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Editorial

Monsters,

it seems,

are currently ‘en vogue’
again

—the editors, on page 11.



“Being

an extreme form of the other,

the monster is far more than

a threating apparition implicitly justifying
its own confinement or eradication”

—the editors, on page 11.

“When taken as a social optic

relevant not due to whatever frame it instantiates,
but due to the very

practices, interests, and power relations

these processes of construction make palpable,

the monster becomes a veritable black mirror
throwing back at us the creatures of our making

and remorselessly exposing the inherent monstrosity
of our own beliefs, attitudes, and actions”

—the editors, on page 13.

“[...] this special 1ssue intends
not only to see monsters,
but also to see with, through, and as monsters’

>

—the editors, on page 16.



SEEING (WITH, THROUGH, AND AS) MONSTERS—
AN INTRODUCTION TO THE SPECIAL ISSUE

Christian Beyer, Juliane C. Bockwoldt,
Emil Lundedal Hammar, and Holger Potzsch

The Meanings of Monsters—On Monsterization and Its Consequences

Monsters, it seems, are currently ‘en vogue’ again. The Frankenstein year of 2018
marking the 100th anniversary of the first publication of Mary Shelley’s story about a
man-made monster demanding both fear and empathy (2003 [1818]) brought the role of
monsters in literature and other fiction high on the agenda again and directed renewed
attention to figures of the monstrous, the strange, the abject, the uncanny, and more.
Questions of how monsters relate to—and possibly recalibrate—issues of otherness,
alterity, identity, marginalization, and violence have been treated in manifold ways by
many scholars before. Waldenfels (1990), Haraway (1992), Cohen (1996b), Shildrick
(2001), Ahmed (2006), Butler (2009), or Asma (2012 [2009]), just to mention a few,
have all addressed ways through which dynamics of self and other, order and chaos,
inclusion and exclusion have played out across cultures and histories at collective and
individual levels—with monsters and practices of monsterization playing key roles in
these processes.

Being an extreme form of the other, the monster is far more than a threating
apparition implicitly justifying its own confinement or eradication. The monster might
appear a harbinger of destruction, but always also emerges as productive. It becomes
implicitly constitutive of identities and the boundaries shaping these, and always also
reflects something about those who created it. Hence the key assertion made by Jeffrey
Jerome Cohen (1996a: 20) in his seven theses on monster culture, “they [the monsters]
ask us why we have created them”. The monster, it seems, is not only limiting and a
source of individual or collective ruin, but also constructive and renewing. It enables
reflection and critical introspection. Through its workings, the monster carves out a
space from which alternatives can emerge and assert their presence—it is inherently
transgressive and enables a recalibration of received orders and frames.

Our endeavor to approach the roles and functions of monsters in their various forms
and shapes by means of an interdisciplinary collection of contributions is, of course,
neither the first nor the last attempt to gain a better understanding of the theme at hand
in this manner (see, for instance, de Valk 2011-2014 [2015]; Mittman/Dendle 2012;
Paradiso-Michau 2017; Koenig-Woodyard/Nanayakkara/Khatri 2018; Mittman/Hensel
2018; Presterudstuen/Musharbash 2019; Erle/Beckley/Hendry 2020, just to mention a
few recent examples). Three such collections stand out for us as they have served as
both inspiration and benchmark for our own project. First of all, we owe our
understanding of the manifold ways through which monsters are formed, can be
analyzed, and assert their contingent effects to Jeffrey Jerome Cohen’s seminal work
Monster Theory: Reading Culture (1996b). Secondly, a publication we share the title of
our project with, Julian Petley’s special issue ‘Manufacturing Monsters’ that was put
out in Index on Censorship (2000) emphasized the significance of monsters for politics

Nordlit 42: Manufacturing Monsters, 2019. Digital object identifier: https://doi.org/10.7557/13.5001.
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Seeing (With, Through, and As) Monsters

and in particular for the role economic frames play in processes of propagandistic
monsterization. Finally, the activities of our colleagues from ‘The Monster Network’
and their recent special issue on the ‘Promises of Monsters’ in the journal Somatechnics
(2018)—co-edited by Ingvil Hellstrand, Line Henriksen, Aino-Kaisa Koistinen, Donna
McCormack, and Sara Orning—made palpable to us the importance of connecting
monsters to issues of gender, embodiment, technology, and lived practice (see also
Hellstrand/Henriksen/Berg/Beyer 2019).

