narrator’s summation of these horrific details is 

that they were “a crime profiler’s dream come true.” '̂ ^

Present-day true-crime has become virtually synonymous with serial killing, rarely dealing with 

‘great’ robberies or unsolved murders of a single p e r s o n . I t  has, in m any ways, proven to be the 

ideal subject for the true-crime w riter - sensational, gruesome and revealing, yet, even when ‘solved’, 

mysterious and unfathomable. No other genre of writing has so consistently made the serial killer its 

main focus. As one com mentator notes:

Douglas, John, and Mark Olshaker, Obsession (London: Pocket, 1998); Mind Hunter: Inside the FBI's Elite 
Serial Crime Unit.
'^' Keppel, with Bimes, Signature Killers, p. 23.

Berry-Dee, Talking With Serial Killers, p. 58.
An exception to this is when a one-off murder involves a rich, powerful or famous individual, for example, 

Roscoe (Fatty) Arbuckle’s trial for murder, or when the facts of the case are particularly gruesome, as, for 
example, the murder of Elizabeth Short, aka The Black Dahlia. Sometimes these sort of true-crime stories 
involve ‘conspiracy theories’ that implicate other famous or powerful people.
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Since mid-60s true crime, serial murder has maintained that boom at a 
level and length o f time practically unprecedented in the publishing 
industry. The status o f serial murder in the modem true-crime publishing 
industry reflects what an enormous role the genre has played in turning 
serial killers into celebrities.'^"'

However, the status of celebrity is one that also calls upon fiction. The celebrity figure is both real 

and fictional; a hving person and a public image, carefully constructed. Since the press accounts of 

Jack the Ripper, the interplay between reality and fiction has always been a conspicuous feature of 

modem serial killing. A testament to the powerful relationship between fiction and real-life serial 

murder is the comment o f former FBI profiler John Douglas on the success o f Jonathan Demme’s 

1991 film adaptation of Thomas Harris’ novel The Silence o f  the Lambs, “Silence did more for the FBI 

than any real case [...] it was tremendous.”'̂  ̂ Exacdy what The Silence o f  the Lambs “did” for the 

FBI is difficult to quantify. It certainly increased public awareness of their techniques in profiling, 

“providing the FBI’s violent crime experts with invaluable publicity and unprecedented visibility.”'̂ ® 

It also turned the FBI agent into a hero-figure, like the G-Men o f the radio shows, television 

programmes and films of the 1940s and 50s; a not too inconsiderable feat, considering the Bureau’s 

tarnished image since Watergate and other damaging scandals.'^’

However, equally as significant (although less remarked upon). The Silence o f  the Lambs, and the 

slew of serial killer books and films which followed in its wake, also provided the FBI agent with a 

new fictional identity. This proves equally the case for the figure of the serial killer. Often 

preoccupied with his own self-construction, the serial killer’s interface with the fictional is a complex 

two way process. Arthur Shawcross’ assertion that he “prefers to be known as the real-life Hannibal 

Lecter”'̂ * is just one example of how much the serial killer may not engage with his own actions, let 

alone his victims, as real. Examining this intricate matrix of fictional identity and compound selves 

further, in the final chapter, I will now turn my attention to the representation of the serial killer in 

contemporary film and fiction.

Schmid, Natural Born Celebrities, p. 176.
Douglas, John, and Mark Olshaker, The Cases That Haunt Us (N.Y.: Scribner, 2000), p. 223.
Jeffers, H. Paul, Who Killed Precious? (N.Y.; St Martins Mass Market Paper, 1992), p. 91.
See Stephen Milligen, Better to Reign in Hell: Serial Killers, Media Panics and the FBI (London; Headpress, 

2006), pp. 14-95.
Shawcross, Arthur, quoted in Kom, Radice and Hawes, Cannibal: The History o f People Eating, p. 211.
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CHAPTER FIVE

TRACKING THE SERIAL KILLER IN MODERN FICTION AND FILM

In this final chapter I will consider the extraordinary popularity of the serial killer figure in both 

fiction and film, with particular attention to a number of seminal cinematic and literary representations 

from early fictions based on Jack the Ripper, Robert Bloch’s depiction of Ed Gein in the 1959 novel 

Psycho and his various cinematic reincarnations to the unparalleled fame of Thomas Harris’ Gothic 

villain. Dr. Hannibal Lecter. I will argue that these fictional representations, all of which lay claim to 

some level of inspiration via the ‘true-life’ figure of the serial killer, are in fact more heavily indebted 

to preceding literary and socio-cultural narratives of the last two centuries than to any real-life serial 

killer cases. However, the sometimes troubling ideological implications that arise in these fictional 

narratives are, I will suggest, closely associated with their (mis)appropriation of certain elements of 

real-life serial killers’ stories. The chapter will conclude with a consideration of two serial narratives 

which have provoked considerable controversy, Bret Easton Ellis’ novel American Psycho (1991) and 

John McNaughton’s film Henry: Portrait o f a Serial Killer

1. A BIRTH INTO FICTION: LODGING JACK THE RIPPER

Tracking the serial killer through contemporary American film and fiction in his book Psycho Paths, 

Philip Simpson explains how Gothic novels such as Ormond (1799), The Partisan (1835), Nick o f the 

Woods (1835), and The Quaker City: or, The Monks o f Monk Hall (1845), all “present multiple body 

counts and Shadow villains in which one can see the literary prototypes of the contemporary 

American serial murderer.” ' Indeed, as we have seen, the literary antecedent of Romanticism and its 

dark corollary of the Gothic remain a major source of inspiration for the sinister story of serial murder 

in both factual and fictional narratives. However, it is not until the late nineteenth century that we 

witness a sustained Hterary interest in the actions of actual serial killers within an ostensibly secular, 

modem, urban context.

In the wake of the Jack the Ripper killings of 1888, the first wholly modem, and in some ways still 

most notorious, case of serial murder, a plethora of fictional texts appeared detaihng and analysing the 

circumstances and possible motivations of the killer. Published within weeks of the Ripper’s murder 

of Ehzabeth Stride and Catherine Eddowes, near Mitre Square on the night of September 30 1888, J. 

F. Brewer wrote the Gothic tale The Curse Upon Mitre Square. It tells the story of the mad monk 

Martin, whose ghost could be seen during the witching hour, walking the haunted corridors of the 

Square, where he was rumoured to kill those who came to mock him. As a piece of exploitation

’ Simpson, Philip L,. Psycho Paths: Tracking the Serial Killer Through Contemporary American Film and 
Fiction (Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois U.P., 2000), p. 31.
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fiction, it used the grisly facts o f the recent murders to weave a well-worn tale o f Gothic 

supem aturalism . However, while m aintaining an air of Gothic horror, many other writings which used 

the Ripper murders as their source material were far more indebted to press accounts of the crimes 

than eighteenth-century Gothic fiction. And, as Schmid has pointed out, a considerable num ber of 

these fictional re-creations were of Am erican rather than English origin;

Revealingly, when we consider the current iconic status of the serial killer in 
Am erican culture, most of these fictional texts were dime novels published in 
the United States, thus testifying to the intense American fascination with the 
W hitechapel murders.^

Rumors that the Ripper had emigrated to America, along with earher suppositions that the killer was 

him self an American, undoubtedly fuelled this in te rest/ The American dime novel format proved 

particularly suitable for fiction based on the Ripper’s crimes, with publications such as The 

Whitechapel M urders: Or, on the Track o f  the Fiend  (1888), The Whitechapel M urders; Or, An 

Am erican Detective in London  (1888) and Jack the Ripper in New York; or. Piping A Terrible M ystery 

(1891).'* These stories used the facts of the Ripper case and then built a fictional story around them, 

culm inating in numerous imaginative conjectures regarding the killer’s identity, which included an 

Am erican Indian princess named W ahconta and an Algerian named Frenchy. It seems, even in 

assigning an American context to the Ripper, these dime novels still found it necessary to label 

him /her as the ‘other’. Ingenious conclusions aside, these texts were heavily reliant on news reports 

both to frame and detail their stories. As M ichael Denning notes, the dime novel itself is closely 

linked to the press:

Many dime novelists were newspaper reporters and editors. M oreover [...] 
dime novel plots were often constructed out of the events reported in the daily 
and weekly newspapers o f cities around the country.^

Once again, the connection between fact and fiction appears inextricably confused in the serial killer 

narrative. Other fictional narratives inspired by the R ipper’s story would not always be so closely

 ̂ Schmid, David, Serial Killer Fiction, http://www.crimeculture.com/Contents/Serial_Killers_Fiction.html, 
accessed 10 Oct. 2007.
 ̂ Along with the prevailing image of the Americas as a wild and savage domain, theories about the Ripper’s 

American nationality were bolstered by the use of American slang in the “Dear Boss” letter postmarked and 
received on September 27, 1888, by the Central News Agency of London and believed by many to be the work 
of the Ripper himself The letter contains phrases like “they wont fix me just yet” and “I am down on whores 
and I shant quit ripping them till I do get buckled.” {The Ultimate Jack the Ripper Sourcebook, ed., Evans and 
Skinner, p. 214.)

“Detective Warren”, The Whitechapel Murders: Or, on the Track o f the Fiend (Cap Collier Library, 1888); 
A.F. Pinkerton, The Whitechapel Murders; Or, An American Detective in London (Laird and Lee, 1888); W.B. 
Lawson, Jack the Ripper in New York; or. Piping A Terrible Mystery (Log Cabin Library, 1891).
 ̂ Denning, Michael, Mechanic Accents: Dime Novels and Working-Class Culture in America (N.Y.: Verso, 
1987), p. 24.
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allied to the press reportage but they would, however, intertwine many of its suppositions with their 

own creative endeavors.

Perhaps the most well known, and certainly the most influential, fictional take on the Ripper case in 

the early twentieth century is Marie Belloc Lowndes’ 1912 novel, The Lodger. It tells the story of a 

landlady, Mrs. Bunting and her new lodger, the mysterious gentleman, Mr. Sleuth, “S-l-e-u-t-h. Think 

of a hound, Mrs. Bunting, and you’ll never forget my name.”  ̂ He comes to lodge with her during a 

spate of gruesome murders of young blonde women, whose bodies are found with the killer’s calhng 

card - a small three-cornered piece of paper with the words “The Avenger” scrawled on it in red ink.

Sleuth explains that he is “looking for some quiet rooms” in which to conduct his work, “I am a man 

of science. I make, that is, all sorts of experiments.”  ̂Glad of the extra money his rent will bring, Mrs. 

Bunting welcomes the new lodger into her home. It soon becomes clear that Mr. Sleuth is a man of 

odd habits; he is secretive and nervous, ventures out late at night, bums items of his clothing, abstains 

from alcohol and meat and exhibits a religious mania which is particularly virulent in its misogyny:

It hadn’t taken the landlady very long to find out that her lodger had a queer 
kind of fear and dislike of women. When she was doing the staircase and 
landings she would often hear Mr. Sleuth reading aloud to himself passages in 
the Bible that were very uncomplimentary to her sex.*

The lodger’s fear and dislike of women is so great he cannot bear to look at Mrs. Bunting’s beloved 

paintings of Victorian beauties and promptly turns them to face the wall. Despite this aversion to 

women, he takes a decidedly aesthetic interest in the Bunting’s daughter, Daisy, who inspires him to 

quote Wordsworth’s poetry aloud, much to Mrs. Bunting’s alarm. As information regarding the 

murder case mounts, Mrs. Bunting eventually begins to suspect that her lodger is none other than The 

Avenger. While Sleuth’s behaviour becomes increasing strange and disturbing, it is never 

conclusively revealed whether he is in fact the killer. After a brush with the Commissioner of Police in 

Madame Tussaud’s Chamber of Horrors, Sleuth quits his lodgings and is never heard of again. The 

Avenger’s series of murders come to an end also.

 ̂Lowndes, Marie Belloc, The Lodger {\9\2>\ Oxford: Oxford U.P., 1996), p. 17. Scotland Yard attempted to use 
bloodhounds to track Jack the Ripper but the crime scene was so contaminated they were a notorious failure.
’ Ibid., p. 16.
* Ibid., pp. 33-34.
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Loosely based on the events of the Ripper killings, Lowndes’ novel was reportedly inspired by a 

dinner party conversation she overheard (shortly after the time of the murders) in which someone 

mentioned that their mother and father believed their boarder to have been the Ripper. This story was 

not an uncommon one during the panic of the autumn of 1888. Scotland Yard files are filled with 

letters from people who suspected friends, relatives and acquaintances of being the Ripper.’ Although 

the murders themselves are rather sketchily outlined, Lowndes’ novel combines quite a number of 

details that fit closely with theories regarding the identity and nature of the murderer himself. His 

appearance corresponds with a number of Whitechapel residents’ description of a man seen near the 

scenes of the Ripper’s murders*'*: “there stood the long, lanky figure of a man, clad in an Inverness 

cape and an old-fashioned top hat” holding a “narrow bag.”"  As we have seen, with regard to the 

Ripper’s motivations, numerous sources conjectured that he was a moral avenger and/or religious 

maniac bent on wreaking damnation on a certain class of women, while others suspected that he was a 

scientist or medical man engaged in some highly unethical form of experimentation; both suppositions 

are present in Lowndes’ novel. Whatever the Ripper’s (pre)occupation, many believed that the killer 

was a gentleman of the middle or upper classes. When reading out a readers’ letters from a newspaper, 

the Buntings’ daughter, Daisy comes across a theory that the killer is “a quiet, pleasant-looking 

gendeman” who “comprises in his own person the peculiarities of Jekyll and Hyde, Mr. Louis 

Stevenson’s now famous hero.”'^ This is perhaps the most striking thing about Lowndes’ version of 

the Jack the Ripper story; for all of his strangeness and unsavory inclinations, Mr. Sleuth is still 

outwardly, at least, relatively ordinary. As Mr. Bunting notes, upon the lodger’s disappearance and his 

wife’s admission of her suspicions regarding his true identity, “He simply seemed to me ‘centric - 

that’s all he did. Not a bit madder than many I could tell you o f ” '  ̂ The fact that Sleuth is never 

unequivocally revealed to be the killer, I would argue, increases the uneasy possibility that his 

religious mania, moral autocracy and hatred of women are not as socially aberrant as some readers 

may believe or wish them to be.

Lowndes’ novel was phenomenally successful and, along with the German playwright Frank 

Wedekind’s ‘Lulu’ plays (which featured a Jack-the-Ripper-like killer of prostitutes''*), it legitimised 

the use of the Ripper as a character outside of his appearances in the penny press and dime novel. He 

now began to appear in plays, music-hall sketches, and even operas.'^ Fifteen years after its

 ̂See Donald Rumbelow, Jack the Ripper: The Com plete Casebook  (Chicago: Contemporary Books, 1988).
See Evans and Skinner, The Ultimate Jack the R ipper Sourcebook.

" Lowndes, The Lodger, p. 13.
Ibid., p. 80.
Ibid., p. 200.
Wedekind, Frank, ‘Erdgeist’ ( ‘Earth Spirit’, 1895) and ‘Die Biichse der Pandora’ ( ‘Pandora’s B ox’, 1904).
The Ripper appears as a minor character in Brecht and W eill’s ‘A Threepenny Opera’ (1928) and fills a 

similar role in Alan Berg’s opera ‘Lulu’ (1937). In both cases he comes on stage to slaughter women who have
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publication, Lowndes’ novel became the basis for Alfred Hitchcock’s 1927 film adaptation, The 

Lodger: A Story o f the London Fog, with Ivor Novello as the unnamed lodger. Hitchcock’s version of 

the story emphasised the budding romance between the mysterious young lodger and his landlady’s 

daughter, Daisy, who is also referred to as “a Mannequin” due to her profession as a fashion model. 

An early example of Hitchcock’s interest in the theme of the ‘wrong man’, where our hero may be our 

villain or visa versa'®, the film toys with the possibility that the lodger is The Avenger - a brutal 

homicidal manic strangling blonde curly-haired women to death'^ - juxtaposing him with Daisy’s 

other suitor, Joe Chandler, who is a detective assigned to The Avenger case. The lodger keeps a map 

of London, with all the recent murders marked on it, in his room. He exhibits prudishness over sexual 

matters, asking that certain prints be removed from his sight. And most worryingly of all, he has a 

habit of fondling Daisy’s curly blonde hair and grasping knifes and pokers rather menacingly. 

Motivated, to a great extent, by his own jealously, Joe succeeds in having the lodger arrested on 

suspicion of being the killer. As it turns out, the lodger is hnked to The Avenger because his sister was 

the Avenger’s first victim; he has been pursuing the killer ever since because his mother, on her 

deathbed, exacted a promise from him that he would never rest until his sister’s murderer was 

apprehended.'* He is an avenger but not The Avenger. Almost killed by an angry mob as he tries to 

escape, the lodger is saved when news comes that the real killer, whom the film never shows, has been 

caught. He slumps into Daisy’s arms and the film ends.

Stylistically, the film is highly influenced by the German expressionism of Fritz Lang and F. W. 

Mumau, not only in its stark use of dark and shadow and its sparsity of title cards but in the look of its 

sets and characters; most notably, Ivor Novello’s muffled appearance at his new lodgings mirrors the 

heavily cloaked form of Count Orlok as he rides his insanely fast coach through the Carpathian 

Mountains in Mumau’s Nosferatu (1922). The Lodger's primary theme is not sex-murder, per se, but 

the criminal tendencies which exist in apparently innocent characters'^, from Joe’s false accusations 

and the lodger’s own cold-blooded mission of revenge to the mob’s bloodthirsty attack in the film’s 

finale. However, I would argue that it is the film’s presentation of the lodger as both romantic hero 

and possible murderer which is at the centre of its dramatic structure. The possibility that the lodger is 

a lady killer, in both senses of the word, haunts the entire film; and what is most disturbing of all is the

fallen into prostitution. The Ripper also made an appearance in silent film with Wedekind’s ‘Lulu’ plays 
forming the basis for G. W. Pabst’s Pandora’s Box (1929).

Other examples of the theme of the ‘wrong man’ and his guilt or innocence in Hitchcock’s films are Suspicion 
(1941), Shadow of a Doubt {\9A?>), Spellbound (1945), The Wrong Man (1956), and Frenzy (1972).

A number of Hitchcock’s films display a preference for this hands-on method of killing women - Strangers on 
a Train (1951) and Frenzy (1972), for example.

An early example of a mother who ‘drives’ her son to murder, which Hitchcock would most famously revisit 
in Psycho (1960).

See Donald Spoto, The Art of Alfred Hitchcock: Fifty Years of His Films (1976; London: Fourth Estate, 1992).
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realisation that this is part of his attractiveness to women. He exists as a Romantic figure of dark 

allure; a figure who seems tragic but may also be dangerous, and one whose intentions, particularly 

towards women, remain profoundly ambiguous. This portrayal of the serial killer as a dark and deadly 

Romantic hero has remained a prevalent feature of contemporary serial killer narratives, from the true- 

crime novel’s representation of Ted Bundy to Thomas Harris’ depiction of Hannibal Lecter.

2. MAKING PSYCHO(S)

During his long film career Hitchcock would return to the theme of serial killers a number of times, 

from his 1943 thriller. Shadow o f a Doubt to his 1972 schlock horror/thriller. Frenzy. However, the 

serial killer’s most powerful and influential ‘outing’ in Hitchcock’s work is, of course. Psycho (1960), 

a film which has, not without some justification, been viewed as changing the face of horror forever. 

Based on Robert Bloch’s 1959 novel of the same name. Psycho's influence has “stubbornly refused to 

go away”“°, much like the voice of ‘mother’ inside its demented protagonist’s head.

In a 1985 interview, Bloch, who had through the 1940s written tales of the supernatural for various 

horror pulp magazines, most notably Weird Tales, discusses the circumstances which lead him to 

move away from supernatural horror tales to ones of a more psychological bent:

By the mid-1940s, I had pretty well mined the vein of ordinary supernatural 
themes until it had become varicose. I realized, as a result of what went on 
during World War Two and of reading the more widely disseminated work in 
psychology, that the real horror is not in the shadows, but in that twisted little 
world inside our own skulls.^'

Interestingly, Bloch identifies the cultural changes brought about by the popularisation of psychology 

and the affects of modem warfare as the antecedents of a new kind of horror; one which will be 

primarily based on psychopathic violence. Bloch’s work had ventured into the world of serial killers 

before Psycho, with his 1943 short story ‘Yours Truly, Jack the Ripper’, a story set in contemporary 

Chicago, where the Ripper is alive and well and embarking on a new reign of terror. The story is true 

to many of the details surrounding the case, be they facts or suppositions -  the narrator, for example, 

conjectures who the killer may be: “A mad surgeon? A butcher? An insane scientist? A pathological 

degenerate escaped from an asylum? A deranged nobleman? A member of the London police?”^̂  

However, the story ends with more than a touch of Aleister Crowlyan supematuralism, as the Ripper

Skal, David J., M onster Show: A Cuhural History o f  H orror (London: Plexus, 1993), p. 378.
Bloch, Robert, interview in Faces o f  Fear: Encounters with the Creators o f  M odem  H orror, ed. Douglas E. 

Winter (London: Pan, 1990), p. 27.
Bloch, Robert, ‘Yours Truly, Jack the Ripper’ (first published in Weird Tales, July 1943), in The Best o f  

Robert Bloch (N.Y.: Ballantine Books, 1977), pp. 2-3.
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turns out to be a black magician whose murders are ritual sacrifices to the dark gods who keep him 

eternally young. With Psycho, Bloch did away with such hocus-pocus and also found a new real-life 

modem inspiration for his serial killer.

In November 1957 - two years before Psycho was first published - Ed Gein was arrested in his 

hometown of Plainfield, Wisconsin for the murders of two women. At the time of Gein’s arrest, Bloch 

was living thirty five miles away from Plainfield in Weyauwega. Familiar with the Gein case but 

apparently not the specific details, Bloch began writing with “the notion that the man next door may 

be a monster unsuspected even in the gossip-ridden microcosm of small-town life.” Bloch was 

surprised years later when he “discovered how closely the imaginary character I’d created resembled 

the real Ed Gein both in overt act and apparent motivation.

Gein’s father, George Gein, was a violent alcohohc. His mother, Augusta, was, by Gein’s own 

account and that of other Plainfield residents, a dominant and puritanical presence in the lives of Gein 

and his brother Henry. By the time their father died in 1940, Henry had begun to reject his mother’s 

view of the world, but Ed had not. Under suspicious circumstances, Henry died in a bush fire in 

1944. '̂  ̂ Ed lived alone with his mother until she too died from a series of strokes a year later. The 

infamous details of Gein’s story include the revelation that he had not only murdered at least two 

women but that he had dug up the bodies of approximately eighteen others, flaying them and using 

their skin, along with various other body parts, to make furniture and clothing. It would seem that 

either because of an obsession with his mother or a desire to become a woman, or a combination of 

the two, Gein crafted various items of clothing from the corpses he disinterred to make a ‘woman 

suit’, consisting of a ‘mammary vest’ made from the skin of a woman’s torso, a belt with female 

genitalia attached to it and socks and face masks made of human skin and hair. Ironically, although 

Gein himself described his father and not his mother as abusive - indicating that when George Gein 

drank excessively he became violent and abused both Ed and his brother"^ - and despite the credence 

that is usually given to such killers’ personal accounts of themselves, it is the story of Augusta Gein’s 

treatment of her son which is forever hnked to his subsequent behaviour. Bloch’s 1959 novel Psycho 

and Hitchcock’s film version a year later would enshrine the figure of the puritanical and berating

Bloch, Robert, quoted in Paula Guran, ‘Behind the Bates Motel: Robert B loch’, Dark Echo (Aug. 1999), 
http://www.darkecho.com/darkecho/horroronline/bloch.html, accessed 12 Oct. 2007.

Although the cause o f  Henry Gein’s death was stated as asphyxiation, he had suffered a blunt blow to his 
skull. Despite claiming he had lost his brother during the fire, Gein was able to lead the police directly to his 
brother’s body. See Harold Schechter, Deviant.

Sullivan, ‘Ed Gein and The Figure o f the Transgendered Serial Killer’, 39.
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Augusta as the Mother-monster who makes a monster of her son; an archetype that, as this thesis has 

shown, would be played out time and again in subsequent popular narratives of serial murder.

Exactly how much of the Gein story Bloch knew while writing Psycho is debatable. Bloch himself 

claims he knew only the barest details;

I knew very little about the Gein case per se, and nothing whatsoever about
him, except he was a fifty-year-old-man, a respected citizen for his entire Hfe.
[...] He had apparently been killing women for some time; there was talk on 
the local radio station about digging up graves. I was amazed that Gein could 
conduct himself without anyone suspecting the truth. I said ‘There’s a book 
here!’ It started me thinking. I tried to figure out what kind of a man could get 
away with murder, to develop a pattern for this imaginary character. I decided 
he was probably schizoid -  it would be more plausible if he himself didn’t 
know what was going on. What would motivate him? I came up with the 
Oedipal situation and the transvestite thing, which was pretty off beat at the 
time.̂ ^

As Paul Anthony Woods remarks, not only are the “Oedipal situation” and “the transvestite thing” 

“offbeat”, they are also, if Bloch’s assertion is to be believed, “almost telepathically perceptive.” ’̂ To 

have come up with a character based on Gein who has a mother fixation, a proclivity for ‘dressing’ as 

a woman and an interest in taxidermy, without knowing the facts of the case seems rather incredible to

say the least. Whatever Bloch’s sources may have been, his creation of the character, Norman Bates,

was in many ways a landmark for horror writing. As one commentator notes:

What Bloch had to say in Psycho influenced the whole art of horror writing.
Back onto dusty shelves went most of the [...] beasties of the Victorian 
novelists. To front and center came a probing of men’s minds and an 
awareness of the frightening things to be found lurking there.^*

However, comparing the figure of Norman Bates as envisioned by Bloch alongside the 

reinterpretation of his character in Hitchcock’s film version, released just one year after the novel, 

reveals even more about the changing nature of horror during this period and in particular the fast- 

paced evolution of the serial killer in contemporary culture.

Bloch, Robert, quoted in Paul Anthony W oods, E d Gein - Psycho, p. 108.
Ibid., p. 108.
Cave, Hugh B., in Horror: The Best 100 Books, ed. Stephen Jones and Kim Newman (N.Y.: Carroll and Graf 

Publishers, Inc., 1998), p. 86.
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The most distinctive difference between the film version of Psycho and its original source text is 

undoubtedly the characterisation of Bates himself. Bloch’s Norman Bates is a corpulent and 

bespectacled middle-aged man. Hitchcock’s Bates reverses this almost entirely, casting the handsome, 

slender, young Anthony Perkins in the lead role. As a consequence of Hitchcock’s casting decision, 

and in conjunction with Perkins’ naturalistic acting style and his previous film appearances as a 

romantic, if rather insipid, male lead, Hitchcock’s Norman Bates is a far more amiable and 

recognisably vulnerable character than Bloch’s original - whose nervous, erratic and occasionally 

violent moods, particularly in his conversation with Mary Crane (her name is changed to Marion in 

the film) cannot be as unproblematically interpreted as the behaviour of an awkward, if somewhat 

neurotic, man. Certainly the level of sympathy evinced by Perkins’ performance and our own cultural 

prejudices make it far easier for us to read his nervousness around women as natural in comparison to 

a middle-aged man who displays a similar uneasiness. This is perhaps the key behind Hitchcock’s 

casting, for while we might well have immediately disliked and distrusted an older and decidedly 

unattractive man in the role, and interpreted his social awkwardness with suspicion, we may give 

Perkins’ Bates a certain leeway as a shy, sweet and inexperienced ‘momma’s boy.’ This of course 

means that the uhimate revelation that he is a psychopathic killer is all the more shocking. Given 

Hitchcock’s penchant for using the ‘twist’ in his narratives this would seem the most likely reasoning 

behind the casting of Perkins. A contemporary review of the film singles out Perkins as the key to the 

film’s successful escalation of dramatic tension:

Perkins here gives us first a charming, shy, lonely boy; then a lecherous, 
dangerous, frustrated youth; then a frightened, sinister, criminally insane man, 
and finally he is revealed (there is no real reason to conceal the final twist, 
which is equally horrifying if one knows about it in advance) as a 
psychological hermaphrodite who has killed and mummified his mother.^^

The twist that Hitchcock himself could not have predicted is that even after the shocking revelation of 

Bates’ true nature -  a shock which combines his murderous proclivity with his cross-dressing -  

modem cinema audiences would nonetheless regard Norman Bates with a considerable degree of 

fondness as well as endowing him with an iconic status:

Anthony Perkins’s Norman Bates is an icon of our times: cute, twitchy, easy 
to sympathise with, too neurotic to get close to [...] He registers on our hearts 
as one of the most loveable sickos of pop culture.^®

Callenbach, Ernest, Film Quarterly, vol. 14, no. 1 (Autumn, 1960): 48. 
Woods, Ed Gein -  Psycho, p. 113.
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As we shall see, Perkins’ Bates was the first in a long line of popular representations of the serial 

killer as loveable icon, reaching its zenith with Thomas Harris’ Hannibal Lecter and his subsequent 

cinematic incarnations.

Moving beyond Perkins’ performance in Psycho, there are other important differences in the 

translation of Bates’ character from book to screen. Both Bateses have small pokey bedrooms in their 

family home, suggesting their marginal identity amidst the imposing familial structure, both 

physically and psychologically, which is in turn tied to their failure to successfully develop into 

independent adulthood; “Bates’s bedroom - singularly small, singularly cramped, with a low cot more 

suitable for a little boy than a grown man.” '̂ However, the actual contents of their bedrooms reveal 

very different stories. Bloch’s Bates has a considerable collection of books in his room, as Mary’s 

sister Lila discovers;

A New Model o f the Universe, The Extension o f Consciousness, The Witch- 

Cult in Western Europe, Dimensions and Being [...] She scanned the shelves 

rapidly. Abnormal psychology, occultism, theosophy. Translations of La Bas, 

Justine?^

There is also an assortment of “untitled volumes, poorly bound” on the bottom shelf of Bates’ book 

case. Lila pulls one of these volumes out and opens it at random, “the illustration that leaped out at her 

was almost pathologically pornographic.”^̂  As Lila notes, “These were not the books of a small boy, 

and they were equally out of place in the home of a rural motel proprietor.” "̂̂ Indeed, the reading 

material of Bloch’s Bates seems intimately connected to his own psychopathology. When we are first 

introduced to the character in the novel’s opening scene, which is clearly a reference to Gein (himself 

an avid reader of pulp magazines and anatomy books) Bates is reading an anthropological study. The 

Realm o f the Incas, containing a description of “flaying a man” and “then stretching his belly to use it 

as a drum”^̂ , an activity Bates takes great pleasure in imagining for himself. Bates’ translated copies 

of Huysmans’ La Bas {Down There) -  based on the life of the notorious child murderer Gilles de Rais 

- and Sade’s Justine give a clear indication that he has found reading material which mirrors his own 

sexually violent and murderous inclinations.

Bloch, Robert, Psycho (1959; London: Robert Hale Ltd., 1960), p. 164. 
Ibid., p. 166.

”  Ibid.
Ibid.

”  Ibid., p. 4.
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When Lila enters Bates’ bedroom in the film version, the room is similarly cramped, with a small 

filthy, unmade bed, but its insight into its occupant’s mind is very different. It is filled with old toys 

and, like its owner, seemingly untouched by the passing of time. There is a record player in the room 

with Beethoven’s ‘Eroica’ symphony on the turntable. As one commentator notes “Hitchcock surely 

assumed the audience would think ‘erotic’ rather than ‘heroic’” ,̂  ̂but the mistake would be theirs and 

thus reveal nothing about Norman but a good deal about the film’s audience and their expectations, as 

well as their ignorance of classical music. There is just one book in Norman’s room, well bound but, 

like the aforementioned “untitled volumes” in Bloch’s novel, it has no writing on its cover. Lila opens 

this book but the audience does not see its contents. In Joseph Stefano’s script for the film, the book 

was supposed to be pornographic^^ but Lila’s utterly blank reaction to its contents certainly does not 

suggest this.

I would argue that by opting to omit specific cultural artifacts such as violent and pornographic 

reading material, Hitchcock’s film represents Bates as a cultural innocent, suggesting there is no need 

to go further than the confines of the Oedipal drama to explain the his psychopathology. Significantly, 

within the first few pages of the novel, the Oedipal complex, or as both Bloch and Bates refer to it, the 

Oedipal “situation” is referred to directly. “Mother” tells Norman she is well aware of the “filthy 

things” he reads and hides up in his room. She says “I’ll never forget that time you talked so dirty to 

me.” ®̂ This dirty talk turns out to be his attempted discussion of the “Oedipus situation” with her. 

“Psychology isn’t filthy. Mother!” is Norman’s reply to “Mother’s” accusations. But while Norman 

insists that he broached the subject in an attempt to improve their relationship, “Mother” remains 

unconvinced. This passage combines the Oedipal complex itself with the analj'tical study of it, and in 

“Mother’” s eyes both are equally filthy. The film engages in no such overt acknowledgements and it is 

highly doubtful that Hitchcock’s Norman even knows about such things, let alone has the nerve to 

bring them up as a topic of conversation with his “Mother” or anyone else.

As a result of these aspects in Bloch’s novel, the portrait that emerges of Bates is of a man who is not 

only more knowing than his cinematic counterpart but more overtly unstable. Bloch’s Bates is far 

more calculating than Hitchcock’s and more manipulative in his interactions with others; particularly 

Mary’s (Marion’s) boyfriend Sam Loomis, who attempts to coax information out of Bates regarding 

her disappearance. Apart from the film’s finale, in which the true extent of Bates’ violent psychosis is 

revealed, his sinister traits are alluded to in admittedly effective but nonetheless fleeting and

Vanneman, Alan, ‘Alfred Hitchcock and Psycho: Here’s Looking at You Kid’, Bright Lights Film Journal, 
http://www.brightlightsfilm.com/28/psycho3.htnil, accessed 1 Nov. 2007.

Ibid.
Bloch, Psycho, p. 9.
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ambiguous shots of him smiling wryly as events unfold. However, in the novel, a considerable portion 

of the narrative concerns itself with what passes inside Bates’ mind. These insights into the violent 

psychosexual world of Bates are by far the most unsettling passages of Bloch’s novel and occur long 

before it is revealed that he is a cross-dressing murderer. In the following passage, Bates’ 

nightmare/fantasy vision of his mother being sucked into the muddy lake where he hid Mary’s car and 

corpse is a vivid example of his Oedipus complex in full flight:

The muck was bubbling up around her knees [...] her hips were sinking 

under, her dress was pressed tight in a V across the front of her thighs. 

Mother’s thighs were dirty. M ustn’t look.^^

His thoughts on Mary Crane and “Mother”’s murder of her reveal his own puritanical attitude to 

sexuahty and in particular his profoundly violent misogyny:

[S]he had been killed because she was evil. She had flaunted herself before 

him, she had deliberately tempted him with the perversion of her nakedness.

Why, he’d wanted to kill her himself when she did that, because Mother had 

taught him about evil and the ways of evil and thou shalt not suffer a bitch to 

live."”

Although the viewer may presume that a similar philosophy lies behind the thoughts and actions of 

Bates’ cinematic counterpart, there is, not surprisingly, no trace of it in the film itself. Other 

significant differences between Bloch’s and Hitchcock’s Bates is the inclusion of a history of 

institudonahsation and heavy drinking in the former. In fact in the novel it is only after getting drunk 

and passing out that Norman becomes “Mother.” Along with the excising of references to Bates’ 

reading material and his virulent misogyny, the absence of such personal history in the film’s 

construction of Bates’ character disconnects his behaviour from broader social contexts; contexts 

which, if taken into consideration, Hnk Bates’ violent and psychopathic attitudes with real life serial 

killers.

Ibid., p. 61.
Ibid., p. 62.
As Timothy Mason and Brian Masters have both noted, many serial killers are substance abusers; Bundy 

reported that he was usually very drunk when he killed, while Henry Lee Lucas had been a habitual drug user 
since childhood. Denis Nilsen was drunk on each occasion when he killed (Masters, Killing fo r  Company, 
passim). Jeffrey Dahmer started drinking heavily at the age o f fourteen and was often under the influence of 
alcohol when he killed his victims. (Masters, The Shrine o f  Jeffrey Dahm er (London: Coronet, 1993) p. 44). 
Timothy Mason, ‘The Serial Killer; An Anti-hero for the fin  de siecle', 
http://tmason.club.frAVebPages/Publications/Serial_Killers.htm, accessed 1 Nov. 2007.
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While both novel and film contextualise Bates’ psychopathology in terms of childhood traumas, split 

personalities and confused gender roles -  a series of background details which, as we shall see, would 

feature heavily in future popular cultural narratives of psychopathic murderers -  the film avoids a 

close consideration of these elements of Bates’ story in favour of focusing on his immediate actions. 

However, it may well be that too much information as to the history and motivations of his character 

would act to demystify his screen persona. Taking this possibility into consideration, I would argue 

that it is the absence of such background details in the construction of the cinematic Bates’ character 

which have rendered him an icon of popular culture. In a curious parallel, many critics of Thomas 

Harris’ Hannibal (1999) have argued that the Harris has destroyed much of the power of Hannibal 

Lecter as an iconic figure by supplementing the character with so much personal history."*  ̂ This has 

been an argument even more virulently given in criticism of Hannibal Rising (2007). In both the case 

of Lecter and Bates, it would seem that when the serial killer is divested of a certain timeless and 

inexplicable malevolence he loses much of his power as a popular icon of evil.

3. PSYCHO AND SLASHERS

In avoiding a detailed account of the k illers  history and in particular his sexual history, Hitchcock’s 

Psycho, and the serial killer films that followed in its wake, did not eschew the subject of deviant 

sexual behaviour. Rather, they replaced a too close examination of serial killer’s sexuality with 

focusing on the aberrant sexual behaviour of his female victims. By doing so, such films could 

maintain the mystery and suspense surrounding the figure of the killer while providing the titillation 

of an illicit heterosexual sex story. The slasher films of the 1980s would, of course, be the most 

prominent example of this type of serial killer narrative. However, Hitchcock’s Psycho is in many 

ways their forerunner.

Outside of the construction of Bates’ character, the crucial difference between Bloch’s and 

Hitchcock’s versions of Psycho is the expansion of Marion (Mary) Crane’s story: her illicit romance 

with Sam Loomis; her amateur theft from her place of employment; and her subsequent flight to 

Loomis’ hometown. By emphasising Marion’s story Hitchcock’s film already concerns itself with 

criminal activity but it confines this activity within the parameters of a mundane situation. Removing 

the novel’s chapters which narrate the home life of Norman Bates before he meets Marion, the film 

gives no indication of Bates’ existence up until the moment Marion pulls her car into the Bates Motel

See David Sexton, The Strange World of Thomas Harris (London; Short Books, 2001), p. 145.
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driveway. By giving no suggestion of any narratives outside of Marion’s story, the unexpected fate 

that awaits her in Bates Motel is as jarring to the audience as it is to the character. When “Mother” 

enters Marion’s bathroom and stabs her to death in the shower, the viewer is shaken by the abrupt and 

inexplicable end of Marion’s narrative just as she is shocked at her sudden and incomprehensible 

death. David J. Skal summarises the unsettling effect of this murder on the film’s audience in the 

following manner:

Her murder [...] became a powerful image of the collapse of basic social 
contracts and human relatedness: like us Marion Crane wants 
advancement, security. She makes a mistake, but plays by the rules and 
seeks forgiveness - acceptance, only to have her cleansing transformation 
turned into a bloody sacrifice. There is no God, it seems - at least not a 
just one. The disturbing scene became one of the most influential images 
in film history with good reason: it undermined all expectations and 
formulas.'*^

Of course, by confounding its audience’s narrative expectations, this scene of murder also collapsed 

the basic contract between film and audience. Much like the casting of Perkins, the decision to build

up Bloch’s original character of Mary Crane seems primarily to have been the product of Hitchcock’s 

desire to give the film an unexpected twist. Discussing his suggestion that the film expand the story of 

Crane before her eventual murder, scriptwriter Joseph Stefano describes Hitchcock’s reaction:

The idea excited Hitch. And I got the job. Killing the leading lady in the 
first 20 minutes had never been done before! Hitch suggested a name 
actress to play Marion because the bigger the star the more unbelievable 
it would be that we would kill her."*̂

Ironically, in its depiction of the murder of Marion Crane, Psycho's undermining of “all expectations 

and formulas” would spawn a whole sub-genre of slasher films whose formula was rigidly defined by 

the spectacle of female death. As Darryl Jones has rightly pointed out, “it is incorrect simply to 

assume that the slasher kills women. Slashers kill both sexes in more-or-less equal numbers.”'*̂ 

However, the cinematic spectacle and screen time allotted to these unisex murders reveals a very 

different story. From Psycho to films such as Halloween (1978) and Friday the 75'^ (1980), the deaths 

of female characters, rather than their male counterparts, are consistently both the visual and the 

narrative focus. For example, in Psycho, the private detective, Arbogast is murdered brutally but 

swiftly, with the camera cutting away as the killer falls upon his prone body to continue stabbing. In 

contrast, Marion Crane’s murder is set up for the audience; a sequence involving her stepping into the

Skal, M onster Show: A Cultural H istory o f  H orror, p. 378.
^  Stefano, Joseph, interview with Steve Biodrowski http://www.hollywoodgothique.com/stefano.html.accessed 
1 Nov. 2007.

Jones, Darryl, Horror: A Thematic History in Fiction and Film (London: Arnold, 2002), p. 118.
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shower and washing is gradually followed by the killer’s entrance into the room. The stabbing of her 

body (which, unhke Arbogast’s, is naked), involves a deftly crafted sequence of shots, edited in such a 

way as to replicate the stabbing motion of the killer’s knife. While Bloch’s original description of this 

murder is described in two brief sentences, “It was the knife that, a moment later, cut off her scream. 

And her head”"*®, Hitchcock’s depiction of Crane’s murder becomes the film’s showpiece. A 

contemporary review of the film notes not only this scene’s sadistic violence but its aesthetic 

accomplishment:

How lovely, [Hitchcock] would doubtless say, about the way Janet Leigh, 
a faintly playful, quite sexy broad, is done in! She gambols in the shower, 
like somebody in an advertisement, while in the background a figure 
blurred by the shower curtain enters the room, approaches, grips the edge 
of the curtain [...] Then, in a flurry of quick cutting which managed to 
get past the censors yet remains the goriest thing seen on film in a long 
time, she is stabbed to death, and slumps hideously to the floor in a series 
of movements over which the camera lingers lovingly.”̂’

Remarking on this scene’s decision to remain in the bathroom after the murder, and its comparison of 

Marion’s lifeless corpse with other inanimate objects in the room - which famously includes the 

dissolve between the plughole of the bath and Marion’s lifeless eye - a more recent commentator, 

George Toles, has drawn attention to way in which Hitchcock stabilises the horror of its recent 

violence by rendering it in a controlled aesthetic fashion:

The camera elects to remain in a room that is temporarily deprived of any 
human presence. Its purpose in doing so is to tranquilize this setting by 
invoking an aesthetic response to it. The fearful disarrangement of the 
bathroom space that horror has just visited is not simply curtailed, it is 
denied."**

Unlike many critics of this scene, and of Hitchcock’s work as a whole, Toles uses the director’s 

stylistic rendering of this sequence as a means of reading back into its subject matter rather than 

shifting away from it. By doing so he manages to identify the ideological implications of Hitchcock’s 

aesthetics and reject what Maria Tatar, in her discussion of modernist painting, describes as “attempts 

to produce stabiHsing definitions of modernist aesthetics by emphasizing manner over matter.”'*® In 

her analysis of Lustmord paintings in Weimar Germany, Tatar herself asks the question which is 

pertinent to this scene, “Do aesthetically pleasing images of Active victims contaminate our perception

Bloch, Psycho, p. 39.
Callenbach, Film Quarterly, vol. 14, no. 1 (Autumn, 1960): 48.
Toles, George, “‘If Thine Eye Offend T h ee ...”: Psycho and the Art o f Infection’, New Literary History, vol. 

15, no. 3, Image/Imago/Imagination (Spring, 1984): 637.
Tatar, Lustmord, p. 8.
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of real-life victims, leading us to look at their corpses as works o f  art?” °̂ It is a question she answers 

with recourse to another question:

Why else would Joyce Carol Oates, in an essay on serial killers, write of 
the “nude, violated corpses o f abducted boys and girls” that appeared like 
“nightmare artworks” in affluent Detroit suburbs? ’

Indeed, many of the true-crime narratives discussed earlier in this chapter find recourse to aesthetics in 

their descriptions of the victims of serial killers, particularly when the victim is a woman. Robert 

Keppel describes arriving at the scene of a m urder and “peeking” through a fence to get his “first 

glimpse at the bloody remains of what once looked to have been a beautiful woman [...]  laid out in a 

supine position. [...] In the rising morning sun, her body didn’t glisten because of all the injuries that 

broke the smooth surface of her skin.”^̂

In her study of death, femininity, and the aesthetic, Elisabeth Bronfen has stressed the degree to which 

om nipresent representations o f female corpses in books, on the screen, or on canvases has rendered 

their cultural significance virtually invisible: “Because they are so familiar, so evident, we are 

culturally blind to the ubiquity of representations o f feminine d e a t h . T h i s  cultural blindness allows 

for the smooth transformation of such images into ‘natural’ subjects for aesthetic contemplation. Bram 

Dijkstra echoes this interpretation of the female corpse in the visual narratives of nineteenth-century 

fm -de-siecle  culture.^'* Yet, I believe it is highly significant to draw attention to the fact that, unlike the 

victims o f illness or suicide which make up the bulk of subjects in D ijkstra’s study o f feminine death, 

the im ages o f female death which have pervaded popular culture since the m id-twentieth century are 

almost exclusively the result of violent assault. This is the context in which imagery such as 

Hitchcock’s denouement to the shower scene in Psycho m ust be interpreted and what such an 

aestheticisation of violent female death invites is a naturalisation o f the rape and m urder of women. 