These and other works show that the construction of monsters is more than aesthetic
figuration. The cultural creation and dissemination of monsters have profound political
implications as these practices are key to processes of othering that shape and frame
certain groups or individuals as de-humanized, demonic, incomprehensible, and posing
an immediate threat. As among others Michael Parenti (1992 [1986]), Edward S.
Herman and Noam Chomsky (2002 [1988]), Judith Butler (2009) or Cherian George
(2016) have shown, when it comes to monsters, fiction and fact, entertainment and
news, aesthetics and politics are closely intertwined, as are the interests and positions of
power of hegemonic forces that activate such frames. As Johan Galtung (1969) among
others has established, the use of direct or structural violence against other living beings
requires a profound cultural apparatus of legitimization—cultural violence in Galtung’s
terms—that draws upon existing systems of knowledge and representation to form tacit
horizons of plausibility for discursive acts of demonization, marginalization,
victimization, invisibilization, or exclusion that, in utmost consequence, justify murder.

Seeing monsters from the vantage point of contemporary politics also forces us to
engage with the economic and militarist practices of contemporary imperialism
spreading across much of the planet. By means of established and ‘new’ media, these
policies shape or reinvigorate imaginations of various mundane monsters that pose
apparently immediate threats to ‘stability’, ‘human rights’, ‘democracy’, ‘freedom’ and
general wellbeing at a global scale. From Gaddafi in Libya, Assad in Syria, Kim in
North Korea, and Maduro in Venezuela to always suitable ‘Iranian fanatics’ or the
ominous ‘Russian threat’, complacent mainstream media, incompetent pundits, and
anonymous sources have created an impressive meshwork of imagined threats that
further fuel an already palpable hysteria of ‘Western’ policy circles regularly targeting
such alleged demons with both verbal accusations and concrete missiles causing havoc
for the many in the process. On the other side, similar demagogues present ‘racialized’
immigrants, queer people, women, or certain ‘non-believers’, just to mention a few
categories, as suitable scapegoats for whatever ill in need of explanations that can
promise quick fixes of complex structural issues.

What all these often-violent endeavors of naming and framing have in common is the
fact that they are mostly based on fictions. Almost all of the nightmarish creatures we
apparently need to be defended against turn out as chimeras in the end, mere constructs
with little to no connection to the ‘real” world. By then, however, ‘our’ allegedly
necessary interventions, sanctions, bombardments, proxy wars, deportations, hate
crimes, and shock-and-awe dissolutions of state structures and institutions have already
destroyed the lives and livelihoods of hundreds of thousands of people, in the process
creating the very hopelessness and hate crystallizing into the very threats these measures
originally were framed as saving us from. What we see is a deliberately initiated and
perpetuated vicious circle of monsterization where the other becomes both a victimized
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object in need of protection and a grotesque, inhumane creature threatening ‘our’ lives
and well-being without apparent reason.

Most of the mundane monsters, who we are allegedly threatened by, are—at least in a
positivist sense—fictions. Their construction, however, entails real consequences for
millions of people who for instance happen to live at the receiving end of ‘the West’s’
self-righteously deployed virtuous violence, or who happen to be chauvinistically
framed as located outside whatever norm system cynical political actors believe need to
be reified by violent exclusions of the chosen identity-marker of the day. From
Elizabeth Catte (2018) who viciously and eloquently opposes the simplifying
demonization of Appalachia and its residents in US-American mainstream liberal
discourse, via Cherian George’s (2016) analyses of how religious offence is
instrumentalized to both vilify others and frame oneself as victim of oppression and
harassment to Alan MacLeod’s (2019) attempt to address the biases of ‘Western’ media
reporting on Venezuela, many scholars have engaged with such politically inflected
instances of othering and demonization from critical vantage points. In addition,
Butler’s (2009) distinction between ‘grievable lives’ and ‘ungrievable lives’ (see also
Mehr 2009), as well as Herman and Chomsky’s (2002 [1988]: 37-86) differentiation
between ‘worthy victims’ and ‘unworthy victims’ (see also Edwards/Cromwell 2018),
point to the importance of mediated images for the framing of the other in the name of
wars and violent interventionism. As Barry Buzan, Jaap de Wilde and Ole Waver (1998
[1997]), Michael Merlingen (2008) and Sybille Reinke de Buitrago (2012) among
others have shown, this has relevance for international relations and processes of
securitization.