One of the most ubiquitous forms this naturalisation takes is in the horror/thriller film ’s depiction of 

female death at the hands of psychotic killers. In his discussion o f the shower scene in Psycho, Brian

“ ibid., p. 18.
Ibid.
Keppel, with Bimes, Signature Killers, pp. 9-10. In an even more blatant aestheticizing of the female corpse 

another commentator gives the following account of one of, Polish serial killer, Lucian Staniak’s raped, 
murdered and disembowelled victims (seventeen-year-old Marysia Galazka, whose corpse was found on the 1 
May 1966 in a suburb of Warsaw); describing how her father “found her lying in the typical rape position, with 
her entrails forming an abstract pattern over her thighs, in a tool-shed behind the house.” Colin Wilson, quoted 
in Leyton, “Hunting Humans", p. 369.

Bronfen, Over Her Dead Body, p. 3.
Dijkstra, Idols o f Perversity: Fantasies o f Feminine Evil in Fin-De-Siecle Culture.
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de Palma naturalises cinema’s “using women in situations where they are killed or sexually attacked” 

by asserting that “To me it’s almost a genre convention.”^̂  In another interview he remarks:

I’m always attacked for having an erotic, sexist approach -  chopping up 
women, putting women in peril. I’m making suspense movies! What else 
is going to happen to them?^®

Yet, to argue, as De Palma does, that such images of sexual and homicidal assault are culturally 

innocent is to take what is tantamount to a willfully naive position about the role of ideology in artistic 

production. Like Poe’s famous formulation that the death of a beautiful woman is the “most poetical 

topic in the world” ’̂, the sagacity of using female death, particularly the violent death of a beautiful 

woman, in artistic production is an aesthetic given in contemporary fiction and film. The director of 

numerous slasher films, Dario Argento reiterates this for a modem cinema-going audience:

I like women, especially beautiful ones. If they have a good face and 
figure, I would much prefer to watch them being murdered than an ugly 
girl or a man.^*

The flippancy of De Palma’s comments regarding the cinematic effectiveness of chopping up women 

-  “I don’t particularly want to chop up women but it seems to work”'’̂  - is also reminiscent of 

Hitchcock’s declaration, “I always believe in following the advice of the playwright Sardou. ‘Torture 

the women!’ The trouble today is that we don’t torture women enough.” ®̂ Like innumerable other 

comments of Hitchcock’s^', this statement is dehberately outrageous, and therefore read by some 

commentators as the director’s playful deployment of old school misogyny, which he uses to mask his 

deeper creative and artistic concerns.^ Other critics read such comments as more direct evidence of

De Palma, Brian, interview with Marcia Pally “‘Double” Trouble’, Film Comment, October 1984. As De 
Palma explains, the “genre convention” o f chopping up women is “like using violins when people look at each 
other or using women in situations where they are killed or sexually attacked. You know, the woman in the 
haunted house - 1 didn’t invent that. [.. .] Obviously children in peril is also something you’d connect with, but 
there’s something too awful about that. 1 don’t particularly want to chop up women but it seems to work.” We 
may assume De Palma does not hold the same accepting position in relation to the cinematic cache o f “using” 
children “in situations where they are killed or sexually attacked” because it is not “a genre convention.”

De Palma in interview with Michael M ills, M oviegoer, 12 Dec. 1983. As Jane Caputi points out, in reference 
to this comment, “Things can only ‘happen to’ women” in the grammar o f D e Palma’s argument. Caputi, 
‘Advertising Femicide: Lethal Violence Against Women in Pornography and Gorenography’, in Femicide: The 
Politics o f  Woman Killing, p. 208.

Poe, ‘The Philosophy o f  Composition’, The Fall o f  the House o f  Usher and Other Writings, ed. David 
Galloway, p. 486.

Argento, Dario in William Schoell, Stay Out o f  the Shower (N.Y., Dembner Books, 1985), p. 56.
De Palma, interview with Marcia Pally ‘“Double” Trouble’, Film Comment, October 1984.

® Spoto, Donald, The Dark Side o f  Genius: The Life o f  Alfred Hitchcock (N.Y.: Ballantine Books, 1983), p. 483.
Such as his description o f  his sporting activities as chess and wife beating, a comment made by Hitchcock at 

the close o f an episode o f Alfred Hitchcock Presents (1955).
Robin W ood’s 1965 study o f Hitchcock’s films is the foremost example o f  this approach to the director’s 

misogyny. See H itchcock’s Films (N.Y. and London: Macmillian Press, 1965). Wood has since revised this
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Hitchcock’s ambivalence to femininity and work along the lines that his apparent hatred of women 

reveals his own masculine insecurities. Drawing on this perceived tension in Hitchcock’s films, in her 

influential psychoanalytical feminist study of the director, The Women Who Knew Too Much, Tania 

Modleski argues that “despite the often considerable violence with which women are treated in 

Hitchcock’s films, they remain resistant to patriarchal assimilation.”^̂  Arguing that Hitchcock is 

neither misogynistic nor sympathetic in his portrayal of women, by emphasising what she sees as the 

integral binarism of his films, Modleski asserts that, “ [the] male spectator is as much ‘deconstructed’ 

as constructed by the films, which reveals a fascination with femininity that throws masculine identity 

into question and crisis.”^  Of course, by employing a psychoanalytical approach to her study, 

Modleski moves away from the cultural implications of the violence against women in Hitchcock’s 

films and encourages an interpretation of it as ‘something else’ - namely a despairing demonstration of 

masculine dread and vulnerability. I would maintain that by arguing that the seemingly relentless 

misogyny of the Hitchcock’s films is counterbalanced by their revelation of a masculinity in ‘crisis’, 

Modleski presents the latter as a sort of ‘payoff for the former.^^ One of the underlying assumptions 

of such a formulation would seem to rest on the conviction that feminist theory will have somehow 

failed unless it can come up with at least a provisionally positive interpretation of Hitchcock’s 

representation of women. As John Belton has suggested, “To some extent, the rise of Hitchcock 

Studies mirrors the rise of film studies as an academic discipline.”^  The critical importance placed on 

what the study of Hitchcock might mean for feminist theory in particular (and visa versa) is perhaps 

best exemplified by Robin W ood’s assertion, in an article written in 1983, that he would now change 

the initial question he asked in his 1965 book on the director, “Why should we pay attention to 

Hitchcock?”, to the question, “Can Hitchcock be saved for feminism?” ’̂ As one commentator 

observers, this question seems to be posed “as if both feminism and Hitchcock would gain something 

important if the answer was yes.” ®̂ Hitchcock studies included, feminist interpretation has remained 

at the forefront of theoretical and critical analysis of the horror film.

reading and in his more recent commentary on Hitchcock he is more attuned with feminist criticism which 
focuses on the director’s portrayal o f  women as evidence o f his own masculinity in crisis. See for example, ‘Fear 
o f Spying’, American Film, vol. IX, no. 2 (Nov. 1983).

Modleski, Tania, The Women Who Knew Too Much: Hitchcock and Feminist Theory (1988; N.Y.: Routledge, 
2005), p. 89.
“  Ibid.

Robin W ood’s commentary on Hitchcock’s representation o f women engages in a similar balancing act: 
“There erupts [.. .] an animus against women and specifically against the female body, most grossly in Frenzy, 
even there it is troubled by contradictions that call into question the male drives and fantasises that provide the 
films’ initial impulse.” ‘Fear o f Spying’, 31.
^  Belton, John, ‘Can Hitchcock be saved from Hitchcock studies?’ Cineaste, 22 Sept. 2003.

Wood, ‘Fear o f Spying’, p. 28.
Leitch, Thomas M., ‘It’s the Cold War, Stupid: An Obvious History o f the Political Hitchcock’ Literature 

Film Quarterly, 1999. FindArticles.com http://findarticles.eom/p/articles/mi_qa3768/is_199901/ai_n8845981, 
accessed 16 Nov 2007.
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In her seminal feminist study of violence and female victimhood in cinema, Carol J. Clover’s reading 

of the slasher films of the late 1970s and the 80s acknowledges Psycho’s influence but focuses on 

films such as John Carpenter’s Halloween - whose characters of the psychotic killer, Michael Myers, 

and the surviving woman who fights him off, Laurie Strode, have become endemic types in later 

slasher films -  as the true origins of the slasher sub-genre.®^ Emphasising the role of the audiences’ 

gender identification process, Clover quotes the following passage from William Schoell’s Stay Out o f  

the Shower as an example of the fluidity of the audience’s (specifically a male audience’s) 

identification with both male and female characters while viewing a slasher film:

Social critics make much of the fact that male audience members cheer 
on the misogynous misfits in these movies as they rape, plunder, and 
murder their screaming, writhing female victims. Since these same critics 
walk out of the moviehouse in disgust long before the movie is over, they 
don’t realize that these same men cheer on (with renewed enthusiasm, in 
fact) the heroines, who are often as strong, sexy, and independent as the 
[earlier] victims, as they blow away the killer with a shotgun or get him 
between the eyes with a machete. All of these men are said to be 
identifying with the maniac, but they enjoy his death throes the most of 
all, and applaud the heroine with admiration.™

Clover notes that Schoell’s book “wrestles with its own monster, ‘the feminists’”, and undoubtedly 

this is who he has in mind when he refers to “social critics.” She also finds that two points in the 

paragraph deserve amending; namely that there is actually very little rape in these films and that the 

heroine (or “final girl”’' as Clover refers to her) is not necessarily “sexy” -  “She may be attractive 

(though typically less so than her friends), but she is with few exceptions sexually inactive.”’  ̂

Surprisingly, Clover does not correct Schoell’s blatantly incorrect assumption that moviegoers who 

may detect misogynistic possibilities in these films “walk out” of the cinema “long before the movie is 

over.”’  ̂ More importantly, and this is a key issue which Clover’s theory never adequately addresses,

H alloween’s cinematic successors, many o f which adopt the film ’s holiday theme rather incongruously, 
include Friday the 13th (1980), Christmas Evil (1980), Graduation D ay  (1980), New Year's Evil (1980), Hell 
Night (1981), M other’s Day (1981), My Bloody Valentine (1981), H appy Birthday to Me (1981), Silent Night, 
D eadly Night (1984), April F ool’s D ay (1986) and Rush Week (1989).
™ Schoell, William, Stay Out o f  the Shower, quoted in Carol J. Clover, ‘Her Body, Himself: Gender in the 
Slasher Film’ in Misogyny, Misandry, and Misanthropy, eds. R. Howard Bloch and Frances Ferguson (Berkeley; 
Los Angeles; Oxford: University o f California Press, 1989), p. 208.

Clover, Men, Women, and Chain Saws, p. 189.
Clover, ‘Her Body, Himself: Gender in the Slasher Film ’, n. 45.
Numerous critics have since challenged Clover’s assumptions in positing the audience of the slasher/horror 

film as male. As Linda Williams points out in her response to Clover’s argument, “Unfortunately however. 
Clover confines herself to addressing the masochistic pleasure of contemporary horror viewing for the genre’s 
supposedly targeted male viewers. (She herself claims to have seen her first horror film on a dare, as if  a woman 
viewer was anomalous, not in the natural order o f viewing pleasures).” ‘When Women Look: A Sequel’, Senses
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she does not acknowledge that if an audience does shift its allegiances from the male slasher to the 

female heroine, it does so most markedly at the point where the heroine attempts to appropriate the 

violence of her attacker and her attacker becomes the target of her violence/'* As such, the audience 

has not simply shifted from  the viewpoint o f the aggressor to that o f the victim but switched its 

allegiances to support whichever character is most ‘successful’ in his/her use of violence. I think that 

this aspect of audience identification problematises Clover’s argument, particularly in relation to her 

theory of the ‘assaultive’ and ‘reactive’ gaze.

The premise of Clover’s argument is that the ‘classic’ position of voyeuristic mastery has been 

overemphasised in cinema in general, and in horror cinema in particular.’  ̂Clover also notes that while 

the “assaultive gaze” is of pre-eminent critical concern, the “reactive” gaze which is often “caught 

vulnerable and unawares”’ ,̂ has been repeatedly ignored in the analysis of horror film.’’ Linking the 

“assaultive” gaze with a strictly masculine, sadistic, process and interpreting the “reactive” gaze as 

connoting a feminine, masochistic, position’®. Clover argues that the audience engages in both 

perspectives; identifying with both attacker and victim:

This fluidity of engaged perspective is in keeping with the universal 
claims of the psychoanalytic model: the threat function and the victim 
function coexist in the same unconscious, regardless of anatomical sex.’^

Leaving to one side the fact that Clover has already posited her audience as male and therefore, I 

would argue, rendered the notion that this “fluidity” of perspectives functions “regardless of 

anatomical sex” somewhat irrelevant (at least to female viewers), her emphasis on the audience’s

o f  Cinema, http://www.sensesofcinema.com/contents/01/15/horror_women.html, accessed 10 Nov. 2007. More 
specifically, Vera Dika has claimed that the slasher film ’s audience is 55% female. Vera Dika, ‘The Stalker 
Film, 1979-81’, in Gregory A. Waller, ed., American Horrors: Essays on the Modern American H orror Film 
(Urbana and Chicago: University o f Illinois Press), pp. 86-101.

I have strong reservations about discussing cinema’s ‘audience’ as if they are one entity, as it assumes each 
viewer’s reactions are in accord with one another. However, as Clover takes this approach, I shall for the 
purposes o f this argument adopt it also.

Clover, Men, Women, and Chain Saws, pp. 204-208. Nicholas Rogers’ comments on the camera work in 
Carpenter’s Halloween are a typical example o f this critical emphasis placed on the sadistic gaze: “[F]requent 
use o f the unmounted first-person camera to represent the killer’s point o f view invited [viewers] to adopt the 
murderer’s assaultive gaze and to hear his heavy breathing and plodding footsteps as he stalked his prey.” 
Nicholas Rogers, Halloween: From Pagan Ritual to Party N ight (Oxford: Oxford U.P., 2002), p. 111.

Williams, ‘When Women Look: A Sequel’.
”  Clover, Men, Women, and Chain Saws, pp. 204-208.

While I am aware that Clover is linking masochism with the feminine and sadism with the masculine only in 
the most abstract manner, I would argue that such a method o f categorisation is nonetheless in danger o f  
endorsing the notion that sadistic violence is a fundamental and permanent aspect o f the male psyche and that 
passivity and vulnerability are constitutive elements o f a female consciousness, thereby presenting both as 
somehow natural and unchangeable transhistorical phenomena.

Clover, ‘Her Body, Himself: Gender in the Slasher Film’, p. 209.
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identification with the “final girl” suggests that this process may not oscillate quite as freely as she 

asserts:

Observers unanimously stress the readiness o f the “live” audience to 
switch sympathies in midstream, siding now with the killer and now, and 
finally, with the Final Girl.*°

By emphasising what she views as a key “m idstream ” shift in the audience’s identification process. 

C lover’s own comments acknowledge that the linchpin of such a shift is the final girl and her final 

stand against the killer. Undoubtedly, Clover is correct in her assertion that the self-saving “final girl” 

of the slasher film, as well as the self-avenging rape victim of rape revenge films such as I  Spit on You 

Grave (1978)*', represents a major change in popular consciousness brought about by the wom en’s 

movement.*^ However, for a theorist who is studying a genre as formulaic as the slasher and whose 

focus is on audience response to this genre. Clover pays virtually no attention to the fact that said 

audience will soon establish for themselves the m ajor elements of the generic slasher film ’s plot and 

characterisations and therefore bring this knowledge to bear on other films within the g e n r e .C lo v e r  

herself gives a very specific oudine of the final g irl’s character traits -  she is “boyish” , and “ [h]er 

smartness, gravity, competence in mechanical and other practical matters, and sexual reluctance set 

her apart from the other girls.”*"' Assuming that the slasher film ’s audience have also registered these 

aspects of the genre’s characterisations, then what this opens up is the realisation that when rooting for 

and/or identifying with the final girl’s fear and suffering, the audience do so with a prior  knowledge 

that she will ultimately appropriate her attacker’s methods and weaponry in violent retaliation. Thus, it 

is my contention that the masochistic pleasure an audience may derive from identifying with the final 

g irl’s phght is based on the proviso that she will stop being a victim and become an aggressor.*^ 

Consequendy, the “reactive” or masochistic gaze that C lover assigns to the audience is not fluid but

“  Ibid., p. 208.
In their emphasis on the primary role of the female protagonist, I Spit o f Your Grave’s (1978) alternate titles, 

The Rape and Revenge o f Jennifer Hill and Day o f the Woman may certainly be linked to the women’s 
movement of the late 1970s.

Clover, Men, Women, and Chain Saws, pp. 204-208. As Williams’ notes in relation to the slasher film since 
Psycho, “Over the next twenty years the psycho-horror genre would begin to establish a formula for 
reproducing, and refining, the various sexual and gendered elements of this experience in ways that would not 
lessen the attraction of the violence against women, but which would empower the “final girl” to fight back and 
invite spectators to identify alternately with her powerless victimization and subsequent empowerment.” 
Williams, ‘When Women Look: A Sequel’.

As Darryl Jones has stated, “slasher movies presuppose a high degree of genre-competence in their audiences, 
and therefore [...] audiences for these movies already know exactly what to expect.” Horror: A Thematic 
History in Fiction and Film, p. 114. As Jones also notes, the success of Wes Craven’s Scream-cycle is largely 
based on this genre-awareness.

Clover, ‘Her Body, Himself: Gender in the Slasher Film’, p. 204.
This is further suggested by Clover’s own tellingly ambiguous delineation of the audience’s identification 

with victims who do not heroically fend off and/or destroy the killer but merely die by his hands through the 
course of the narrative. Clover, Men, Women, and Chain Saws, pp. 204-208.
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rather provisional and determined by the expectation that this perspective will, by the film ’s close, 

have shifted to the “assaultive” sadistic gaze. W hile Clover may well be correct in her assertion that in 

the horror genre “assaultive gazing [...]  is by and large the minority position”*̂  it is a position taken 

on as recompense for the “reactive” gaze and, as such I would argue, functions as a primary m otivator 

in an audience’s identification processes.

Discussing the final girl’s traits and how they mark her out from other women in the film who do not 

survive and/or successfully fend off or kill their attacker. C lover writes:

The Final Girl is boyish, in a word [...]  she is not fully feminine - not, in 
any case, feminine in the ways of her friends. Her smartness, gravity, 
com petence in m echanical and other practical matters, and sexual 
reluctance set her apart from the other girls and ally her, ironically, with 
the very boys she fears or rejects, not to speak of the killer himself. Lest 
we miss the point, it is spelled out in her name: Stevie, Marti, Terry,
Laurie, Stretch, Will.*^

As Clover notes, there is clearly a good deal of ideological manoeuvring taking place in this portrayal 

o f the final girl, whose physical, psychological and behavioral traits shift her towards a more 

‘m asculine’ identity. Clover argues that this allows the slasher film ’s audience, who, as discussed 

above, she posits as male, to identify with her more easily. W hile this is quite evidently a highly 

problematic contrivance, and Clover acknowledges this, she nonetheless interprets it as a pragmatic 

means o f implicating the slasher film ’s male audience in the experience of a female character under 

threat, albeit a “not fully fem inine” female character. O f course, what this problematic device also 

endorses is a perception of the supposedly more feminine female characters - whose femininity is 

seemingly based on their lack of “smartness, gravity, com petence in mechanical and other practical 

m atters” and their sexual willingness -  as less sympathetic and ultimately more deserving of their fate. 

M uch like the perception of the female victims o f serial killers such as Jack the Ripper and Peter 

Sutcliffe, their ‘prom iscuous’ sexuality is often judged to be the cause of their death. Many critics 

have commented on how this link between the female characters’ ‘m oral’ strengths** (and, to a lesser

Clover, Men, Women, and Chain Saws, p. 207.
Clover, ‘Her Body, Himself: Gender in the Slasher Film’, p. 204. Other critics have argued that the final girl 

of the slasher film is not really as heroic as Clover maintains. For example, John Kenneth Muir points out that 
female characters, such as Laurie Strode, survive not because of “any good planning” or their own 
resourcefulness, but sheer luck. John Kenneth Muir, Wes Craven: The Art o f Horror (Jefferson, N.C.: 
McFarland and Company, 1998), p. 104.
** Often these young women, like their male counterparts, will exhibit other ‘immoral’ activities such as 
drinking, smoking, taking drugs and not taking their schoolwork seriously. Picking up on this moral subtext, 
some critics have argued that the slasher films of the 1980s spoke to the conservative family values advocates of
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extent, male characters) and their likelihood of surviving to the film ’s conclusion has become a 

standard slasher film trope. Tracing this trend to the murder of the unmarried sexually active M arion 

Crane in Psycho, one critic argues: “The crucial piece of damage that Psycho did to progressive 

liberalism was to forever tie psychopathology to a Puritanical view of sexuality. It’s a view that lurks 

at the basis of every psycho-horror film since, from the Italian giallo  film to slasher films like 

Halloween (1978) and Friday the 13th (1980).”*̂

Coding the femininity of its female characters as an overt display of sexual desire, the slasher then 

punishes this proclivity by violent assault and murder. In a savage analogy of Judith B utler’s proposal 

that gender may be mapped onto bodies in a compulsory and violent manner^*^, by slashing and 

wounding the bodies o f these female characters, the killer marks them as irredeemably and fatally 

feminine. Often cited as the progenitor of this type o f violent sexual dynamic in the slasher film, 

Halloween  director, John Carpenter him self dismisses the notion that Halloween narrates a tale of 

sexual morality. According to Carpenter, critics “completely missed the point there.” He explains.

The one girl who is the most sexually uptight just keeps stabbing this guy 
with a long knife. She’s the most sexually frustrated. She’s the one that’s 
killed him. Not because she’s a virgin but because all that sexually 
repressed energy starts coming out. She uses all those phallic symbols on

1 91the guy.

Thus, Carpenter’s assertion is that sexual repression but more significantly, gender ambiguity, which 

is the result sexual repression - “She uses all those phallic symbols on the guy” - results in violence. 

C lover’s argument also invokes this notion of gender ambiguity in explaining the k iller’s violence. 

Linking both final girl and killer together, she notes, “Just as the killer is not fully masculine, she is 

not fully feminine.” For Clover, the killer’s ambiguous masculinity, from Norman Bates to the 

Hitchhiker/Chop Top and Leatherface in the Texas Chain Saw  films, is marked by his failure to grow

Reagan America. See Vera Dika, Games o f Terror: Halloween, Friday the 13th, and the Films o f the Stalker 
Cycle (Cranbury, N.J.: Fairleigh Dickinson U.P., 1990), p. 138. In a similar vein, Tony Williams has suggested 
that Michael Myers and other slashers are “patriarchal avengers” who “slaughter [...] the youthful children of 
the 1960s generation, especially when they engaged in illicit activities involving sex and drugs”, ‘Trying to 
Survive on the Darker Side: 1980s Family Horror’ in Barry K. Grant, ed., The Dread o f Difference: Gender and 
the Horror Film, pp. 164-165. The image of the “patriarchal avenger” may of course be linked to the 
‘patriarchal/moral avenger’ image of sex/serial killers since Jack the Ripper.

Scheib, Richard, Psycho Review, Moria: The Science Fiction, Horror and Fantasy, 
http://www.moria.co.nz/horror/psycho.htm, accessed on 17 Nov. 2007.
*  See Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion o f Identity (N.Y.: Routledge, 1990).

John Carpenter, quoted in Alan Jones, The Rough Guide to Horror Movies (N.Y.: Rough Guides, 2005), p. 
102; Halloween: A Cut Above the Rest, documentary on Divimax 25th Anniversary Edition DVD of Halloween 
(1978; Troy, Mich.: Anchor Bay, 2003).

Carol, ‘Her Body, Himself: Gender in the Slasher Film’, p. 204.
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into fully active sexual male; they are all “permanently locked in childhood.”®̂ Interpreting the 

problematic gender identity of the killer as an extreme form of masculinity in crisis Clover then 

describes the killer in the following manner:

The notion of a killer propelled by psychosexual fury, more particularly a 
male in gender distress, has proved a durable one, and the progeny of 
Norman Bates stalk the genre up to the present day.̂ "*

Thus, the “gender distress” caused by an indefinite gender identity becomes a pathologically violent 

condition. Since Norman Bates’ ‘unveiling’ in Psycho this problematic association has remained an 

integral part of the ideological mechanism of serial killer narratives. Thomas Harris’ The Silence o f 

the Lambs and its influential cinematic adaptation have continued this dubious legacy.

4. THOMAS HARRIS AND THE SERIAL KILLER’S NEW REIGN OF TERROR 

It is difficult to underestimate the significance of Thomas Harris’ contribution to the myth of the serial 

killer in popular culture. Since the publication of Red Dragon (1981), Harris’ novels and the films 

based on them have spawned a plethora of serial killer narratives in both fiction and film. As Eric 

Hickey has noted, “multiple homicide films in which serial killing is the primary agenda” increased 

from an average of twelve a year in the 1960s to fifty-four a year in the 1990s; an increase which the 

explosion of the film industry alone cannot account for.®̂  Following the critical acclaim of Harris’s 

The Silence o f the Lambs (1988) and the Oscar-winning success of Jonathan Demme’s 1991 film 

version, the serial killer film, as a genre with its roots in the slasher, gained a newfound respectability. 

However as one critic notes, the serial killer films of the 1990s are also distinct from the slasher film 

in that they

[T]end to feature more complexly individuated protagonists who 
therefore attract a greater share of audience identification than the 
faceless, practically anonymous killing machines of the slasher movie.®^

Along with this focus on the serial killer protagonist and a narrative structure which is often police 

procedural, the serial killer film, unlike its predecessor, is less likely to feature a strong or sustained 

interest in or identification with the killer’s victims.

Clover, ‘Her Body, Himself: Gender in the Slasher Film’, p. 195. I disagree with Clover’s comment on the 
Texas Chain Saw Massacre where she asserts that “neither brother shows overt signs of gender confusion”, as I 
believe Leatherface’s mask and curly hair are clearly a woman’s. He even smears lipstick on the lips of the mask 
at dinnertime. He also fusses around the dinner table in an apron after cooking ‘dinner.’ In a home devoid of a 
living female presence, Leatherface has clearly taken on the role of mother/big sister.
‘"‘ ibid., pp. 194-195.

Hickey, Eric, Serial Murderers and Their Victims (1981; Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1997), p. 4.
Schmid, Natural Bom Celebrities, p. 111.
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Differentiating the serial killer narrative even further from horror genres such as the slasher, Annalee 

Newitz states that, “While most contemporary horror narratives have their roots in eighteenth- and 

nineteenth-century gothic tales, serial killer stories are preoccupied with realism.” ’̂ Yet, a precursory 

examination of serial killer narratives from the Hannibal Lecter novels and films to other novels such 

as Postmortem (1990), American Psycho (1991; film, 2000), Exquisite Corpse (1996), The Bone 

Collector (1997; film, 1999), and films such as Natural Bom Killers (1994), SeJen (1995), Copycat 

(1995) and The Cell (2000)^* would suggest that there is in fact a very strong Gothic element running 

through popular culture’s contemporary serial killer narrative. Thomas Harris has, in particular, 

proved adept at combining the police procedural narrative with Gothic themes and revealing that the 

brighter the light of scientific reason the darker the shadows where it cannot reach. On the publication 

of The Silence o f the Lambs, and ten years before Hannibal, which was to prove to be Harris’ ultimate 

venture into the Gothic, the following commentator notes Harris’ use of the Gothic:

Gothic fiction, of which Mr. Harris seems to me the finest living 
exponent in English, has always been puzzle-headed. It lives on the 
intellectual shadows which enlightened views cast; it is a sanctuary for 
stubborn inexplicables -  how life comes to be, sexual attraction, willed 
cruelty -  in a world of knowingness. The lurid events of such stories 
stand in exact relation to the fact that we do not know what to make of 
them, what they mean, for they are stories of our incapacity to understand 
what we at other times smoothly formulate.®*

Undoubtedly, it is in his creation of the character of Hannibal Lecter that Harris most vividly 

combines the fictional serial killer and the Gothic tradition. As David Sexton has suggested, “In truth, 

Hannibal Lecter stories have about the same connection to social reality as, say, the stories of 

Bluebeard or Dracula.”'"*’ Developing this connection more fully, Skal has presented a reading of 

Lecter which combines the major icons of Gothic fiction - Dracula, Frankenstein, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. 

Hyde and the Freak:

Like Dracula, Hannibal Lecter has a pronounced taste for human blood; 
like Frankenstein, he is a brilliant, but mad scientist; he has two 
personahties, like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, both civilized and savage; 
and like some sideshow super-geek, he is held and exhibited in a 
succession of zoo-like enclosures.'®'

Newitz, Pretend W e’re Dead, p. 15.
The list o f serial killer films and novels which contain gothic elements is o f course far greater than the ones 

mentioned here. Television programmes such as Twin Peaks, The X-Files, Millennium  and Profiler are also 
notable for their representation o f  serial killers in a context o f  Gothic horror.

Griffiths, Eric, ‘Fluttering on the Wings o f Gothic Terror’, Sunday Correspondent (Dec. 1989).
™ Sexton, The Strange World o f  Thomas Harris, p. 82.

Skal, M onster Show, p. 382. The Silence o f  the Lambs won the 1988 Bram Stoker Award for Best Novel.
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H annibal’s im peccable aesthetic consumption o f the more m orbid aspects of art - T itian’s flaying of 

M arsayas, G ericault’s ‘The Raft of the M edusa’ - also links him  to Decadents such as Baudelaire, 

Swinburne and W ilde, while his appraisal of pain and suffering in sublime terms may be considered as 

the legacy o f the Romantics. M ore specifically his detached ironic approach to murder aligns him  with 

De Quincey’s ‘On M urder’. '”  ̂ W here the character of Lecter is concerned, the association with the 

Gothic is also quite literal, as we leam  from Harris’ prequel to R ed Dragon, Hannibal Rising (2006), 

that Lecter spent his childhood in a 500 year-old castle in Lithuania, built by his ancestor Hannibal the 

Grim. In H annibal (1999), Lecter surmises from his study o f “fragm entary family records” that he is 

also a descendant of Giuliano Bevisangue, “a fearsome twelfth-century figure in Tuscany” , whose 

name may be interpreted as a condensation o f the verb bevere (to drink) and sangue ( b l o o d ) . I n  light 

o f these num erous connections to Old Europe’s cruel aristocracy and the Gothic tradition as a whole, 

the following com m ent by M ikita Brottman seems quite incongruous:

Hannibal Lecter is a psychopath for the twenty-first century: a unique 
combination of savage and sophisticate, both connoisseur and cannibal, 
who dismembers and eats his victims to the music o f Bach.

However, it is Lecter’s transposition to the contemporary context o f America which converts his Old 

W orld monstrosity into something palpably new and modem. As he sets out to the New W orld’s 

shores at the close of Hannibal Rising he contemplates what it has to offer him, “Am erica fascinated 

him [.. .] American faces open but not innocent, readable.” '®̂  As a place of naivety and corruption, it 

seems that Lecter has, at last, found his ideal home.

One o f the key methods Harris uses to em phasise Lecter’s significance in a modem American context 

is the juxtaposition o f his character with other serial killers, in particular, the aforementioned Francis 

Dolarhyde in Red Dragon, and Jame Gumb (“Buffalo Bill”) in The Silence o f  the Lambs. The

This link between De Quincey’s essay and the Lecter story, I would suggest, can be extended to include the 
details of Lecter’s disciple, Francis Dolarhyde in Red Dragon. Dolarhyde, like John Williams, the murderer in 
De Quincey’s narrative, kills two entire families in their homes at night, while they sleep in their beds. Red 
Dragon's title, and the serial killer, Dolarhyde’s obsession with William Blake’s painting ‘The Great Red 
Dragon and the Woman Clothed in Sun’, are Harris’ most obvious thematic debts to Romanticism. In the belief 
that if he consumes the Dragon he will stop killing, Dolarhyde will eventually destroy the painting by posing as 
a researcher in the Brooklyn Museum, beating a museum secretary unconscious, and eating the original Blake 
watercolour. There seems to be an error in Harris’ research; although the novel refers to the Blake painting as 
‘The Great Red Dragon and the Woman, Clothed with the Sun’, Harris description is of a different painting by 
Blake, entitled ‘The Great Red Dragon and the Woman Clothed in Sun’. The latter is a far more potent image of 
dominating masculinity.

Harris, Thomas, Hannibal: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, p. 877.
Brottman, Mikita, Meat is Murder: An Illustrated Guide to Cannibal Culture (N.Y.; London: Creation, 

1998), pp. 193-192.
Harris, Hannibal Rising (London: William Heinmann, 2006), p. 323.
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juxtaposition contextualises Lecter within the modem phenomena of serial murder and its detection, 

yet all the while maintaining his divergence from its ‘norms’. In comparison with Lecter, both these 

other killers have ‘profiles’ which seem far more in keeping with contemporary and, in particular, FBI 

accounts of serial murderers. Much to the chagrin a number of commentators, Hannibal and Hannibal 

Rising gave ample evidence of Lecter’s traumatic childhood, in the first two novels he defies the 

theories of behavioural science which attempt to connect past traumas and the serial killer’s acts, 

“Nothing happened to me. Officer Starling, I happened. You can’t reduce me to a set of influences.” 

Conversely, both Dolarhyde and Gumb are presented as figures that are decisively influenced by their 

childhood experiences. Dolarhyde was bom with a cleft lip and palate, the sight of which made his 

mother scream when she saw her newborn child. He is subsequently abandoned by his mother and 

brought up in a number of orphanages and by his cmel and domineering grandmother, who, at one 

point, threatens to cut off his penis with a scissors if he persists in wetting his bed. Tormented by 

severe emotional and physical abuse in a series of orphanages, he is given the nickname “Cunt Face”, 

which he believes to be his real name.’°̂  After his grandmother’s death he lives with his estranged 

mother and her husband, and is abused in this family also. To complete the ‘text book’ scenario of a 

serial killer’s formative years, as Dolarhyde reaches adolescence he begins torturing animals and 

house breaking. In a P^yc/zo-inspired twist, he keeps his grandmother’s dentures and fashions a 

camivorous set, based on these, to murder his victims. In The Silence o f  the Lambs, we discover that 

Jame Gumb was abandoned by his alcoholic mother who was also a pom actress. He is raised by his 

grandparents, who become his first victims when he kills them impulsively as a teenager. After being 

released from a juvenile facility, he serves in the Navy. Following a series of failed relationships with 

both men and women, Gumb kills a transient, a lover and an ex-lover’s new boyfriend, and then 

embarks on a series of murders of women in order to use their skins to create a ‘woman suit.’

The real-life antecedents to Gumb and Dolarhyde’s stories are quite clear. Both stories place an 

emphasis on maternal neglect and/or domineering and abusive female relatives, which, as we have 

seen, is a common trope in true-crime serial killer narratives. Both have a connection to Ed Gein; 

Dolarhyde wears a set of dentures based on his grandmother’s false teeth; Gumb kills women and 

wears their skin in an attempt to transform himself into a woman. Dolarhyde’s torture of animals as a 

youth, and his housebreaking are frequently cited in the histories of real-life serial k i l l e r s . H i s  use of 

a video-camera in his murders is also reminiscent of serial killers such as Leonard Lake. Jame Gumb, 

meanwhile, is a veritable role-call of real-life killers. Along with his Gein-like preoccupation with

Harris, The Silence o f  the Lambs: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, p. 409.
Harris, Red Dragon: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, p. 218.
Serial killers Nathaniel Code and Henry Lee Lucas broke into and entered homes before they started 

murdering. Edmund Kemper and Albert De Salvo tortured animals in their youth.
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wearing women’s skin, his modus operand! for capturing victims is similar to that of Ted Bundy; like 

Bundy, Gumb pretends to have a broken arm and asks for assistance with loading his automobile. 

Gumb’s fraught homosexual relationship with Benjamin Raspail and his murder of a transient have 

parallels in the stories of Dennis Nilsen and Jeffrey Dahmer. Living with his grandparents as a young 

teenager and subsequently murdering them, Gumb’s story also mirrors that of serial killer Edmund 

Kemper, who, while living with his grandparents at the age of fifteen, murdered them both, claiming, 

“I just wanted to see what it felt like to kill Grandma and Grandpa.” '®̂ Both Dolarhyde and Gumb 

nurture fantasies of transcendence and transformation, believing their acts to be a sort of divine 

mission. Serial killers such as David Berkowitz express a similar conception of themselves and their 

‘caUing’, “I am the demon from the bottomless pit, here on earth to create havoc and terror. I am War, 

I am death. I am destruction

Despite the repeated use of the phrase ‘The Real Hannibal Lecter’" '  in accounts of serial killers such 

as Russian serial killer and cannibal Nikolai Dzhurmongaliev, Hannibal Lecter’s connection to real- 

life serial killers is somewhat more tenuous than Dolarhyde or Gumb. His ‘aiding’ of the FBI in the 

detection of unsolved serial killer cases is reminiscent of Bundy’s co-operation with the BSU 

detectives John Douglas and Robert Ressler. A more direct influence seems to have been WiUiam 

Coyner, who was active in Harris’ local area, some years before the writer was bom .''^ In Harris’ 

later Lecter novels, the inclusion of the story of Lecter’s little sister Mischa, who was murdered and 

eaten by German soldiers amid the devastation of Lithuania in World War Two (there is a narrative 

inconsistency here -  in Hannibal the men who abduct, kill and cannibalise Mischa are German 

soldiers; in Hannibal Rising they are Lithuanian irregulars), may be linked to the story of Russian 

serial killer Andrei Chikatilo. Chikatilo claims that he was profoundly affected by his childhood 

experiences during the notorious famine which took place in Ukraine in the 1930s, in which he alleges 

his brother was abducted and eaten by neighbors, “Many people went crazy, attacked people, ate 

people. So they caught my brother, who was 10, and ate him.” ‘’^

Kemper, Edmund, in Leyton, “Hunting Humans", p. 128.
Berkowitz, David, in Leyton, “Hunting Humans", p. 186.
For example, American TV network HBO produced a programme entitled Cannibal: The Real Hannibal 

Lecters (HBO, February 2003).
David Sexton states that a librarian in Cleveland, Mississippi claims Harris mentioned Coyner as an 

inspiration for Lecter. The Strange World o f Thomas Harris, p. 79. In 1934, Coyner escaped from an Indiana 
prison and went on a murder and cannibalism spree in Cleveland. When he was captured, 200 armed police 
guarded him; he went to the gallows. As Sexton suggests, “It seems likely that he would still have functioned as 
a bogeyman in the area 10 or 15 years later when Harris was a boy.” (p. 79)

Chikatilo, Andrei, prison interview, quoted in ‘Andrei Chikatilo, The Rostov Ripper’, Katherine Ramsland, 
Crime Library, http://www.crimelibrary.com/serial_killers/notorious/chikatilo/animal_13.html, accessed 20
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Notwithstanding the legitimacy of the numerous comparisons which may be drawn between Lecter 

and real-life serial killers, such comparisons always remain rather unsatisfactory. To a great extent this 

is due to Lector’s construction as a near-mythical entity, whose physical and psychological abilities 

and moral rationale seem to have more in common with supernatural beings such as the vampire than 

real-life murderers. However, I would suggest that in looking for similarities between Lecter and real- 

life killers, many commentators are looking for the wrong things. Rather than focusing on killers with 

a similar childhood, medical background, modus operand! or victim profile, it may be more profitable 

to consider Lecter’s use of language, his framing of an argument and his manipulation of other 

people’s emotions. In this regard, the case of the American serial killer and cannibal Albert Fish 

proves enlightening. On initial consideration, Lecter and Fish have little in common, that is, apart 

from their murderous proclivities and their cannibalism. Fish came from a family with history of 

mental illness. When still a child he discovered that he was sexually aroused by experiencing physical 

pain. From the time he was twelve he was sexually active with other boys. He later became a 

prostitute but also started raping young boys; an activity he continued after his marriage and the birth 

of his six children. He visited brothels frequently to be whipped and beaten. As X-rays taken at his 

trial revealed. Fish also inserted over a dozen needles into his pelvis and perineum for sexual 

gratification. Along with paedophilia and masochism. Fish’s sexual fetishes included coprophiha 

(eating of faeces) and urophilia (drinking of urine). Fish’s molestation of children became increasingly 

violent. Eventually he began to murder his victims and eat parts of their bodies. When apprehended, 

Fish confessed to three murders that police were able to trace to a known homicide, and confessed to 

stabbing at least two other people, as well as the molestation of hundreds of children."'*

With its wide-ranging references to psychosexual issues, and in particular, its emphasis on masochism 

and paedophiha. Fish’s case does not seem a useful source for the interpretation of Harris’ 

characterisation of Lecter, who is in so many regards Fish’s opposite. Lecter is not married, he is not 

homosexual, neither is he a masochist or a paedophile, in fact he does not seem to have engaged in 

sexual ‘deviancy’ of any recognised kind.

In May 1928 Edward Budd placed an ad in the newspaper looking for work. Fish, then 58 years old, 

visited the Budd family in Manhattan, New York City under the pretence of hiring Edward. When he 

arrived. Fish met Budd’s younger sister, 10-year-old Grace. Fish promised to hire Budd and said he

Nov. 2007. No evidence has been found to support the existence of this brother. Chikatilo was bom in 1936, 
however, the most devastating effects o f the Ukrainian famine were over by 1933.

See Harold Schechter, Deranged: The Shocking True Story o f  A m erica’s M ost Fiendish Killer (1992; 
London: Simon and Schuster, 2005). Without evidence, there is no way o f verifying how many children Fish 
actually assaulted.
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would send for him in a few days. On his second visit to the Budd family, Fish convinced the parents 

to let Grace accompany him to a birthday party that evening at his sister’s home. Fish left with Grace 

that day, but never came back. He took Grace to an abandoned house and murdered her. Seven years 

after Grace’s disappearance, never having discovered what happened to her daughter, Mrs. Budd 

received a letter from Fish; she was illiterate and could not read the letter herself, so she had her son 

read it instead"^:

Dear Mrs. Budd, In 1894 a friend of mine shipped as a deck hand on the 
Steamer Tacoma, Capt. John Davis. They sailed from San Francisco for 
Hong Kong, China [...] At that time there was famine in China. Meat of 
any kind was from $ 1 -3 per pound. So great was the suffering among the 
very poor that all children under 12 were sold for food in order to keep 
others from starving. A boy or girl under 14 was not safe in the street.
You could go in any shop and ask for steak - chops - or stew meat. Part of 
the naked body of a boy or girl would be brought out and just what you 
wanted cut from it. A boy or girl’s behind which is the sweetest part of 
the body and sold as veal cutlet brought the highest price. John staid [sic] 
there so long he acquired a taste for human flesh .'’*

Fish then goes on to describe to Mrs. Budd how he assaulted, murdered and then ate Grace:

On Sunday June the 3 - 1928 I called on you at 406 W 15 St. Brought you 
pot cheese - strawberries. We had lunch. Grace sat in my lap and kissed 
me. I made up my mind to eat her. On the pretense of taking her to a 
party. You said yes she could go. I took her to an empty house in 
Westchester I had already picked out [...] First I stripped her naked. How 
she did kick - bite and scratch. I choked her to death, then cut her in small 
pieces so I could take my meat to my rooms. Cook and eat it. How sweet 
and tender her little ass was roasted in the oven. It took me 9 days to eat 
her entire body. I did not fuck her tho [sic] I could of had I wished. She 
died a virgin."’

There are a number of aspects to this most disturbing correspondence which bear comparison with 

Harris’ construction of Hannibal Lecter. Both adopt formal and sedate address when communicating 

with others. In doing so Fish and Lecter present themselves as mannered and civilized individuals in 

control of themselves and their situation. This ploy creates a greater disparity between their outward 

demeanour and the horrific nature of their acts. By doing so, it places them in greater control of their 

interactions with others, who will presumably find this disparity deeply unsettling. In fact, the great 

majority of both Fish’s and Lecter’s dialogue with others rests on this manipulative technique of

Wilson and Seaman, The Serial Killers, p. 69.
Fish, Albert, Letter to Mrs. Delia Budd, dated 2 November 1934, ‘Albert Fish; real life Hannibal Lecter’, The 

Crime Library, http://www.crimelibrary.coni/serial_killers/notorious/fishy9.html, accessed 23 Nov. 2007. This 
letter lead to Fish’s capture when police matched the letterhead on the envelope with that o f  a letterhead left in 
his apartment.
"’ Ibid.
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juxtaposing a staid, even mundane, delivery with the vivid nature of their crimes. When relaying 

information, both use an exacting level of detail, Fish gives dates and addresses. Lecter is similarly 

precise in his accounts of people and events, (admittedly he can also be quite oblique, however this 

can be seen as a tool Lecter uses in his ‘co-operation’ with law enforcement officials, as a means of 

protracting their need of him). Fish’s use of detail is remorseless and, like Lecter and later American 

Psycho's Patrick Bateman, this detail slides from the mundanity of everyday situations to murder and 

cannibaUsation. Lecter delights in telling Starling, “A census taker tried to quantify me once. I ate his 

liver with some fava beans and a big Amarone”"*; Fish seems to take a similar pleasure in detailing 

his cannibalisation of Grace Budd.