Monsters, the various threatening constructions we live by, and the containment of
which promises order and security, may serve yet another purpose, though. When taken
as a social optic relevant not due to whatever frame it instantiates, but due to the very
practices, interests, and power relations these processes of construction make palpable,
the monster becomes a veritable black mirror throwing back at us the creatures of our
making and remorselessly exposing the inherent monstrosity of our own beliefs,
attitudes, and actions. Monsters may therefore tell us more about the cultures and
individuals that shaped them, than about themselves or the world. From this vantage-
point, the monster becomes our feared and excluded twin—a refracted mirror-image
showing us something out there but also always exposing us to an often-uncanny and
frightening picture of our real selves.

As our “dialectical other” (Cohen 1996a: 7) the monster projects our suppressed fears
and anxieties. In all its menacing nature, it also elicits desire not only threatening with
death and destruction but, implicitly, also promising freedom and something new. As
such, the monster marks a border that, for the sake of both ontological and political
stability and the sustaining of a hegemonic order, must not be crossed—or, in terms of a
progressive politics of change indeed needs to be crossed. Most importantly, however,
as Cohen concludes, “monsters are our children” (Cohen 1996a: 20). They are made by
us and, therefore, serve as constant reminders of who and what we are, revealing to us
aspects of ourselves we might not want to see or acknowledge. In essence, his argument
goes, monsters harbor not only destruction but also correction, change, escape, and
potentially necessary renewal.
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Seeing (With, Through, and As) Monsters

In our view, monsters and their ‘humane’ counterparts belong together. The one
cannot exist, or be properly understood, without the other. Islands of order need a sea of
chaos from which they can emerge and without which they would lose their meaning. In
political terms, what becomes decisive, then, is not an attempt to avoid or end such
contingent processes of ordering an inherently chaotic world by means of drawing
largely arbitrary and temporary dividing lines across whatever categories currently at
hand. Without such alterity, neither collective order nor individual identity would be
possible. It is crucial, though, to maintain constant awareness of the contingency of such
divisions (they can and will change over time creating new configurations of
in/exclusion) and of the implications such divisions have for the involved individuals
and groups (both exclusions and changes need to be non-violent and adaptable).

Problems arise once contingent and dynamic processes of objectification (of
particular identities or relations) sediment into static regimes of objectivity that suppress
nonviolent change and reify a specific constellation as an allegedly natural and therefore
timeless and unquestionable order. This order, then, implies a need for violent defense
against the onslaughts of wvarious possible others excluded or marginalized by
hegemonic frames. Under this condition, the other as a necessary partner in constant and
inevitable mutual adaptation and change is reconstituted as a monster—a unanimous
and immediate threat to an order that is reified, perceived as without an alternative, and
as beneficial for everyone deemed relevant by dominating forces. Under such
conditions, necessary peaceful change is replaced by destructive campaigns for
stabilization that translate into violent struggles for hegemony, supremacy, and an
allegedly timeless order.

Also, we need to remember the monsters we have created and the true consequences
of our violent struggles against them. In mainstream discourses, the catastrophic
ramifications—societal, cultural, economic—of our past wars are quickly forgotten;
brushed over by new challenges and discursive moves constantly luring us into the same
trap: to perceive yet another group, leader, state, or denomination as a rightfully
eradicable, mere threat. In these cases, our ‘Western’ collective and cultural memories
suffer from a very short span. We monsterize, intervene, kill, and forget, in that order,
and let others pick up the pieces of what we self-righteously wiped away allegedly in
the name of peace, security, and prosperity. Once the ‘mistake’—the ultimate unreality
of the assumed threat—is realized, we say sorry and move on. Then, however, our
actions have already created the devastating facts on the ground that keep the spiral
going.