In another divergence of discursive tactics, both Fish and Lecter both take pleasure in conceiving of 

‘historical’ circumstances which can turn ‘ordinary’ people cannibalistic and in doing so they can 

contextualise their own cannibalistic activities. Fish mentions an 1894 famine in China, while Lecter 

enjoys contemplating Gericault’s nineteenth-century Romantic painting ‘The Raft of the Medusa’, 

which depicts shipwrecked sailors reduced to cannibalism as they are set adrift on a raft, having 

survived the sinking of the ill-piloted ship. The Medusa.

Finally, both Fish and Lecter cruelly toy with the mother of victims; Fish is clearly doing so in his 

correspondence with Mrs. Budd (he sent an even more harrowing letter to another young victim’s 

m other"’), presumably he gained pleasure from this. Similarly, Lecter draws pleasure from 

heightening the suffering of Senator Martin’s plight when sharing his knowledge of her daughter’s 

supposed captor, William Rubin:

“Did you nurse Catharine?”
“Pardon me? Did L ..”
“Did you breast-feed her?”
“Yes”
“Thirsty work, isn’t it...?”
When her pupils darkened. Dr. Lecter took a single sip of her pain and found it exquisite.'^®

The description of Lecter sipping Senator Martin’s pain indicates that his cannibalistic tendencies 

form part of his interactions with people on a psychological level.

Harris, The Silence o f  the Lambs: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, p. 447. In what is presumably an example 
o f ‘dumbing down’ for an audience not necessarily au fa it  with different varieties o f wine, Dem m e’s film  
changes the “big Amarone” to a “nice Chianti.”

The letter was sent to Mrs Gaffney, the mother o f 4-year-old Billy Gaffney, who disappeared on February 11, 
1927, while he played in the hallway outside his parents’ N ew  York apartment.

Harris, The Silence o f  the Lambs: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, p. 581.
Numerous critics have pointed out a similar cannibalistic or vampiric transference taking place between 

Lecter and Starling, as he extracts information from her about her childhood trauma and feeds o ff  the pain it
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In comparing Lecter’s characterisation with Fish there is far more at stake than simply an attempt to 

source Harris’ ‘inspiration’ for the character. Whether Harris made use of Fish’s case or not is a 

matter of conjecture and ultimately of no great import. Certainly critical studies of Harris’ novels and 

the films based on them have not been particularly keen to draw a link between the real-life Fish and 

Lecter. I would suggest that, along with the obvious disparities between the two, which I have 

mentioned above, this also may be in part due to the fact that the comparison would compromise the 

more lighthearted responses Lecter has received in the media and popular culture in general. As David 

Schmid has observed the 1991 Oscar Night was in all respects a celebration of The Silence o f the 

Lambs and of Hannibal Lecter in particular.

As a rule, attempts to link Lecter with real-life serial killers do little more than note similarities, while 

more academic-based approaches to the character veer away from such comparative analogies 

altogether. However, what the comparison of the these fictional and factual examples of serial killers 

reveals is Harris’ use of a number of problematic narrative devices to make his fictional creation 

appealing. As I have argued, in his construction of Lecter’s character, Harris incorporates a number of 

manipulative discursive ploys similar to those of Fish - a staid manner of address, exactingly detailed 

descriptions of horrific behaviour, a detached and callous connoisseurship, the use of historical 

precedents in contextualising cannibalism, the manipulation of victims’ relatives to provoke and/or 

increase suffering. Yet, Harris’ narrative also absolves his character from many of the troubling 

implications associated with these manipulative discursive ploys. One method Harris employs to 

counteract a negative reading of Lecter is the establishment of Lecter as an ‘expert’ on serial murder. 

As a ‘genius’ psychiatrist and  serial killer, Lecter is positioned as the locus of absolute authority. 

Combining theory with practice, his professional brilliance is matched by his own homicidal 

proclivities. As Schmid has pointed out in reference to real-life serial killers:

invokes in her. See for example Judith Halberstam, Skin Shows: Gothic H orror and the Technology o f  M onsters 
and Elizabeth Young, 'The Silence o f  the Lambs and the Flaying o f Feminist Theory’, Camera Obscura 27 
(Sept. 1991).

The night begun with host, Billy Crystal, appearing bound and gagged in a similar fashion to Anthony 
Hopkins’ Lecter and as David J. Skal writes “Actor Anthony Hopkins received a thundering standing ovation 
when he accepted his award for the cannibal role, and had been treated during the ceremony almost as a guest o f 
honor, with an endless stream o f flesh-eating jokes thrown in his direction throughout the evening.” M onster 
Show, p. 382.
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[T]he status of convicted serial killers as authoritative repositories of 
supposedly authentic information [is] a status that configures serial 
killing more as a vocation than as a pathology.

This is exactly how Lecter’s character functions in Harris’ novels. Yet, Lecter both uses and dismisses 

psychological methodologies. This, of course, is rather predicable as one would assume there is an 

inherent contradiction in his position. As Starling points out in her first meeting with Lecter, “You see 

a lot. Dr. Lecter [...] Are you strong enough to point that high-powered perception at yourself? [...] 

Or maybe you’re afraid of yourself.” '̂ '* It would seem a legitimate point, however, rather than pursue 

this possibility or at least draw attention to why Lecter refuses it, Harris allows both his character and 

his own narrative to retreat into broad philosophical and semi-theological arguments on the nature of 

good and evil and the human condition:

I collect church collapses, recreationally. Did you see the recent one in 
Sicily? Marvellous! The facade fell on sixty-five grandmothers at a 
special Mass. Was that evil? If so, who did it? If He’s up there. He just 
loves it. Officer Starling. Typhoid and swans - it all comes from the 
same place.

Lecter is fond of such analogies and moral conundrums for to him they are proof of a malignant 

universe and the arbitrary nature of good and evil in the world in which he lives and kills. Just as Fish 

had described the famine in China occasioning acts of murder and cannibalism on the most vulnerable 

in that society, Lecter’s dialogue continually scoffs at the veneer of decency humanity has placed on 

its existence. Harris’ narrative is in many ways complicit with Lecter’s views on the “Elemental 

Ugliness” of human nature.'^^ Perhaps most pervasively, yet most subtly, this is evident in his copious 

use of animal imagery throughout the Lecter novels; lambs, starhngs, pigeons, horses, moths, swans, 

eels, wild boars, dogs, the list is endless. Humans are also continually described in animal terms, most 

obviously in Starling’s name but also in the description of human behaviour and emotions: Lecter 

shakes his head “like a rat-killing dog”; Catherine Martin’s fear stands on her chest “the way a trapper 

kills a fox.” '“’ As David Sexton points out, albeit as a commendable feature of Harris’ work, all this 

imagery has “a powerful cumulative effect in drawing a picture of life in which animal imperatives 

operate, rather than any more elevated sense of what it is to be human.” ’̂ * In particular, Harris uses 

this animal imagery as means of portraying all human endeavour and interaction as a form of 

predation. In doing so he normalises Lecter’s brutahty and antipathy to suffering. Combined with

Schmid, Natural B om  Celebrities, p. 280.
Harris, The Silence o f  the Lambs: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, p. 411. 
Ibid., p. 410.
Harris, Hannibal: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, p. 870.
Harris, The Silence o f  the Lambs: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, p. 899. 
Sexton, The Strange World o f  Thomas Harris, p. 113.
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Lecter’s faultless insight and learning, this ideological viewpoint prevails in Harris’ work and 

ultimately legitimates the violence and sadism of Hannibal Lecter.

This legitimating of Lecter’s character can be found in a wide variety of episodes in the novels. 

Returning to the comparison of Fish and Lecter’s cruel treatment of victims’ mothers, the scene in The 

Silence o f  the Lambs in which Lecter ‘aids’ Senator Martin in the recovery of her abducted daughter is 

a typical example of Harris’ problematic siding with Lecter. In another semi-philosophical allusion to 

the predatory and cannibalistic nature of humanity, Lecter refers to the “thirsty work” involved in 

Martin’s breast-feeding of her daughter. Focusing on the superb evil of Lecter, the narrative shifts 

away from the emotional impact this has on Martin, in favour of Lecter’s exquisite pleasure in noting 

the suffering he has caused. Lecter is then given the punch line to this interaction - much in the same 

way as the film version awards him the final words “I’m having an old friend for dinner” - “ ‘Love 

your suit,’ he said as she went out the door.”’^̂  Thus ends the chapter and, yet again, Martin’s 

emotional response is overlooked in favour of the drama of Lecter’s cruelty and evil. The reference to 

the Senator’s suit is clearly one of Harris’ many echoing devices, set in place to parallel with Jame 

Gumb’s desire to make a ‘woman suit’, partly out of Martin’s daughter. Yet it also acts as a register of 

Martin’s position as a female politician. As a person of wealth and political influence, who actually 

has some bargaining power, Martin already functions as a less sympathetic character than a ‘normal’ 

mother would. In drawing attention to her well-dressed appearance, the narrative implies that despite 

her daughter’s abduction and imminent death, Martin is still profoundly aware of her public image and 

thus the callousness of Lecter’s appraisal of her is presented as somehow justified.

Just as Senator Martin is setup as a deserving object of Lecter’s cruelty, many of his victims are 

shown in a similar light. This is most obvious in Harris’ latest instalment of the Lecter story, Hannibal 

Rising', a prequel in which Lecter begins his murderous career by kilUng a butcher who insults his 

beloved aunt Lady Murasaki (echoing Mason Verger’s position as a wealthy meat packer, Lecter’s 

murder of a butcher is another example of Harris’ many references to humanity’s animalistic and 

predatory nature). Lecter then turns his attention to murdering the Lithuanian irregulars who were 

involved in the death and cannibalisation of his equally beloved sister Mischa. The influence of 

Mischa’s death on Lecter is signalled in Harris’ previous novel Hannibal. Having been taken away 

from him by these soldiers, the young Hannibal prays that he will see her again, in a partial answer to 

this prayer he sees “a few of Mischa’s milk teeth in the reeking stool pit his captors used . . .” This is 

the turning point for Lecter’s character, and we are told that since then.

Harris, The Silence o f  the Lambs: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, p. 583.
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Hannibal Lecter had not been bothered by any considerations of deity, 
other than to recognise how his own modest predations paled beside 
those of God, who is in irony matchless, and in wanton malice beyond 
measure.'^®

As Martin Amis has sarcastically suggested, “That will cut you some slack, won’t it, having your little 

sister eaten by Nazis?” '^' Certainly Harris’ introduction of this particular theme seems a rather 

bathetic attempt to justify Lecter’s murderous proclivity, but it must also be acknowledged that it is 

perfectly in keeping with Harris previous novels, which also depict existence as a predatory struggle, 

whose arbitrariness is signalled by the figure of God as the ultimate predator.

In Hannibal Rising, having dispatched the Lithuanian irregulars responsible for his sister’s death in a 

variety of ‘inventively’ gruesome ways, Lecter is eventually arrested under suspicion of these 

murders. However, he is ultimately freed when popular support for his dispatch of war criminals 

combines with a lack of hard evidence. Like the murder-revenge narratives of numerous 1970s action 

thrillers, Lecter’s crimes are presented as justifiable homicides and just in case we doubt this fact 

Harris implicates the public at large in approving of Lecter’s murderers. Their own bloodthirsty desire 

for revenge gives Lecter his freedom and thus allows him to continue his murderous activities on new 

soil.

While Hannibal Rising depicts Lecter’s initial murders as morally justifiable acts in no uncertain 

terms, the other Lecter novels are also populated with murders committed by Lecter which may be 

interpreted in a similar fashion. Although Lecter has killed before we are first introduced to his 

character in Red Dragon^^^, the individuals he murders or attempts to murder through the course of the 

novels are by and large negative characters. Paul Krendler, Mason Verger, Rinaldo Pazzi, Frederick 

Chilton and MuUiple Miggs, have all been implicated in activities which render them morally defunct, 

from police corruption to sexual h a r a s s m e n t . T h e  savageries of Lecter’s murders are thus 

counterbalanced by the narrative’s implication that many of his victims deserve their fate. He is 

posited as a moral vigilante, albeit one who likes the role a little too much. What is particularly 

problematic about this element of Harris’ narratives is the fact that in casting Lecter as a self-

Harris, Hannibal: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, p. 870. In Hannibal Rising, it is revealed that Lecter 
him self was forced to eat part o f his sister in order to survive. This does not really change a reading o f M ischa’s 
cruel fate as any less o f a nihilistic epiphany for Lecter. In fact, it only adds to this sense o f God’s wanton malice 
and cruel irony.

Amis, Martin, ‘Hannibal: The Camus o f Carnage’, Talk, Sept., 1999: 222.
In The Silence o f  the Lambs Paul Kendler tells Starling that Lecter has killed nine people that they know of.
While the film version o f The Silence o f  the Lambs makes it clear that Chilton is going to be murdered by 

Lecter the novel hints at this very strongly. Lecter sends Chilton a letter vowing to seek revenge upon him while 
in Hannibal it is mentioned that Chilton disappeared while on vacation in Jamaica seven years earlier. It is 
strongly suggested that he was killed by Lecter. Lecter does not murder Mason Verger but causes him to become 
a profoundly disfigured quadriplegic dependent on a life support machine.
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appointed moral avenger, he mirrors innumerable other real-life serial killers who have alleged that 

their acts of killing were justifiable because of the moral status of their victims - Peter Sutcliffe and 

John Wayne Gacy are prime examples. However, while the truth is that such victims are scapegoats 

for the social and psychological prejudices of these killers, which at their very root may be seen as a 

product of the killer’s own unstable identity and personal insecurities, no such interpretation of 

Lecter’s crimes is available to the reader. The narrative is in perfect accord with Lecter’s judgements 

and the punishments he metes out, there is no alternative reading for the status of his victims other 

than that of deserving death. Paralleling the ‘morally justified’ slaying of the killer in slasher films, 

Lecter is an avenging angel and his crimes are mitigated by the supremacy of his moral judgement.

To lessen the link between Lecter’s murders as the act of a self-appointed avenger and similar 

ideological kilUngs by real-life murderers such as Peter Sutcliffe, Lecter’s victims are primarily male 

and his acts of violence, unlike Albert Fish, show no signs of psycho-sexual gratification. His 

murders, it is implied, are pure, free from the messy complications of sexual desire and/or 

gratification. In the one instance we are told of where Lecter does attack a woman, a nurse whose face 

he mutilated and cannibaUsed, we are informed of the fact that “His pulse never got above 85, even 

when he ate her t o n g u e . T h i s  incident is relayed via Chilton and a part of Lecter’s past and thus at 

one remove from the reader (in the film the photograph remains safely off-screen). The information 

regarding Lecter’s calm pulse rate not only indicates the cold and controlled nature of his savagery but 

also alerts us to the fact that he was not, at least in any physiological sense, sexually stimulated during 

the act.

Reinforcing Lecter’s character as a positive figure, Harris is keen to portray his loving relationships 

with women. Hannibal Rising is undoubtedly the most blatant example of this, with Lecter’s caring 

love of Mischa and Lady Murasaki providing evidence of his unambivalent attitude to female 

sexuality; his murder of the butcher who offended his aunt and of Mischa’s murderers clearly mark 

him out as protector of women. In The Silence o f the Lambs Lecter also proves himself capable of 

“perverse acts of heterosexual gallantry”’^̂ , in particular, when he talks fellow-inmate Miggs into 

killing himself as punishment for throwing semen into Starling’s face. Evident in both the film and the 

novel of The Silence o f the Lambs, Lecter is implicitly coded as heterosexual through his erotic 

interest in StarUng - despite the camp overtones in his delivery of certain ‘witty’ l i n e s . H i s  

heterosexuality is of course further compounded in Hannibal, when StarUng tries to save Lecter from

Harris, The Silence o f  the Lambs: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, p. 583.
Rehling, Nicola, ‘Everyman and no man; white, heterosexual masculinity in contemporary serial killer 

m ovies’, Jump Cut, No. 49, spring 2007. http://www.ejumpcut.org/currentissue/Rehling/index.html, accessed 20 
Nov. 2007.

Young, 'The Silence o f  the Lambs and the Flaying of Feminist Theory’, 19.
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the evil clutches of the Mason Verger, and Lecter, in turn, becomes her knight in dark armour. By the 

close of Hannibal he is cohabiting with Starling, and along with their lifestyle of consummate 

elegance, we are told, “Sex is a splendid structure they add to every day.”'^’

In order to further assert Lecter’s sexuality as ‘positive’ and/or ‘normal’, one decidedly problematic 

device Harris uses is the juxtaposition of Lecter with other characters whose sexuality is portrayed as 

deviant, most notably Francis Dolarhyde, Jame Gumb and Mason Verger. Like Albert Fish, Mason 

Verger is a child molester, and as such beyond any redemption in Harris’ narrative. He has also 

sexually assaulted his sister Margot, who becomes one of Lecter’s psychiatric patients - considering 

Lecter’s idolisation of his own dead sister, we may presume Lecter finds Verger’s assaulting of 

Margot particularly unforgivable. He suggests to Margot it would be cathartic for her to kill her 

brother; by the end of Hannibal this is exactly what she does, by forcing his carnivorous pet moray eel 

down his throat. In Red Dragon, Dolarhyde sexuahty is continually under question. His scarred face 

and childhood nickname “Cunt Face” suggest his “gender-dislocation” .'^* He is particularly sensitive 

about being considered homosexual. He puts his naked male victim’s trousers on as a precaution 

against the crime scene investigators suspecting he has any sexual interest in them. He hates the press’ 

nick-name for him, “The Tooth Fairy” , because of its homosexual overtones. When he captures 

Freddy Lounds, a journalist for The Tattler, he confronts him with the paper’s accusations, 

“According to you I’m a vicious, perverted sexual failure [...] Do you imply that I’m some kind of 

queer?”‘ ®̂ Dolarhyde then inserts his carnivorous dentures and “leaning to [Lounds] intimately as 

though to kiss him” he bites his lips off and spits them on the floor.

Harris’ most overt portrayal of the sexual ‘deviant’ is The Silence o f the Lambs' serial killer Jame 

Gumb. Like Dolarhyde, he nurtures a malign fantasy of transformation; Lecter on the other hand just 

is and has no desire to change. As many reviewers of the film version of The Silence o f  the Lambs 

have noted, although this holds equally true for the novel, by knowingly playing its two serial killers 

against each other, the narrative structure “position[s] spectators to enjoy Hannibal Lecter’s escape 

from the authorities, but also to root for its heroine. Starling, as she blows Buffalo Bill away.” ''*' 

While Lecter “occupies the place of the charming but mysterious and potentially violent gothic

Harris, Hannibal: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, p. 1219.
138 Jones, Horror: A Thematic H istory in Fiction and Film, p. 120.

Harris, R ed Dragon: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, pp. 183, 184.
Ibid., p. 190.
Staiger, Janet, ‘Taboos and Totems: Cultural Meanings o f The Silence o f  the Lam bs', Film Theory Goes to 

the M ovies, ed. Ava Preacher Collins et a l (N.Y.: Routledge, 1993), p. 145.
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male” '''^, Gumb occupies the place of “the ultimate monster.” ''*̂  Gumb’s monstrosity is most clearly 

signified by his sexual ambiguity. Unlike Lecter’s murders:

Buffalo Bill’s gruesome murders of women are directly attributed to his 
gender confusion and his psychic need for female identity, which the 
film represents through a variety of images of sexual transgression: 
polymorphous perversity, male effeminacy, homosexuality, 
transvestism, and would-be transsexuality.

Clearly in an attempt to distance Gumb from ‘normal’ transsexuality and ward off any accusations of 

stereotyping and prejudice, Harris includes the following dialogue between Starling and Lecter:

“Dr. Lecter, there’s no correlation that I ever saw between transsexuality and 
violence - transsexuals are passive types, usually.”

“That’s true, Clarice. Sometimes you see a tendency to surgical addiction - 
cosmetically, transsexuals are hard to satisfy - but that’s about all. Billy’s not a real 
transsexual [...] but he thinks he is, he tries to be.” '"’̂

Indeed, it is also suggested, by Gumb’s ex-lover Raspail, that Gumb is not homosexual either, that, 

much like Norman Mailer’s association between prison life and homosexuality, “Jame is not really 

gay, you know, it’s just something he picked up in jail. He’s not anything, really.” ''^ However, the 

success of these qualifications on Harris’ part is questionable. His portrayal of Raspail (whom Lecter 

murders) and Raspail’s lover, Klaus (whom Gumb murders) are decidedly negative. But, more 

significantly, and leaving aside his violent behaviour, Gumb’s rejection of his masculine sexuality, 

even if it cannot be classed a transsexual, presents a profoundly negative image of a gender identity 

which cannot be defined in terms of a normative heterosexuality. Gumb is “not anything, really”, 

unclassifiable and thus monstrous. His effeminacy is grotesque, as he coos over his fat champagne- 

coloured poodle, Precious; and his homosexual desire is utterly ego-bound, at one point Gumb 

embraces his tailor’s dummy which is in the “form of his body in a natural, comfortable hug” and then 

says “playfully” “to the empty air where the head should be” “give me a kiss” .'"*’ In the film version 

of the novel this is even more pronounced, when Gumb dresses up and minces in front of a mirror, 

talking to his reflection:

“Would you fuck me? [ ...]”
“I’d fuck me.”
“Come on.”

Tasker, Yvonne, The Silence o f  the Lambs, BFl M odem  Classics (London: BFI, 2000), p. 69.
Staiger, ‘Taboos and Totems: Cultural Meanings o f  The Silence o f  the Lambs', p. 150.
Rehling, ‘Everyman and no man: white, heterosexual masculinity in contemporary serial killer m ovies.’ 
Harris, The Silence o f  the Lambs: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, pp. 546-547, 548.
Ibid., p. 536.
Ibid., p. 663.
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“I’d fuck me hard.” 
“I’d fuck me so hard.”

As Judith Halberstam  notes, in reference to the scene in the film where Gumb tucks his penis between 

his legs to ‘look like a wom an’ and spreads his robed arms out like the moths whose transformative 

pow er he wishes to emulate, this particular scene would seem more designed to scare men than 

women, screening the image of “a fragmented and fragile masculinity, a male body disowning the

In the portrayal o f Gumb as a monstrous other Harris’ novel and the film version not only pathologise 

discourses o f sexual deviance but also class inferiority. Lecter is quite clearly a character of 

aristocratic leanings, a descendant of both Lithuanian and Italian nobility. He is intelligent and 

cultured, with impeccable taste, he also a consummate snob; an attitude with which Harris’ narrative 

often sides. Gumb on the other hand is presented as ‘white trash.’ His home and his lifestyle are 

slovenly; he eats huge amounts of T.V. dinners and watches videos; he is inarticulate and lazy and 

unlike Starling - w'ho is of course an example o f ‘white trash’ attempting to make good - G um b’s 

desire for change has nothing to do with professional or class aspirations.''^* Portraying white, 

working-class, rural m asculinity as unintelligent, inhumane, sexually deviant, emotionally unstable 

and physically violent, serial killer films like Copycat, Kalifom ia  (1993) and Natural B om  Killers 

(1994) imply a similar ideological connection between class and monstrousness. As Nicola Rehling 

argues,

The serial killer is demonized through the deployment of crude 
stereotypes of white, working-class, rural masculinity and played off 
against the middle-class whites whose lives he threatens.

However, in the case of Harris’ novels, particularly The Silence o f  the Lambs, Hannibal and Hannibal 

Rising, white, working-class, rural masculinity is most clearly set in opposition to Lecter’s aristocratic 

persona, making the contrast even more stark and implying a class conflict reminiscent of feudal 

struggles between landed aristocracy and peasants.

Halberstam, Judith, Skin Shows: Gothic Horror and the Technology o f Monsters, p. 168. I would argue that 
Halberstam is privileging castration anxiety in her reading of this scene, as women may find the scene equally 
disturbing for its mimicking of femininity, particularly in the context of Gumb’s reduction of actual women to 
material to aid his transformation.

As Newitz and Wray have argued racism and economic status are themselves often bound together, “Yoking 
a classist epithet to a racist one, as white trash does, reminds us how often racism is in fact directly related to 
economic differences.” Newitz, Annalee and Matthew Wray, ‘What Is ‘White Trash’? Stereotypes and 
Economic Conditions of Poor Whites in the United States’, Whiteness: A Critical Reader, ed. Mike Hill 
(London: New York U.P., 1997), p, 169. Recent cinematic portrayals of ‘white trash’ serial killers include 
Copycat's Cullum (Harry Connick Jr.), Kalifornia's Early Grayce (Brad Pitt) and Natural Born Killers Mickey 
(Woody Harrelson).

Rehling, ‘Everyman and no man; white, heterosexual masculinity in contemporary serial killer movies.’
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On the most basic of levels, Harris’ use of two serial killers acting independently of one another 

within the same narrative provides the reader with the opportunity to find one more monstrous than 

the o t h e r . C l e a r l y ,  in comparison to Gumb and Dolarhyde, Lecter is setup to function as a 

fascinating, charismatic character of iconic status. Yvonne Tasker observes, in relation to the film 

version of The Silence o f  the Lambs that, unlike Gumb, Lecter is posited as a charismatic, if demonic, 

figure of identification, engineered through the use of controlled, tightly framed close-ups during his 

tense exchanges with S t a r l i ng . Comme nt i ng  further on the popularity of Lecter as portrayed by 

Anthony Hopkins, David Thomson has suggested that while “in literature moral judgement is 

possible, in all forms of theatre, and especially in cinema, actors inevitably try to make their characters 

appealing and s e d u c t i v e . H o w e v e r ,  I would disagree with Thomson on both counts. I do not think 

actors inevitably try to make characters more appeaUng though many often do so, and Hopkins’s 

portrayal of Lecter is no exception in this regard. However the film’s screenplay and direction is 

equally complicit in presenting Lecter as the dark hero of the piece. More significantly, the novels 

themselves, as I have been arguing, are engaged in a similar process of legitimising Lecter’s character 

and presenting him as a hero.

Much like Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and her command, “I bid my hideous progeny to go forth and 

prosper” '^^ Hannibal Lecter has, since the release of the film version of The Silence o f the Lambs 

become public property on a scale far beyond Harris’ original creation. As one commentator phrases it 

“Lecter was out, and in some ways out of Harris’s control too.” '^̂  In an interview with Harris a year 

after the film’s release David Thomson came to the following conclusion:

The success of Lambs, and above all the triumph of Hopkins (and the 
way Lecter had become a household name), had surprised him and 
altered his sense of his own character. For whereas Harris had set out to 
describe an evil, dangerous man, he found his own creation had, 
somehow, swelled with charm -  or our affection.'^®

Poppy Z. Brite’s 1996 novel Exquisite Corpse employs a similar technique, with the serial killers Andrew 
Compton and Jay Byme, based on real-life serial killers, Dennis Nilsen and Jeffrey Dahmer. (N.Y.: Simon and 
Schuster, 1996).

Tasker, The Silence o f the Lambs, BFl Modem Classics, p. 10.
Thomas, David, quoted in Sexton, The Strange World of Thomas Harris, p. 129.
Shelley, Mary, Frankenstein, introduction to 1831 edition, p.21.
Sexton, The Strange World of Thomas Harris, p. 127.
Thomas, David, quoted in Sexton, The Strange World of Thomas Harris, p. 129.
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There is some controversy over which, if any, of the film adaptations Harris has seen.'^’ A concern 

that seeing the films would “impinge on his own vision” seems to be the most obvious reason for 

Harris reluctance in this regard/^* However, the figure o f Lecter has been so analysed and discussed 

and has become so pervasive in popular culture that it is highly unlikely that the author is unaw are of 

L ecter’s transformation. From critical studies and m edia coverage to spoof imitations, merchandise 

and fan websites such as Loving Lecter and Lecterphilia'^’, the figure of Hannibal Lecter has most 

certainly made its impact on popular culture, sometimes with troubling results. One example is the 

2003 musical Silence! Silence o f  the Lambs by Jon and A1 Kaplan which contains the songs:

If I Could Smell Her Cunt - Dr. Lecter
Are You About a Size 14? - Buffalo Bill
Put the Fucking Lotion in the Basket - Buffalo Bill and Catherine’^

H arris’ Lecter novels since the triumph of D em m e’s film may be interpreted as a response to the 

character’s huge popular success. As Sexton argues, “Harris has exerted his authorial right to take his 

story where his readers may not want to go.” '®' In Hannibal Harris attempts to take Lecter back from 

the clutches o f feckless popular consumerism. He all but abandons the police procedural narratives of 

his previous novels and immerses his characters in a world of pure Gothic. The backdrop is Old 

Europe; L ecter's murky childhood and his aristocratic origins are revealed; the corrupt, perverted, 

disfigured and villainous M ason Verger is bent on his destruction; and the ‘feisty’ Starling defects to 

the dark side. W ith Hannibal Rising the reader is taken even further away from the popular im age of 

Lecter, when his brutal childhood is contextuahsed in terms of a dark fairytale, with evil military 

regimes, m urdered parents and rightful inheritances lost. The character, plot and genre developments 

which these latter Lecter novels have brought about have been met with less than unanimous praise 

from critics and fans. Hannibal Rising  has in particular been viewed as a lazy and unnecessary 

addition to the Lecter story. It has also been viewed as a demystification of the character of Lecter, in 

that it gives so much of his past away and blatantly contradicts Lecter’s own assertion that, “Nothing

Harris’ uncle says he has seen and did not care for Michael Mann’s 1986 film Manhmter (based on Red 
Dragon and featuring Brian Cox as Lecktor (Lecter)). Harris’ agent and editor have both said he has never seen 
The Silence o f the Lambs or subsequent film adaptations of his book as they “would impinge on his own vision”, 
while his mother has said he has seen the film and was very pleased with Hopkins’ performance. (Sexton, The 
Strange World o f Thomas Harris, pp. 127-129).

Janklow, Mort, Harris’ agent, quoted in Sexton, The Strange World o f Thomas Harris, p. 128.
Loving Lecter is a site devoted to fan fiction involving Lecter (http://www.typhoidandswans.com/, accessed 

23 Nov. 2007). Other fan sites include Some Fava beans and a nice Chianti, formerly known as LecterFood 
(http://homepage.mac.com/kia/magick/chianti.html, accessed 25 Nov. 2007), Hannibal and Clarice: No 
Ordinary Love (http://www.angelfire.com/nc2/noordinai’ylove/index.html, accessed 24 Nov. 2007) and 
Hannibal House (http://hannibal.dropdeadred.net/, accessed 22 Nov. 2007).

See the musical’s website: http://www.jonandal.com/, accessed 24 Nov. 2007.
Sexton, The Strange World o f Thomas Harris, p. 134.
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happened to me, Officer Starling, I happened. You can’t reduce me to a set of i n f l u e n c e s . W i t h  the 

film version of Hannibal Rising (2007), in which Hopkins did not appear, and the earlier re-adaptation 

of Red Dragon (2002), the Lecter Empire has indeed all the hallmarks of a franchise, and one whose 

time has run out, at least in terms of any critical acclaim on a par with The Silence o f the Lambs.

Harris’ Hannibal was certainly not received negatively by all commentators. In a review of the novel 

Stephen King called it “a full-out, unabashed horror novel.” However, he also added the proviso that 

“No character in popular fiction is as fragile as the monster, or so prone to losing his pants in his later 

appearances.” '̂  ̂ This holds true for real-life ‘monsters’ too, the plethora of serial killer fan sites and 

tribute bands and success of murderabilia auctions (collectibles from, by, or about murders and 

murderers) make it clear that the horrific crimes of individuals such as Ed Gein, Ted Bundy, John 

Wayne Gacy and of course Jack the Ripper can, with enough exposure, become insignificant in their 

power to elicit a genuine emotional response other than morbid curiosity and/or humour.

Despite his positive appraisal of Hannibal, King suggests that Harris “would do well to bar this door 

and go down a different corridor [...] famiharity, even with a monster, breeds contempt.” '^  However, 

I would suggest that some of the greatest contempt is not to be found in Harris’ audience but in Harris 

himself, and it is not directed at the character of Lecter but popular culture’s response to and 

remoulding of Harris’ original creation. While it would be blatantly facile and wrongheaded to suggest 

that Harris should give any consideration to his fans who exhibit an Annie Wilkes-type obsession with 

the character of Lecter, there are several instances in his later Lecter narratives where he seems to be 

directly attacking his readers. The most notable of these is in a scene from Hannibal, with a chapter 

that opens in the following manner:

Now that ceaseless exposure has calloused us to the lewd and vulgar, it is 
instructive to see what still seems wicked to us. What still slaps the 
clammy flab of our submissive consciousness hard enough to get our 
attention?

One can hardly doubt that a least part of Harris reference to “ceaseless exposure” is connected to his 

own fictional character’s high public profile and the many alterations it has undergone since Harris 

last wrote of him. Although Harris himself had undoubtedly set about making Lecter into a mythic 

and darkly attractive character, he seems to resent just how appealing he has since become because 

this appeal has come at a price. Positioning himself in competition with these alternative narratives,

Harris, The Silence o f  the Lambs: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, p. 409.
King, Stephen, ‘Hannibal: The Cannibal’, New York Times, 13 June 1999.
Ibid.
Harris, Hannibal: The Hannibal Lecter Omnibus, p. 869.
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Harris rather snidely remarks that it may be “instructive to see what still seems wicked to us” ; in the 

context of Lecter’s reinvention through the media the insinuation is that popular culture has robbed 

Lecter and, by extension, Harris of the power to excite or shock his audience. Harris’ resentment is 

palpable as he wonders what might gain his public’s attention and rouse them out of their complacent 

consumption of “lewd and vulgar” entertainment; what “still slaps the clammy flab of our submissive 

consciousness hard enough to get our attention.”

Stepping back a Uttle from this oracular narrative interjection and introducing the scene of the chapter, 

Harris explains how, “In Florence”, the pubUc’s submissive consciousness is roused by “the 

exposition called Atrocious Torture Instruments.” In what must be the most pronounced example of 

Harris’ collusion with the character of Lecter, he describes how Lecter (under the alias of Dr. Fell) 

does not look at the torture instruments but at the faces of the public:

The exposition of Atrocious Torture Instruments could not fail to appeal 
to a connoisseur of the worst of mankind. But the essence of the worst, 
the true asafoetida of the human spirit, is not found in the Iron Maiden or 
the whetted edge; Elemental Ugliness is found in the faces of the 
crowd.

Reminiscent of John Carey’s interpretation of the prejudice and elitism of intellectuals such as D. H. 

Lawrence, Ezra Pound and W. B. Yeats against popular culture and the mass reading public'^^, here, 

the “connoisseur[s] of the worst of mankind” are not the public as they view instruments of torture, 

but Lecter and Harris, as they view “the faces of the crowd” and their macabre interest in the darkest 

aspects of human nature. In hght of the fact that Harris’ own hterary success is based on a similar 

interest, such misanthropic assaults appear all the more ironic.

4. CONTROVERSY: AMERICAN PSYCHO AND HENRY: PORTRAIT OF A SERIAL KILLER

Not surprisingly perhaps some serial killer fiction and film has been the subject of controversy. While 

The Silence o f the Lambs was accused by numerous gay rights groups of demonising homosexuality 

and transsexuahsm, in the absence of any positive portrayals, other fictional narratives have been 

attacked for their violence, misogyny and moral ambiguity. Bret Easton EUis’ 1991 novel, American 

Psycho and John McNaughton’s 1986 film, Henry: Portrait o f a Serial Killer have both met with a 

considerable degree of media debate. Yet, as the final section of this chapter will demonstrate, despite

Ibid., p. 870.
See John Carey, The Intellectuals and the Masses: Pride and Prejudice Among the Literary Intelligentsia, 

1880-1939  (London: Faber, 1992).
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their shared status as notorious serial killer narratives, they are products of entirely converse 

ideological perspectives.

The rising popularity of the serial killer genre, since the early 1990s, was immediately seized upon by 

the popular media, particularly in America, and as one commentator phrases it, “packaged up in fin- 

de-millennium anxieties about the state of the nation.”'** Neo-conservative debates, in particular, 

focused on sensationalised accounts of the troubling violence being depicted in serial killer films, 

often eclipsing any discussion of the violence of American domestic and foreign policies during the 

same period. As Christopher Sharrett points out, “While Bush [Senior] pummelled Iraq with a 

devastating air Armada, the talk shows were filled with hand-wringing about the popularity of serial 

killer movies.” '*’ Published in 1991, the same year as the release of the film The Silence o f  the Lambs, 

Bret Easton ElHs’ American Psycho, a novel about Patrick Bateman, a ‘yuppie’ serial killer, caused a 

considerable amount of controversy. As EUis explains;

I was taken seriously. I was a joke. I was avant-garde. I was a 
traditionalist. I was underrated. I was overrated. I was innocent. I was 
partly guilty. I had orchestrated the controversy. I was incapable of 
orchestrating anything. I was considered the most misogynist American 
writer in existence. I was a victim of the burgeoning culture of the 
politically correct. The debates raged on and on, and not even the Gulf 
War in the spring of 1991 could distract the public’s fear and worry and 
fascination from Patrick Bateman and his twisted life.'™

American Psycho is the story of the fictional character Patrick Bateman, a wealthy young investment 

banker, who is also a serial killer. Told in first person narrative of Bateman, the novel divides itself 

between depictions of Bateman’s vacuous consumerist lifestyle among his Wall Street associates and 

his graphically violent rape, murder and mutilation of numerous victims. Bateman tortures and kills 

both people and animals - acquaintances, colleagues, total strangers, including a homeless beggar and 

a five-year old child -  however the majority of his murders, and the ones described in the most detail, 

are of attractive women - whom Bateman refers to as “hardbodies” ' ’ ' - among them his ex-girlfriend 

Bethany, a prostitute and various sexual partners he picks up. Deriving pleasure from keeping his 

victims alive and conscious during their ordeal, his murders are especially sadistic. He often records 

his killings and then shows them to other victims as they are being tortured. He also engages in post

mortem mutilation, necrophilia and cannibalism. Like the commodity fetishism of Hannibal Lecter,

Rehling, ‘Everyman and no man: white, heterosexual masculinity in contemporary serial killer m ovies.’ 
Sharrett, Christopher, Introduction, M ythologies o f  Postmodern Violence in Postm odern M edia, ed. 

Christopher Sharrett (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1999), p. 13.
Ellis, Bret Easton, interview with Alan Taylor. ‘Less than Hero’, The Sunday H erald, 9 Oct. 2005.
Ellis, American Psycho, p. 195.
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American Psycho’s narrative is remorseless in its detailing of consumer products - Armani suits, A. 

Testoni loafers, shirts by Cerutti 1881, Rolex watches, Gucci belts, pop songs and restaurant menus. 

This dispassionate cataloguing carries over into Bateman’s descriptions of violence and murder. These

accounts are often protracted, especially if they involve the murder of women, whom he usually

begins by having consensual sex with before torturing and murdering them. The protracted detail in 

Bateman’s accounts makes it difficult to quote passages with brevity. The following lengthy 

description of a double murder is a typical example:

After I’ve stabbed her [Ehzabeth] five or six times - the blood’s spurting 
out in jets; I’m leaning over to inhale its perfume - her muscles stiffen,
become rigid, and she goes into her death throes; her throat becomes
flooded with dark-red blood and she thrashes around as if tied up, but she 
isn’t and I have to hold her down. Her mouth fills with blood that 
cascades over the sides of her cheeks, over her chin. I hold down her 
head, rubbing my dick, stiff, covered with blood, across her choking face, 
until she’s motionless.

Back in my bedroom, Christie lies on the futon, tied to the legs of the bed, 
bound up with a rope, her arms above her head, ripped pages from last 
month’s Vanity Fair stuffed into her mouth. Jumper cables hooked up to 
a battery are clipped to both breasts, turning them brown. I have been 
dropping lit matches from Le Relais onto her belly and Elizabeth, 
dehrious and probably overdosing on the Ecstasy, had been helping 
before I turned on her and chewed at one of her nipples until I couldn’t 
control myself and bit it off, swallowing. For the first time I noticed just 
how small and delicately structured Christie is, was. I started kneading 
her breasts with a pair of pliers, then I’m mashing them up, things are 
moving fast. I’m making hissing noises, she spits out the pages from the 
magazine, tries to bite my hand, I laugh when she dies, before she does 
she starts crying, then her eyes roll back in some horrible dream state.

In the morning, for some reason, Christie’s battered hands are swollen the 
size of footballs, the fingers are indistinguishable from the rest of her 
hand and the smell coming from her burnt corpse is jolting and I have to 
open the Venetian blinds, which are spattered with burnt fat from when 
Christie’s breasts burst apart, electrocuting her, and then the windows, to 
air out the room. Her eyes are wide open and glazed over and her mouth 
is lipless and black and there’s also a black pit where her vagina should 
be (though I don’t remember doing anything to it) and her lungs are 
visible beneath the charred ribs. What is left of Elizabeth’s body lies 
crumpled in the comer of the living room. She’s missing her right arm 
and chunks of her right leg. Her left hand, chopped off at the wrist, hes 
clenched on top of the island in the kitchen. Her head sits on the kitchen 
table and its blood-soaked face - even with both eyes scooped out -looks 
like its frowning.’’^

Ibid., pp. 290-291.
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While Ellis claims to have used police reports and writings about atrocities that occurred in Nazi 

concentration camps and the gruesome details of the Bundy murders, the Manson family murders, and 

the Gainesville, Florida murders when researching his novel, such descriptions are clearly exercises in 

Grand Guignol horror, with all the excess of a Sadeian fantasy; eyeballs are slit “like runny eggs”, a 

woman’s breasts are exploded through electrocution and, most notoriously of all, a rat is forced into a 

woman’s vagina. Of course the novel’s obvious literary excesses do not necessarily absolve the work 

from being interpreted within a contemporary socio-cultural context. As such, it is not surprising to 

find that some commentators have read the novel as a literary exercise in a profoundly violent 

misogyny, “It’s just another ‘How-To-Kill-Women’ manual for that ever-growing special interest 

group: the good ol’ all-Amerikan misogynists. That’s entertainment, after all.” ' ’  ̂ The idea that the 

novel could be taken as a promotion of its killer’s attitude and acts seems to have mystified Ellis:

I don’t think anyone should be offended by it. In many ways it’s about 
how horrible serial killers are. I can’t understand how women can mistake 
the book for a how-to on torture and dismemberment.

Like other serial killer novels told from the killer’s perspective - Jim Thompson’s Killer Inside Me 

(1952) and Joyce Carol Oates’ Zombie (1995) for example - there is no alternative viewpoint offered 

to the events that occur in American Psycho. This alone can be seen as a contributing factor to some 

critics’ negative reaction to the novel, for without a competing narrative to condemn or at least 

quantify the killer’s actions such narratives may appear purely exploitive in nature and devoid of a 

moral or ethical centre. But, more importantly, at least as far as Ellis and his defenders are concerned, 

the novel and in particular the character of Bateman are not to be taken literally, that is they are to be 

read as a very dark satire designed to illustrate the dehumanising effects of a consumer culture out of 

control. Bateman and his colleagues are all portrayed as shallow and materialistic, lacking any real 

sense of emotion or individuality -  their appearance is so nondescript and uniform that they often 

mistake each other for different people. They are all, in a sense dead, devoid of any genuine humanity 

or understanding. Bateman has taken this dehumanisation to the extreme of viewing others as 

disposable. He has also, conversely, placed a disproportionate emphasis on trivialities; his looks, 

named label brands, where he eats, who he is seen with. There are numerous episodes where Ellis is 

clearly poking fun at his character and his lifestyle, when for example Bateman panics because one of 

his colleagues has a better business card than him or when he feels he is about to cry because it looks

Baxter, Tara and Nikki Craft, ‘There are Better Ways of Taking Care o f Bret Easton Ellis Than Just 
Censoring Him ’, http://www.nostatusquo.com/ACLU/Pom/Ellisl.html, accessed 23 Nov. 2007. This comment 
echoes Kate M illet’s comments on Norman Mailer’s An American Dream  which she refers to as “an exercise in 
how to kill your wife and live happily ever after.” Kate Millett, Sexual Politics, p. 125.

Ellis, ‘Bret Speaks’, interview with Roger Friedman, Entertainment Weekly 56, 8 March 1991.

284



like he may not get a table at a particular restaurant. In the following excerpt from an interview, Ellis 

explains his intended satirising of Bateman and his W all Street cronies:

Also, what a lot of people don’t realize, and what I had a lot of fun with, 
is that if you really saw the outfits Patrick Bateman describes, they’d look 
totally ridiculous. He would describe a certain kind o f vest with a pair of 
pants and certain kind of shirt, and you think. He really must know so 
much, but if you actually saw people dressed like this, they would look 
like clowns. It was a subtle joke. If you read it on a surface level and 
know nothing about clothes, you read American Psycho and think, M y 
God, w e ’re in some sort o f  princely kingdom where everyone ju s t walked  
out o f  GQ. No. They look Hke fools. They look like court jesters, most of 
them.'’^

In the same interview Ellis identifies the root of some readers’ misinterpretation o f Am erican Psycho  

as their inability or unwilhngness to make a distinction between the novel’s characters or events and 

the authorial perspective:

But a lot of people don’t read books that way, I found out, and there’s 
really nothing you can do about it. You can’t stand over every reader, 
saying, “See this part here? That’s supposed to be funny. Y ou’re not 
supposed to be so grossed out or so offended by it.’’^

Despite Ellis’ lamentation that the intentional fallacy does not hold more sway with his readers, many 

critics (especially since the initial controversy over the novel quieted somewhat) have been 

sympathetic to Ellis’ proposed aims. One such com m entator is the writer and director Henry Bean 

(responsible for the script of Basic Instinct 2 (2006)), who wrote the following comments on 

American Psycho and E lhs’ two previous novels. Less Than Zero (1985) and The Rules o f  A ttraction  

(1987) for the Los Angeles Times Book Review.