The memories that could force us to stop, to think and to regret, that could help us to
learn and to break out of this vicious circle of monsterization, find little resonance in the
echo chambers of contemporary mainstream media. We have seen this logic materialize
again and again—the Gulf of Tonkin incident, the babies thrown out of their incubators
and left to die on cold Kuwaiti hospital floors, the weapons of mass destruction
deployable within 45 minutes, Viagra given to ‘regime troops’ to make them rape more,
the monster gassing his own people; the new Stalins, the new Hitlers, and so on. These
are just a few examples of a sheer endless row of irresponsible rhetorical moves that
lead us from war to war—wars in which we never die. We have to guard against not the
monsters allegedly responsible for these fictitious cruelties, but against those telling
these lies, conveying them to us, inserting them into political discourse for their own
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cynical motives. They are the ugly face hiding behind the smooth and well-meaning
mainstream facade of ‘Western’ foreign and economic policies—conveniently covered
by consumer-friendly, colorful, cuddlesome multimedia mass entertainment.

Our work grew out of the interdisciplinary master’s course ‘Manufacturing Monsters’
(MaMo) that runs at UiT The Arctic University of Norway each spring term (for more
details on the development of the course, see Beyer 2019). Many ideas that come to the
fore in our collection had their origin in teaching and discussions connected to this
course. Several of the contributors have been involved as either teachers or students.
After a yearlong process of working on the journal, it is wonderful to see its monstrous
outcome and to be able to close the circle: Soon, the collection will come back to class
again and will be utilized as compendium literature for the MaMo seminars to come.

A Secutitization Model Case studies

—Three case studies that will be analyzed one after another.

Six Variables
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Figure 1. Mapping the MaMo course’s interdisciplinary core. This visualization can be read as a theory
roadmap. It depicts The Copenhagen School’s ‘securitization’ approach (Buzan/de Wilde/Weaver 1998
[1997]) and Herman and Chomsky’s ‘propaganda model’ (2002 [1988]), highlights a conceptual
transition from Eisenhower’s 1961 term ‘military—industrial complex’ to Der Derian’s 2001 concept
‘Military—Industrial-Media—Entertainment Network’, and gives an overview over the case studies as
taught in the course’s first round in 2017. Later, Edwards and Cromwell’s ‘anatomy of a propaganda
blitz’ (2018) was added to the course compendium. Illustration by Christian Beyer.

The present special issue is dedicated to inquiries along all the dimensions mentioned
above; and many more. Firstly, it interrogates the figure of the monster in a variety of
media and genre ranging from literature and the fine arts via film and comic books to
video games, directing attention to both factual and fictitious discourses in historical
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and comparative perspectives. Secondly, some of the articles collected here interrogate
the processes through which monsters are created and which implications such creations
can have for individuals and groups that are subjected to these discourses and practices.
Thirdly, then, some contributions also look at the monster as an analytical lens that
makes visible important aspects of the political systems, the cultures and societies, or
the economies that create and circulate them. Consequently, this special issue intends
not only to see monsters, but also to see with, through, and as monsters.

Taming the Monster Issue—A Section-by-Section Summary

An interdisciplinary special issue on the theme of monsters and the way they are
manufactured for political or other purposes allows for submissions from a variety of
fields and academic disciplines. Ordering the huge variety of contributions we have
received—taming the MaMo monster, if you will, and making it fit certain frames—has
posed some challenges. How could these varied contributions be ordered? Would they
fit together at all? After having tried out various alternatives, we opted in the end for a
division with regard to the media in which the monsters under scrutiny appeared.
Therefore, the special issue is comprised of the following interrelated sections: [1]
Literature and the Fine Arts, [2] Cinema and Television, [3] Video Games and Play,
and [4] News Media and the Public Sphere. In addition, we included a separate section
on Book Reviews and conclude the issue with an appreciation of the numerous reviewers
who helped realize this project, a contributors’ list, as well as some bibliographical
bridges. Now, we will introduce the contributions to each section and connect them to
the wider frames of the issue.