W hat’s rarely said in all the furor over this novel is that it’s a satire, a 
hilarious, repulsive, boring, seductive, deadpan satire [...] Ellis is, first 
and last, a morahst. Under cover o f his laconic voice, every word in his 
three novels to date springs from  grieving outrage at our spiritual 
condition [...] Ambition alone sets it apart from most contemporary 
fiction. Prudes, squares and feminist commissars aside, the rest o f us 
should applaud Bret Easton Ellis for setting out in this noble and 
dangerous direction.’ ’̂

Ellis, ‘Bret Easton Ellis Does an Awfully Good Impression of Himself, interview with Dave Weich, 
Powells.com, http://www.powells.com/authors/ellis.html, accessed 21 Nov. 2007. This comment smacks of the 
cultural elitism already noted in Thomas Harris’ writing. Interestingly, in the same interview Ellis says he 
doesn’t like clothes and had to research in order to write about them for the novel. Thus his own “subtle joke” 
would have presumably been lost on him if he had not been the author.

Ellis, ‘Bret Easton Ellis Does an Awfully Good Impression of H im self, interview with Dave Weich.
Bean, Henry, front page, Los Angeles Times Book Review, March 1991.
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Some commentators were clearly perplexed by the outraged media circus that greeted its publication, 

“Where have these people been? [...] Books of pornographic violence are nothing new [...] American 

Psycho outrages no contemporary taboos. Psychotic killers are everywhere.”' *̂ David Skal may have 

at least part of the answer, “Simon and Schuster and Knopf [Ellis’ original publishers] were not genre 

publishers. To offended sensibilities, it was permissible for the working classes to pork down on 

books like Rex Miller’s Slob (1987) [a decidedly low-rate serial killer novel], because the classes who 

read the books didn’t matter.” '̂ ® Skal does well to highlight the genre snobberies and the interrelated 

class issues lurking behind the debates on Ellis’ novel. Like the audience reaction to the slasher film, 

genre expectations prove, yet again, to be an influential factor in the reading and reception of serial 

killer narratives, for while “chopping up women” may be an acceptable “genre convention” in the 

horror/thriller, it seems this is not the case on non-generic forms.

American Psycho, as Ellis and scores of critics have pointed out, is a novel containing terrifying 

insights into the materiahstic culture of the 80s and the depths of human depravity they inspire, hence 

of course, the endless product placements in the narrative. However, leery of the big corporation ire 

this may arouse, the novel’s opening page contains a carefully worded disclaimer. It begins with the 

wholly unnecessary declaration “This is a work of fiction” , and then reads as follows:

All of the characters, incidents, and dialogue, except incidental references 
to public figures, products, or services, are imaginary and are not 
intended to refer to any living persons or to disparage any company’s 
products or services.’*®

Whether this was Ellis’ idea or the publisher’s, its presence is somewhat ironic. If the novel is indeed 

an indictment of consumer culture surely capitalistic enterprise itself cannot be left out of the chain of 

accusation?

This inconsistency aside, Ellis’ novel is all certainly about excess; the excess of exhaustive hsts of 

consumer products and services and the conspicuous and mindless consumption of his characters. This 

excess is mirrored in the extreme violence of Bateman. But I would argue that it does not as one

Young, Elizabeth J., ‘Psycho Killers. Last Lines: How to Shock the English’, New Statesman and Society 5 
April 1991: 24.

Skal, M onster Show, p. 376. O f course, Ellis is not exempt from accusations o f  certain genre conceit himself 
particularly in his use o f  satire, which can itself be viewed as a highly self-conscious tool which enables him to 
write about so-called ‘low ’ subjects from a ‘high’ literary perspective, albeit with an air o f  hostility towards 
both.

Disclaimer, American Psycho.
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commentator claims “notoriously draw on the serial killer as a symptom of the ills of 

postmodemity”'®'; rather it uses the concept of serial murder as a metaphor for the ills of 

postmodemity and its meaningless consumerism. American Psycho is not really about serial killing at 

all. The fact that Bateman is an American psycho is a key element to understanding the narrative’s 

fundamental ideological positioning; it is Bateman’s American-ness and American-ness as a whole 

that are represented as truly psychotic. In relation to this, the fact that some have read the narrative 

confusions and contradictions as a hint that none of the violence Bateman describes has actually 

happened but is rather a product of his own delusional fantasies supports this interpretation even 

further. More significantly, when Ellis explains that his first four novels - Less than Zero, The Rules o f 

Attraction, American Psycho and Glamorama - are “summations of everything I didn’t like about 

whatever I was satirising at the time, whether it was youth culture, the college experience, the eighties, 

the nineties his teUing omission of specific references to murder, violence or misogyny - which

can be found in all of these novels in one form or another - suggest that these themes did not figure 

greatly in the ideological or, as Ellis would have it, moral message of his writing. As such, critics who 

complain about the American Psycho's lack of psychological insight into the character of Bateman as 

a serial killer have clearly misunderstood the way serial murder and violence are being used in the 

n o v e l . A s  Peter J. Hutchings has astutely observed, in American Psycho “the psychosis is not the 

subject’s, it is the structure’s.”'*"' In other words, as Hutchings elaborates, in the novel “all description 

loses its value, it becomes systematically unstable through its excess, and it is excess that is the real 

violence of this text.” While I would agree with Hutchings’ interpretation that it is this excess 

which embodies “the real violence” in American Psycho, I would also elaborate on this by adding that 

it is in particular the excess of its metaphor which constitutes the greatest violence in the narrative. 

Moving away from Hutchings’ privileging of manner over matter, I would argue that Ellis’ use of 

serial murder and, more specifically, extreme and protracted sadistic violence, as a metaphor to draw 

his readers’ attention to the dehumanisation and barbarity of the consumerism in 1980s America can 

itself be interpreted as a violent act, for it wrenches such violence and its consequences from its 

contexts and reduces it to a narrative device with no real significance outside of its role as metaphor. It

'*' Schmid, David, Serial K iller Fiction, http://www.crimeculture.com/Contents/Serial_Killers_Fiction.html, 
accessed 10 Oct. 2007. Italics added.

Ellis ‘Bret Easton Ellis Does an Awfully Good Impression o f H im se lf, interview with Dave Weich.
Foremost among these critics is Norman Mailer, Vanity Fair, March 1991: 124-9, 182-3. Not surprisingly, 

given its controversial and violent themes and in particular its subject o f social malaise and male violence. 
Mailer was also among the defenders o f American Psycho, calling it “The first novel to come along in years that 
takes on deep and Dostoyevskian themes [Ellis] is showing older authors where the hands have com e to on the 
clock [...] He has forced us to look at intolerable material, and so few novelists try for that anymore.”

Hutchings, The Criminal Spectre in Law, Literature and Aesthetics, p. 74.
Ibid. Curiously, when I had the opportunity to put this reading o f  his work to Ellis him self he was resistant to 

it but, rather defensively, he did acknowledge that the reading had some validity, “When I’m writing about serial 
killers.” Bret Easton Ellis, question and answer session at Trinity College Dublin, following a reading from 
excerpts o f Lunar Park, 18 Oct. 2005.
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may even be argued that American Psycho’s depiction of sexual assault, torture and murder are in 

reality little more than a dramatic and highly calculated gimmick which co-opt the horror invoked by 

these acts as a means of expressing Ellis’ self-proclaimed “disgust, anger and frustration”’*̂  at the ills 

of a consumerist culture. As such they amount to little more than exploitation.

In light of American Psycho 's  controversial status and in particular the accusations of misogyny which 

it has provoked, one might wonder why filmmakers with such feminist credentials as director and 

script writer, Mary Harron (/ Shot Andy Warhol (1996)) and co-script writer Guinevere Turner {Go 

Fish (1994)) should take on the project of adapting the novel for cinema.'*’ In an interview Harron

herself, has made the following comments about the novel, “I felt like it was very unfairly treated. I

hoped there was a way to do it in which all the great things about it could become clearer, for 

example, the many hilarious things there.” '** In another interview Harron explains her thoughts on 

the novel further:

I did feel that it was seriously misunderstood. The people who were 
attacking it, um, weren’t allowing for the fact that it was a satire on Wall 
Street, and on these young Turks. I mean, you can argue about the level 
of violence in the book, and how much of it should or shouldn’t be there, 
but I don’t think you can say it’s endorsed in the pages. To me then, it 
becomes an issue of representation. How much you write about it, how' 
much you show. I thought the book was hilarious. '*̂

Leaving aside the contestable description of satire, especially so-called dark satire, as hilarious -  a 

reaction that most dark satirists, from Jonathan Swift onwards, would neither have expected nor 

wanted -  Harron’s repeated emphasis on her interpretation of America Psycho as a humorous work 

certainly found its way into her film adaptation, which is often so comedic, especially in its portrayal 

of Bateman, that it comes closer to farce than satire. Admittedly, Bateman’s character was always 

likely to come across more comically in film, where judgements on characters are often made in an 

instant and an actor’s expressions can ‘aid’ the viewer in registering the asinine qualities of the 

character he/she is portraying. This is certainly true in the case of Christian Bale’s performance as

Ellis, ‘Bret Easton Ellis Does an Awfully Good Impression o f H im se lf, interview with Dave Weich.
'*’ From a marketing point o f  view, and working along the rather dubious assumption that women, especially  
‘feminist’ women, could not possibly make a misogynist work, the film ’s production company. Am Psycho  
Productions, may well have viewed the hiring o f  Harron and Turner as not only a clever but a wise move that 
would counteract the accusations o f m isogyny which the novel had encountered.
'** Harron, Mary, ‘9-Months Pregnant and Delivering Awencan Psycho', interview with Anthony Kaufman, 
http://www.indiewire.eom/people/int_Harron_Mary_000414.html, accessed 1 Dec. 2007.

Harron, ‘Killer’s Kicks’, interview with Mark Ebner, Salon Arts and Entertainment 
http://archive.salon.eom/ent/movies/int/2000/01/26/psycho/index.htmI, accessed 1 Dec. 2007.
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Bateman, who misses no opportunity to make the character appear as a cheesy fool and in the process 

allow the knowing audience to feel infinitely superior to him. Despite the sporadic use of Bateman’s 

voiceover the film is clearly not from his perspective, this also makes it easier for his character to 

appear more foolish than offensive or threatening. A typical example of the disparity between the 

novel’s and the film’s depiction of Bateman are the scenes in which Bateman has sex. While Harron 

directs the women in sex scenes with Bateman to appear bored, in the novel, and from Bateman’s 

perspective, they scream with orgasmic pleasure.'^”

Harron however drops the humour in the film’s violent scenes, possibly with the exception of 

Bateman’s murder of Paul Allen, presumably because, as a fellow investment banker and Bateman’s 

rival, he is one of Bateman’s kind and therefore worthy of a funny death. Harron saves the supposedly 

chilling murder scenes for the killing of two women (a prostitute and a friend of Bateman’s) and a 

homeless beggar. Despite her claims at finding Ellis’ novel “hilarious”, Harron, both in the quote 

above and in her brief interview on the film’s DVD extras, is clearly somewhat uncomfortable about 

the level of violence in the book and keen to play down its more sadistic elements, particularly in 

relation to the torture of women. There is absolutely no protracted suffering on the part of Bateman’s 

victims. We catch the odd glimpse of a head in a fridge to alert us to the fact that Bateman engages in 

dismembering his victims, but any such acts remain safely off screen. Instead what is emphasised is 

the ludicrousness of Bateman’s and his cronies’ personalities and lifestyles, the biggest joke of all 

being how their swaggering masculinity is utterly compromised by such a frivolous and ultimately 

demeaning existence. From this point of view, the film, and indeed Ellis’ novel, may be read as 

almost “hysterically ‘feminist.’” ’®’ Ellis’ own problematic relationship with the potentially feminist 

perspective of the novel is summed up in his patronising statement regarding some women’s hostility 

to the work, when he claims that these women do not realise “I’m on your side, baby!” ’®̂

Significantly, unlike so many other serial killers, in fiction and film, Bateman’s violence does not 

appear to be a way of compensating for his emasculation - he is in fact, if his own perspective is to be 

believed, a sexually primal and irresistible male. Yet, his sexual potency can not compensate for the

Harron makes the differentiation between her film adaptation and the novel quite clear in the following 
interview, when with Christian Bale she discusses her aims in directing the women in the sex scenes with 
Bateman. Harron: “I was very concerned with emphasizing the boredom o f these girls. The blankness, and their 
indifference to it.” Christian Bale: “That was a real choice because, in the book, they had the girls having 
multiple orgasms, and screaming.” Harron: “I saw that as a Penthouse Forum fantasy. I mean, these were girls 
for hire. They’re not going to be sexually turned on by a client.” ‘Killer’s Kicks’, interview with Mark Ebner, 
Salon Arts and Entertainment.

Grey, Ian, ‘Consume This. Coldly Satiric Psycho Is a Killer’, City Paper Online 
http://www.citypaper.com/film/review.asp?rid=5896, accessed 24 Nov. 2207.

Ellis, question and answer session at Trinity College Dublin, following a reading from excerpts o f  Lunar 
Park, 18 Oct. 2005.

289



real emasculation that the book is concerned with. Bateman finds him self ensnared in a seemingly 

inescapable and torturous cycle o f grovelling and bootlicking in order to hold onto his job  and 

material possessions.'®^ His desperate need for his peers’ approval and his obsession with proving his 

worth through his social standing, his possessions and his appearance are the real locus o f Batem an’s 

irredeemably flawed m a s c u l i n i t y . A s  David Reilly suggests,

American Psycho lets us envy the lifestyle while pretending to criticize it.
Neither the book nor, apparently, the movie, actually satirizes these guys’ 
greed. The target is their swaggering masculinity (making the old, old 
Andrea Dworkinish point that ju st being male is an act of misogyny).
W e’re left with a loophole: Lives built around money and expensive
consum er goods are only bad if you’re not a woman or a sensitive male 
who would never hurt a fly or open his.'®^

Given, American P sycho's unproblematic moral and social formulations -  men who judge their own 

worth by what others think are insecure and pathetic; men who are insecure and pathetic will very

often try to find ways to compensate themselves for this; men who are too ambitious treat others

badly; an obsession with wealth, success and status is immoral and shallow; shallowness breeds 

corruption; the Reaganite era was soulless and hostile, etc. -  it is not at all surprising that Ellis was 

seemingly dism ayed at the controversy surrounding the novel. However, it is in its electing to depict 

this banal and altogether uncontroversial view point through images and ‘m etaphors’ of misogynist 

violence that the whole force o f the novel rests; a literary device which is at best catachrestical and at 

worst wholly exploitative.

If American Psycho  may be described as a narrative of excess another controversial serial killer 

narrative, John M cN aughton’s 1986 film, Henry: Portrait o f  a Serial Killer, in contrast may be said to 

be a narrative marked by its absence and lack. The film centres around three individuals, serial killer

‘Is American Psycho A Misogynist Text?’, http://www.englishessays.org.uk/english-essays/american- 
psycho.php, accessed 21 Nov. 2007.

Critics such as Mark Storey in his essay, “‘And as Things Fell Apart”: The Crisis of Postmodern Masculinity 
in Bret Easton Ellis’s American Psycho and Dennis Cooper’s Frisk', Critique 47:1 (2005): 57-72, have drawn 
attention to this aspect of Ellis’ novel. I would have to say that I find very little particularly innovative in this 
reading. Masculinity in crisis has, after all, always been a subtext of serial killer narratives; the fact that Ellis 
links it to the ‘emasculating’ trials of an executive lifestyle of 1980s America is rather predicable. More 
importantly, such a critical focus seems perfectly content to take this crisis of masculine identity as the 
overriding ideological/moral agenda of the novel without fully intenogating the narrative’s problematic means 
of depicting this apparent crisis or examining the possibility that Ellis’ narrative may itself act to bolster up an 
alternative American 1990s masculine identity which relies on Bateman’s characterization to act as its axiomatic 
and negative other.

David Reilly quoted in ‘Is American Psycho A Misogynist Text?’, http://www.englishessays.org.uk/english- 
essays/american-psycho.php, accessed 21 Nov. 2007.
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Henry, his accomplice, Otis, and Otis’ sister, Becky. The narrative of the film is somewhat random 

but relatively straightforward. While Cynthia A. Freeland suggests, in her essay on what she refers to 

as ‘Realist Horror’, that plot summary and narrative analysis may fail precisely due to the randomness 

and repetitive nature of serial killings and films about them'^^, Henry. Portrait o f a Serial Killer does 

have a plot and it may be surmised as follows. The film begins with scenes of Henry going about his 

everyday life, eating in diners and working at menial jobs, these are interspersed with scenes depicting 

the bodies of murder victims, both men and women, who have been killed in various ways and left in 

ditches, shops, rivers and their homes. While we do not see Henry murdering these people the 

implication of these two narratives’ juxtaposition is that they are his victims. Henry bumps into Otis, a 

man whom he met in prison sometime before, while Henry was serving a sentence for the murder of 

his mother. Henry moves into Otis’ apartment, also shared by the latter’s sister, Becky. Becky makes a 

tentative connection with Henry as they both discover they share a history of abuse at the hands of a 

parent - Henry was mentally and physically abused by his mother, Becky was sexually assaulted by 

her father. One night Henry and Otis hire two prostitutes. Without warning or reason Henry murders 

both women. Otis is shocked but only to the extent that he fears being apprehended by the police. 

Henry reassures him nothing will happen, he is right, and Otis continues life as usual. When a fence 

tries to swindle money from Otis and Henry they kill him, stabbing him and smashing a television set 

over his head. The two then go about a number of killings, including the murder of an entire family 

which they video tape and watch at home. Their murderous activities are combined with scenes of 

day-to-day life, be it eating, playing cards or driving. One night, Becky, who is unaware of her brother 

and Henry’s crimes, is raped by Otis. Henry walks in while this is taking place and fights with Otis, 

Becky attacks her brother by stabbing him in the eye with the handle of a metal comb and Henry then 

murders him. He disposes of the body and both he and Becky leave the apartment to find somewhere 

else to stay. Becky tells Henry that she loves him; Henry coldly admits the same feehngs for her. They 

stay in a motel for the night. The next morning Henry is in his car alone. He leaves a large blood 

stained suitcase at the side of the road and drives away. As this narrative description demonstrates, 

Freedman’s assertion that attempts at summarising the plot of films such as McNaughton’s are prone 

to failure seems curiously incorrect. However, it does suggest that in its dramatic flatness, its mundane 

depictions of violence and its apparent absence of any distinct moral message, Henry: Portrait o f a 

Serial Killer highlights film criticism’s propensity to search for a meaning and a message beyond a 

film’s ‘obvious’ narrative.

This ambivalence about Henry: Portrait o f a Serial Killer's ‘message’ can also be found in the ratings 

board’s response. Denied an ‘R’ rating by the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) the

Freeland, Cynthia A., ‘Realist Horror’, Philosophy and Film, eds. Cynthia A. Freeland and Thomas E. 
Wartenberg (N.Y.; London: Routledge, 1995), p. 128.
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film was eventually given an ‘X ’ rating despite the fact that its scenes of violence, were, in 

comparison to most contemporary horror film or even action films, muted and that it contained no 

nudity and very little sex. McNaughton explains, “Normally when you get an X they say, ‘Here are 

the problems: fix these four scenes.’ With Henry, we never had that option. They couldn’t reduce their 

problems to a few scenes. It was an overall problem. ‘Disturbing moral tone’ was what they said.”'^’ I 

will return to this issue of the film’s tone and issues surrounding its moral perspective presently.

The narrative itself is ‘based’ on the case of the convicted serial murderer Henry Lee Lucas. More 

specifically, as the opening statement of the film makes clear, it is based on Lucas’ confessions, and 

this distinction is important, for, unlike many other serial killer narratives, it immediately draws 

attention to the problematic nature of the fictional retelling of a serial killer’s story. Rather than 

suggesting that the film is based on a ‘true story’, as so many other so-called bio-pics claim -  from TV 

movies such as The Deliberate Stranger (1986) ( ‘based’ on Ted Bundy) to Hollywood blockbusters 

such as Monster (2003) ( ‘based’ on Aileen Wuomos) -  McNaughton’s film establishes from the 

outset that it is reliant on the serial killer’s own version of events and as such its connection with truth 

is entirely debatable. Hence, despite the film’s claim to a definite real-life source it acknowledges the 

serial killer narrative’s problematic overlapping of fiction and reality. The fact that Lucas notoriously 

confessed to killing hundreds of people and later recanted most of his confession makes the film’s 

connection with reality, in this sense, even more tenuous. Ellis’ novel of course makes no claims to a 

veracity of any kind for its serial killer Patrick Bateman, who acts primarily as an allegorical figure 

embodying the socio-economic ills of American society. However, despite this fact, the novel still 

attempts to render the ‘truth’ of his story problematic through the use of narrative hints that it may be 

the product of fantasy; an outcome of this being that all the violence, excess or inconsistencies 

contained therein, while admittedly still disturbing, may nonetheless be labelled as the impotent 

delusions of a pathetic and ineffectual masculine identity. McNaughton’s film, on the other hand, 

allows its audience no such opportunity to distance itself from the implications of its narrative, for 

even if the story it tells is not the truth, it works on the understanding that such violence is 

nevertheless a social reality. This ideological perspective is underhned by the fact that the violence it 

depicts eludes any easy reductions to the status of metaphor; its meaning cannot, unlike American 

Psycho's, be assigned to ‘something else’.

McNaughton, John, quoted in ‘Director Without a Past’, John McDonough, American Film: Film, Video, and 
Television Arts, May 1991: 44.
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In his essay on the depiction of violence in contemporary cinema, Devin McKinney draws a 

distinction between what he refers to as strong and weak violence. McKinney links the “uncommitted 

movie mayhem that began with James Bond” to more recent film outings such as Quentin Tarantino’s 

Reservoir Dogs (1992) and Paul Verhoeven’s Basic Instinct (1992), interpreting them as examples of 

weak violence:

The violence of these pictures simply doesn’t last; it gets left on the floor 
with the candy wrappers. It’s too rationalized, too articulate - either in the 
limited sense of “nice” cinematic effects too well contrived to have any 
other content, or because the outrages are stapled, memo-like, to external 
signifiers that bury their very peculiar meanings. Either way, violence is 
used only as a device; something a crowd pays for when it goes in, but

1QRnot when it comes out.

Interestingly, although McKinney’s comments are in reference to the cinema, this description of weak 

violence’s effects (or lack of them) in many respects resonates with my own interpretation of EUis’ 

American Psycho as a novel burdened with stylistic literary effects and, in particular, metaphoric 

contrivances which reduce its use of violence to the status of device. His suggestion that weak 

violence is “something a crowd pays for when it goes in, but not when it comes out” is echoed in 

McNaughton observations on the disposal nature of many cinematic representations of violence, “You 

can have your thrill and walk away from it. With Henry, there’s nowhere to run.” '̂  ̂ Appropriately 

enough, McKinney discusses Henry: Portrait o f a Serial Killer as an example of “strong violence” 

which refuses to offer its audience “glib comfort and immediate resolutions” :

On one level, John McNaughton’s Henry: Portrait o f  a serial killer can 
be denigrated as a slack, unmodulated piece of film-making. But the truth
of this judgement underlines the fact that strong violence [...] is not

200always an experience defensible or divisible by aesthetic means.

Certainly, McNaughton’s film may be considered an aesthetic failure. Its visual and emotional 

drabness, its flatness of characterisation, colour and movement can all be assigned to the production’s 

low-budget and its inexperienced director and actors. But unlike so many other, low-budgeted 

horror/serial killer films it does not attempt ‘make the most’ of its limited budget in the form of 

gruesome bloodbaths, tacked-on nudity or sex scenes; neither does it attempt to ‘cover up’ or make 

excuses for its ‘low’ origins with a self-conscious employment of humour, campy in-jokes or a

McKinney, Devin, ‘Violence: The Strong and the W eak’, Film Quarterly, vol. 46, no. 4. (Summer, 1993): 
196.

McNaughton, quoted in Ultraviolent M ovies: From Sam Peckinpah to Quentin Tarantino, Laurent Bouzereau 
(N.Y.: Citadel Press, 1996), p. 204.

McKinney, ‘Violence: The Strong and the Weak’: 198.

293



colourful anti-hero. Instead the film puts “banality to a purpose. Its very monotony induces paranoia, 

hypersensitivity to what was once ordinary.” ”̂'

Ironically, for all of its problematic ethical implications, a number of which have been discussed in the 

first chapter of this thesis, aestheticism may also act as a coding device with moralistic possibilities. 

This proves particularly true when the theme under aesthetic consideration involves violence. As 

Steffen Hantke astutely observes:

All consumers, regardless of their demographic niche, want, or are 
willing to tolerate, a certain degree of violence, if portrayed in a certain 
manner, justified by certain moral imperatives, and legitimized by certain 
narrative structures - violence, in other words, that has been socially and 
culturally sanctioned by the proper forms of aesthetic coding.^°^

This aesthetic coding functions as a ‘moral’ device in the depiction of violence through its ability to 

distance its audience from the implications of the violence it depicts. In the case of Henry, its 

“disturbing moral tone” is the result of its lack of aesthetic distance. Unlike, for example, American 

Psycho, the Hannibal Lecter novels and films and any number of other popular serial killer narratives 

-  all of which have their foundations in Romantic imagery of the rebel outcast and/or the ideological 

structures of aesthetic disinterestedness and the sublime -  the violence in Henry does not function as 

an aesthetic, dramatic, narrative, affective, thematic, or contextual device. Its presence does not carry 

a ‘deeper’ meaning or purpose, it does not, as Hantke puts it “cause, hinder, or accelerate events” and 

as a result, “its demonstrable lack of purpose makes it appear excessive.

As such, the ratings board’s issue with Henry'?, tone cannot be assigned to specific moments in the 

film because it is actually the film’s lack of certain devices and signifiers which render the film 

troubling. Its central protagonist is not represented sympathetically, heroically or monstrously and its 

narrative does not pass judgement on any of the characters or their actions by means of reward or 

punishment. The film does not afford its audience a character that represents moral integrity, with 

whom it can fully identify. There is no detective figure or even a vague police procedural narrative 

opposing the killer’s actions or presence, thus there is no dramatic tension associated with the killer’s 

acts or a suggestion of their termination or his apprehension. In light of this, as Philip Jenkins has 

pointed out, Henry'?, transgression may be understood, at least in part, as the transgression of genre, 

“in terms of the genre, one of the many sins committed by the extraordinary film Henry [...] was the

Ibid.
Hantke, Steffen, ‘Violence incorporated: John McNaughton’s Henry: Portrait o f  a Serial K iller and the uses 

of gratuitous violence in popular narrative’. College Literature, Spring 2001: 83.
Ibid.
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failure to provide any suggestion that the villain would or could be apprehended.” ®̂̂ Once again, 

genre plays a key role in forming both the expectations and the reactions of a given audience. In fact, 

as Jenkins has also pointed out such transgressions of narrative rules easily translate into a moralistic 

discourse. A rhetoric that is “prepared to accept the casual slaughter of a Friday the Thirteenth 

instalm ent,” but, as Jenkins argues, “will object to the ‘am orality’ of the absence of positive figures of 

identification within a film like Henry.

H enry not only lacks an ‘outside’ narrative in terms of a figure or an organisation that works against 

the killer or at least offers an alternative perspective on him, it also refuses the ‘outside’ narrative of 

psychological insight into the k iller’s motivations. Despite the film ’s subtitle, which prominently 

features the word ‘portrait’, Henry  can in no sense be said to act as an examination or revelation of its 

serial killer protagonist’s mental or emotional condition. In the story o f Henry’s m other we are, it 

seems, presented with the possibility that parental abuse has ‘caused’ him to become a killer. The 

serial killer narrative’s all too fam iliar figure of a cruel, abusive and sexually promiscuous mother 

presents itself early in the film, when Henry tells Becky how he stabbed his mother to death on his 

fourteenth b i r t h d a y . H e n r y  describes his m other as a “whore” who brought men into the house to 

have sex while forcing Henry to watch, and then beating him if he refused. Yet, this possible 

explanation for Henry’s present murderous behaviour is immediately compromised when Becky 

recalls that Otis had told her Henry had murdered his mother by shooting her. H enry’s response 

fluctuates from defensive to confused, and then noncommittal, “You think I’m lying?” “I shot her 

dead” “Oh yeah, that’s right, I stabbed her.” At another point in the film it is suggested he beat his 

mother to death with a baseball bat. Just where truth and falsity (or indeed fantasy) lie in these 

conflicting versions of events is never made clear. Thus, what had at first seemed like a standard 

‘explanation’ for serial kiUing is rendered intensely problematic, leaving the audience to wonder just 

how much of Henry’s story to believe. As a result of this confusion, Henry’s violent acts in the 

present cannot be correlated with the past and can therefore not function as “the dramatic

Jenkins, Philip, Using Murder: The Social Construction o f Serial Homicide, p. 108.
Ibid.
Henry Lee Lucas killed his mother, Viola Lucas, in 1960, when he was 24 years old. Apparently they had 

been arguing about whether or not he should return home to his mother’s house to care for her as she grew older. 
Much like the film, Lucas’ recollection of the incident is vague and contradictory. He claims she struck him over 
the head with a broom, at which point he hit her on the neck and she fell. Lucas then fled the scene. He 
subsequently said, “I hit her with my fist as far as I know. After that I don’t know whether I hit her with a knife 
or not, to be honest with you.” She was not in fact dead, and when Lucas’ half-sister Opal (with whom he was 
staying) returned later, she discovered their mother alive in a pool of blood. She called an ambulance, but it 
turned out to be too late to save Viola’s life. The official police report stated she died of a heart attack 
precipitated by the assault. Cox, The Confessions o f Henry Lee Lucas, p. 47. For more on the truth and/or falsity 
of Lucas’ testimony see Everything You Know Is Wrong: The Disinformation Guide to Secrets and Lies, ed. by 
Russ Kick (N.Y.: The Disinformation Company, 2002), p. 65. Significantly McNaughton’s film leaves the 
confusion of these facts intact rather than attempting to ‘satisfactorily’ ‘clear them up’ -  something many other 
films would undoubtedly have attempted to do.
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extem alization of inner conflicts.” ®̂’ W hether focusing on the concept of ‘profile’, ‘portrait’ or 

‘confession’ - all of which may act as explanatory narrative devices, be they psychological, 

intellectual or moral - the film frustrates all such expectations. Even within the confines of the present, 

we are given no indication o f where Henry stands in relation to his murders, emotionally or morally. 

Unlike the endless parade of serial killers in popular fiction and film, from Norman Bates to John Doe 

in SeVen, Henry has “no mission, no obvious vendetta, and no search for godhood or sacrament. 

And his actual murders appear to bring no satisfaction, relief or murderous clarity. As one 

com m entator observes, “Henry appears to take no pleasure in killing. There are no shots of his face 

after the m urders, thus no clues to how he feels afterwards.” ®̂’ In its refusal of such ‘elucidatory’ 

devices, H enry  rejects not only the serial killer narrative as presented in fiction but also the ‘true- 

crim e’ narrative and criminological study, where the concept of the k iller’s ‘signature’ functions, 

much like other methods of codification in fiction, “as an internal allegory [and] supplemental text of 

commentary to the primary text of the serial k iller’s actions.”^'”

At every turn, Henry thwarts expectations, thus making the viewer aware o f ju st how founded the 

cinematic experience is on such expectations and their ‘satisfying’ denouement; thereby highlighting 

the wrongheaded optimistic belief that somehow fiction will give an explanation or meaning to the 

incom prehensibility of real life. As Hantke puts it, “If the film in fact aims to create a portrait, it is a 

portrait that shows us something it does not understand itself.”^" In this sense the film does not know, 

ideologically speaking, where it is going, for it has reached no final resolutions on the subject of 

Henry or his serial murder. But the film exists and moves on regardless, much like the character of 

Henry himself. At one point in the film Henry tells Otis that the important thing is to “keep moving” , 

it is the nearest he ever comes to having a philosophy of life. The narrative of Henry keeps moving 

too, but not in any satisfactory way. Henry  elucidates by not elucidating, it draws our attention to what 

we desire from a narrative, which as Klaus Theweleit has described it, consists of “ ‘Now what?’- ‘So 

that’s what that w as’- ‘Now w hat?” ’ M uch like the acts of the serial killer himself, the desires

Hantke, ‘Violence incorporated; John McNaughton’s Henry: Portrait o f a Serial Killer and the uses of 
gratuitous violence in popular narrative’: 87.

Simpson, Psycho Paths, p. 139.
Bates, Peter, ‘Lost and Found’, Cineaste 17.4 (1990): 57.
Pence, Jeffery, ‘Terror Incognito: Representation, Repetition, Experience in Henry Portrait o f a Serial 

Killer’, Public Culture 6.3 (1994): 531.
Hantke, ‘Violence incorporated: John McNaughton’s Henry: Portrait o f a Serial Killer and the uses of 

gratuitous violence in popular narrative’: 83.
Theweleit, Klaus, Male Fantasies. Volume I: Women, Floods, Bodies, Histories, Trans. Stephen Conway 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), p. 255, quoted in Hantke, ‘Violence Incorporated: John 
McNaughton’s Henry: Portrait o f a Serial Killer and the uses of gratuitous violence in popular narrative’
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and/or demands we place on a narrative may be described as serial and ultimately arbitrary and when 

that narrative involves violence the arbitrariness becomes all the more conspicuous and potentially 

unsettling:

Henry makes the case that the violent compulsions of the serial killer are 
analogous to the cravings of mass audiences as they return to images of 
violence again and again. And without the thrill, all that is left, in plain 
view, is the obsessive compulsion that drove the audience to the text in 
the first place. Suddenly, the only possible access to violence as a thrill 
would be through the pathology of the killer himself.

Unlike other serial killer films which attempt to implicate their audience in the violence of the 

protagonists, from Michael Powell’s Peeping Tom (1960) to Oliver Stone’s Natural Bom  Killers 

(1994), Henry does not offer its audience a superfluity of readings; be they in the form of a psycho- 

sexual expose, a pseudo-mythical discourse on the nature of evil or a quasi-liberal rant on the media’s 

obsession with violence. Just as importantly, Henry moves well beyond film criticism’s rigid 

preoccupation with the gaze - be it murderous, assaultive or reactive -  and implicates its viewers by 

drawing attention to the ways in which genre, narrative, character identification and plot expectations 

can all collude in distancing and framing an audience’s experience of cinematic violence. More than 

the ubiquity of violence in cinema, Henry alerts its audience to the preponderance of a particular type 

o f violence in cinema; a violence which, as Schmid describes is, “formulaic, balletic [and] utterly 

devoid of any human context.” '̂'*

In its rejection of this portrayal of violence and erasure of an aesthetic distance between its audience 

and the violence it depicts, Henry is not concerned with the notion that cinema’s depiction of violence 

provokes people to commit violent acts or even that it numbs the audience to its consequences but that 

it “falsifies the nature of violence itse lf’:

The truth is, Americans don’t want to see any genuinely violent movies, 
movies that offer a full accounting of the costs of violent acts in the real 
world. '̂^

Taken together, these multiple elements make Henry, as Schmid observes, a truly “anomalous 

example in popular culture’s treatment of serial k i l l e r s . I n  many ways there cannot be many films 

like it for few would dare to offer so ‘little’ to an audience and demand so much. In my attempt to 

describe how Henry functions as a film about serial murder and highlight its atypical status I have

Hantke, ‘Violence incorporated: John McNaughton’s Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer and the uses of 
gratuitous violence in popular narrative’: 89.

Schmid, Natural Bom Celebrities, p. 135.
Rosenberg, Scott, ‘Heightened Debate Over Movie Violence’, San Francisco Examiner, 7 Feb. 1993: 07.
Schmid, Natural Bom Celebrities, p. 135.
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found that it has been necessary to say what the film does not do rather than what it does. Its lack of a 

discernible authorial impulse and its rejection of the standard tropes of narrative and character, so 

prevalent in other films on the subject of serial killing, stultify its audience’s attempts to dismiss or 

resolve its contents. By refusing to impose its own reading on the violence and murder it depicts it 

demands that its audience reach their own conclusions; thereby affirming its audiences’ ability to 

interpret, analyse and judge for themselves. Unlike so many other narratives of serial murder, the 

controversy that Henry provoked was not as a result of its gruesome depiction of violence or its 

vilification or lionisation of characters but its uncompromising demand that each individual face the 

existence of such violence and respond to it in their own way. The fact that some have responded to 

this challenge negatively is telling. As Roger Ebert has noted in his summation of an early audience’s 

divided response to McNaughton’s film, “The division seemed to be between those who felt the film 

did its job brilliantly, and those who felt its job should not have been done at all.” *̂̂  Considering 

Henry'?, a-typical status in the annals of popular culture’s representations of the serial killer, it seems 

the latter judgement is also the prevailing one.

Ebert, Roger, Henry: Portrait o f a Serial Killer review, 14 Sept. 1990, 
http://rogerebert.suntimes.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/19900914/REVIEWS/9140301/1023, accessed 1 
Dec. 2007.
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CONCLUSION

The negative response to Henry: Portrait o f a Serial Killer's ideological ambiguities highlights 

contemporary culture’s propensity to view narratives as a quest for coherence, authority and 

epistemological order. When the narrative concerns itself with the subject of violence and murder the 

demand on it to convey ‘meaning’ and ‘reason’ becomes even more crucial. As Karen Halttunen has 

proposed in her examination of murder narratives from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century, in 

literate societies, the “cultural work of coming to terms with this violent transgression takes crucial 

form in the crafting and reading of written narratives of the murderer, the chief purpose of which is to 

assign meaning to the incident.” ' Such “cultural work” can take many forms, from the execution 

sermon of the seventeenth century to the criminal biographies, journalistic accounts and of course the 

Gothic fictions and crime narratives of the eighteenth and nineteenth century. As the last two chapters 

of this thesis have shown, the figure of the murderer and the subject of murder have remained a 

significant feature of both fictional and factual narratives in popular culture.

However, many of these narratives seem to focus on murder not so much as a means of “coming to 

terms with this violent transgression” but as a means of exploring the human condition more 

generally. In this sense, the subject of murder often functions as a primary tool for the consideration 

of broad philosophical, ethical, aesthetic and social concerns. As a writer who has focused 

relentlessly and obsessively on the subject, Colin Wilson is keenly aware of murder’s ideological 

value, “murder is the meaninglessness of life become dynamic, a dramatisation of the hidden futility 

of Ufe.”  ̂ But the subject of murder often frustrates the fundamental desire for understanding which 

lies behind its use as a tool for abstract ideological investigation. As Wendy Lesser, has written in her 

study of Robert Alton Harris’ 1991 campaign to have his execution at San Quentin filmed and 

televised:

Murder is an inherently frustrating subject because it keeps moving away 
from us, evading us. We want to ask the big questions: more than 
anything else, we want to get the answers to the big questions. Yet all we 
get at, finally, are the details.^

Yet even murder may prove to be less frustrating a subject than death itself, for as Elisabeth Bronfen 

has suggested, the subject of death proves resistant to any straightforward representation or 

consideration because of the inherent paradox of death is that it is always culturally constructed, since

' Halttunen, M urder M ost Foul: The Killer and the American Gothic Imagination, p. 2.
 ̂ Wilson, Colin, The Encyclopaedia o f  Murder, eds. Colin Wilson & Patricia Pitman (London: Arthur Baker 

Ltd., 1961), p. 21.
 ̂Lesser, Wendy, Pictures at an Execution (Cambridge, Mass.; London: Harvard U.P., 1993), p. 13.
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it is outside any speaking subject’s experience.'^ The same of course cannot be said of murder. As the 

title of Michaud and Hugh Aynesworth’s true-crime study of Ted Bundy so blatantly claims - despite 

the fact that a number of Bundy’s victims survived - the murderer may be The Only Living Witness.^ 

With perhaps the exception of the medical professional (a figure who has, on occasion, combined the 

roles of both life saver and killer), the murderer may be seen to be closer to the workings of death than 

any other individual. As such there is frequently an underlying sense in narratives on murder that a 

certain knowledge or wisdom might be gained from contemplating the figure of the murderer. This 

premise can be found in texts as widely divergent as Sister Helen Prejean’s Dead Man Walking (1993) 

and Thomas Harris’ Hannibal series, both of which posit the killer as someone we can learn from, 

either as a moral cautionary figure or an a-moral genius mentor and savant. In the case of serial 

murder, the lessons we may leam from the killer are often made appear especially vital because the 

motivations behind his acts are all the more unfathomable. Just as importantly, the fact that the serial 

killer’s inexplicable transgression is repeated again and again, suggests that there is some deeper 

purpose or significance to his behaviour.

However, from De Quincey’s essay On Murder to Ellis’ American Psycho, the narrative constructed 

around the serial killer often focuses on the act of murder as a means of exploring or commenting on 

other social, moral, aesthetic or philosophical themes, which often appear only tangentially related to 

the act of murder itself. It is as if, despite all of serial murder’s implied significance in these 

narratives, it cannot be ‘dealt with’ directly but must instead be attached to other signifiers. While this 

process of affixing external or supplemental meaning to subject matter may be considered an innate 

aspect of creative expression and understanding it can also, as this thesis has argued, serve as a 

distancing gesture which reduces the reality of serial killing, and its very real social and emotional 

consequences, to a curious and aberrant phenomenon, a metaphor for other social ills or a template for 

the exploration of anxieties about personal, and by extension, social disorder.

The aim of this thesis has been to examine the framing devices which are used to interpret the serial 

killer and his acts, from Romantic aesthetics and medical narratives to the spurious iconoclasm of the 

modem war narrative, and their role in shaping our understanding of this most disturbing subject. 

What the two closing chapters of this thesis have shown is how all of these theoretical and ideological 

frameworks remain a prevalent means of understanding and representing serial murder in fiction and 

non-fiction alike.

Bronfen, Over H er D ead Body, p. 24.
 ̂ Michaud and Aynesworth, The Only Living Witness: A True Account o f  Homicidal Insanity. The fact that a 

number o f women survived Bundy’s attempts to murder them, it seems, does not legitimate their role as 
witnesses to Bundy and his violent actions because, like most other true-crime authors, Michaud and 
Aynesworth’s only real concern is the killer’s story and not his victims, be they living or dead.
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Fig. 1,1 Dennis Nilsen, Drawing and writing from Monochrome Man in Brian M asters Killing fo r  Company
(London: Cape)
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Fig. 2.1 William Hogarth, The Reward of Cruelty (1751)



Fig. 2.2 The Dissecting Room, Department of Anatomy, Cambridge University, by Stearn, 1888/

Fig. 2.3 H. Hasselhorst, Lucae and his assistants dissecting a female cadaver (1884)
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Fig. 2.4 Caricature of Dr Robert Knox (c. 1828/9)

Fig. 2.5 John Browne, A Compleat Treatise o f  the Muscles, 
as they appear in the humane body, and arise in dissection...

(1681)



Fig. 2.6 Vasa mescenterica -  Whole body specimen showing the vessels and lymph nodes with the abdomi
cavity. La Specola, Florence (c. 1770-1789)

Fig. 2.7 Whole body specimen of pregnant woman. The model can be taken apart. 
La Specola, Florence (c. 1770-1789)



Fig. 2.8. 19 Century whole body wax model from Museu d'Histdria de la Medicina de Catalunya.

Fig. 2.9 Venerina, Museo delle Cere Anatomiche, Bologna (c. 1790)



Fig. 2.10 Photograph of Mary Jane Kelly’s mutilated corpse. (Nov 9,1888)
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Fig. 2.11 A newspaper article on Dr. Thomas Neill Cream. ‘The Just End of a Monster of Iniquity.’
Illustrated Police News, 5 November 1892.
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M urder of the beautiful Miss Alice A. Bowlsby, illustration of the Tragic Almanack, 1843.
of Paterson, N.J. [New York: Hill & Co., 1872]
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Fig. 3.1 O tto Dix, War Cripples (1920)

Fig. 3.2 Otto Dix, Metropolis (left and  right side panels) (1927-28)



Fig. 3.3 Otto Dix, At the Mirror (1921)

Fig. 3.4 Otto Dix, Lustmord (1922)



Fig. 3.5 Otto Dix, Lustmord (1922)
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Fig. 3.6 American Social Hygiene Poster, 
“Smash the Prostitution Racket” (c. 1940)
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Fig. 3.7 American Social Hygiene Poster, “Venereal Disease 
Covers the Earth / learn to protect yourself now” (1940)

Fig. 3.8 American Social HygieneAVar Poster, “Saboteuse” (1940)
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Fig. 3.9 American Social HygieneAVar Poster, “You may think she's just your “gal”” (1944)

Fig. 3.10 C. H. Bachelor, “Come on in. I ’ll treat you right. I used to know your Daddy” (1936)



Fig. 3.11 Louis Raemakers, “Why couldn’t she submit? She would have been paid well” (195)
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Fig. 4.1 “The dead-eyed stare” of Marc Dutroux, The Irish Examiner, Friday, June 18, 2004
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Fig. 4.2 The eyes of A lbert De Salvo Fig. 4.3 The eyes of Henry Lee ucas
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Fig. 4.4 A model’s eyes portray ing  Ted Bundy Fig. 4.5 The eyes of R ichard R an ire



Fig. 5.1 Anthony Perkins as Norman Bates in Psycho (1960)
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Fig. 5.2 Ted Levine as Jame ‘Buffalo Bill’ Gumb in The Silence o f the Lambs (1991)



Fig. 5.3 Anthony Hopkins as Hannibal Lecter in The Silence o f the Lambs (1991)

Fig. 5.4 Chloe Sevigny as Jean and Christian Bale as Patrick Bateman in American Psycko (2000)



Fig. 5.5 Tom Towles as Otis and Michael Rooker as Henry in Henry: Portrait o f  a Serial Killer (1986)

Fig. 5.6 Tom Towles as Otis, Michael Rooker as Henry and Tracy Arnold as Becky 
in Henry: Portrait o f  a Serial Killer (1986)