Manufacturing

Monsters

Figures 2a-2g. Taming MaMo: All section headers are marked by color. On each header’s back page,
you will find selected ‘monster quotes’ from the texts that follow. Realization by Christian Beyer.

Summarizing Section 1—Literature and the Fine Arts

Comprising texts about fine arts, literature, and graphic novels, this first section engages
with issues such as posthumanism, eco-criticism, the Anthropocene, and diversity in
cultural expressions. Tracing monsters, monstrosities, and de-monsterization in the
works of Patricia Piccinini, H. P. Lovecraft and new weird literature, as well as the
Marvel universe, the articles collected here reflect the volatile nature of monsters and
their shifting roles and functions in cultural dynamics.

[la] The contribution opening this issue, Maria Sofia Pimentel Biscaia’s ‘Loving
Monsters—The Curious Case of Patricia Piccinini’s Posthuman Offspring’, takes
recourse to Donna Haraway’s and Rosi Braidotti’s posthuman aesthetics and ethics to
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interrogate issues of motherhood and reproduction at play in a selection of Patricia
Piccinini’s works. Discussing an impressive range of art objects and installations,
Biscaia shows how Piccinini uses imageries and objects often described as at once
disturbing, grotesque and monstrous, and as compelling, cute and beautiful otherwise to
drive home the idea of an inherent ambiguity of categories such as humans or monsters
and their shifting relations to each other. Highlighting issues of love and care imbued in
these relations, Biscaia shows how Piccinini’s “anti-Frankenstein story” (43) makes the
apparently monstrous appear as vulnerable and a possible partner.

[1b] In the second article, ‘‘Age of Lovecraft’?>—Anthropocene Monsters in (New)
Weird Narrative’, Gry Ulstein draws parallels between early 20th century cosmic horror
fiction of H. P. Lovecraft and the genre of contemporary weird narrative. She shows
that both cultural currents are linked through the types of monsters that inhabit their
stories—usually faceless and often-inexplicable, supranatural forces beyond human
influence or control. Connecting key figures and tropes of the two genres to
contemporary thinking about a dawning Anthropocene and its various invisible threats
seemingly implying a lack of human capacity to adequately react, Ulstein urges us to
actively engage “new weird monsters” (62) and reposition ourselves in relation to
various non-humans forms of agency.

[1c] Shifting focus to the popular graphic novel, Anja Borg Andreassen looks into
issues of identity and marginalization in Marvel’s superhero universe. Her article ‘Yes,
We Khan—Diversity and De-Monsterization of Muslim Identities in Ms. Marvel
(2014-)’, investigates the latest iteration of the popular superhero Ms. Marvel who takes
the form of a young Muslim woman for the first time in the series. Locating the graphic
novel in a ‘Western’ discursive environment characterized by steadily increasing
Islamophobia and related culturally-fueled fear mongering, she shows how the new Ms.
Marvel “de-monsterizes” (79) Muslim identities and helps to diversify the traditionally
masculinist and conservative superhero genre. Consequently, Borg Andreassen argues,
the graphic novel enables a productive questioning and potential subversion of received
social and political frames of othering and exclusion.

Summarizing Section 2—Cinema and Television

Comprising a total of eight contributions, the second section of this special issue—on
the theme of monsters in cinema and television—is the most extensive one. The
included articles range from analysis of memory-making potentials of historical
documentaries via issues of adaptation as well representation and marginalization in
mainstream films to analyses of witches, vampires, and the political economy of film
production. Directing attention to productions from Finland, Germany, Japan, the
United Kingdom, Denmark and the United States in particular, the assembled
contributions interrogate and critique imaginaries of monsters and processes of
monsterization across genres and media.

[2a] In the first article, ‘Exotic and Primitive Lapland—Othering in The Earth Is a
Sinful Song (1973)’, Kaisa Hiltunen adopts a post-colonial perspective to trace practices
of othering of Northern indigenous populations in Finish mainstream film since the
1920s. She uses Rauni Mollberg’s motion picture The Earth Is a Sinful Song from 1973
as an example to sketch out how the inhabitants of the Arctic region of Lapland have
been denigrated and ridiculed in much of Finish mainstream audio-visual culture.
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Arguing for a transformation of geographical into “mental distance” (85), she
exemplifies the role of film in inherently exclusive processes of nation building and
shows that also works that have been lauded for a gritty social realism tend to reproduce
colonial stereotypes and prejudices.

[2b] Changing the theme, the following two contributions interrogate a specific type
of screen monster—the vampire. In ‘Tamed Monsters and Human Problems in
Cinema’s Interview with the Vampire (1994)’, P. Stuart Robinson uses a reading of Neil
Jordan’s film Interview with the Vampire to show the transgressive and therefore
potentially subversive aspects of film monsters. The article shows that received frames
for what counts as human are not only challenged by the monstrosity of the other, but
also by the slow humanization of the allegedly non-human opponent and by a gradual
adaptation of human actors to non-human conditions. Creating a “disturbing
ambivalence” (103; 118), argues Robinson in a way similar to Biscaia, the vampire-
framed human becomes a way of questioning the received preeminence of a reified
liberal humanist subject.

[2c] Adopting remediation as a theoretical lens, the next article, Alexander Lehner’s
‘Vampiric Remediation—The Vampire as a Self-Reflexive Technique in Dracula
(1897), Nosferatu and Shadow of the Vampire (2000)’ examines connections between
the figure of the vampire and the characteristics of specific media technologies. Starting
with the observation that the original novel, through its epistolary form, draws attention
to its own mediality, Lehner argues that later screen adaptations of the novel retained
focus on such issues of mediation and mediality. Offering two examples, he shows how
Nosferatu treats the figure of the vampire as a “personification of film” (123; 129; 137),
while Shadow of the Vampire’s fictitious making-of-documentary further plays with the
nature of film and its relation to vampirism and ‘new’ media. In essence, Lehner claims,
film refashioned the figure of the vampire as a “self-reflexive technique to speak about
the medium is it depicted in” (123).

[2d] The following contribution, ‘Kon Satoshi and Japan’s Monsters in the City’,
relocates attention to Japanese television and Kon Satoshi’s series Paranoia Agent.
Chris Perkins reveals here how the series’ ambiguous monsters Shonen Batto and
Maromi can (also) be read as a response to “fatalistic discourses on Japan’s decline that
have emerged since the bursting of [its] economic bubble in the early 1990s” (141). His
article conducts a careful reading and contextualization of the two characters and
connects their perceived monstrosity to received notions of social monsters in Japan; yet
at the same time draws attention to alternative understandings of social responsibility
and humanism underlying their actions and articulations. Developing a dialectical
understanding that connects searches for monsters with processes of political adaptation
and social change, the contribution is a good example for the usefulness of embedding
screen monsters within wider socio-political frames.

[2e] The next article was written by one of our co-editors. In her contribution
‘Exploring Cultural Memory Through Political Economy—Manufacturing History in
the Documentary The Battle for Hitler’s Supership (2005)’, Juliane C. Bockwoldt
expands upon Astrid Erll’s theory of memory-making media by bringing this
framework into dialogue with Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky’s critique of a
political economy of mass media. Combining a formal analysis of the documentary The
Battle for Hitler’s Supership with attention to structural conditions predisposing its
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production, Bockwoldt traces how factors at the level of economy and funding can
impact upon aesthetic form and facilitate the emergence of ideologically biased
historical representations, also highlighting the impact of “anti-isms” (168).

[2f] The next contribution retains focus on the material conditions of film making but
shifts attention to the genre of Hollywood action movies. Written by another of our co-
editors, the article ‘A Tale of Two Versions—/ Am Legend (2007) and the Political
Economy of Cultural Production’ by Holger Potzsch compares cinema version and
director’s cut of Francis D. Lawrence’s 2007 screen adaptation of Richard Matheson’s
novel I Am Legend (1954). The article identifies ideological differences between the
two versions. Taking recourse to Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky’s propaganda
model and Lee Artz’s critique of global capitalist media production, P6tzsch explains
the adoption of a conservative and reactionary storyline for cinematic release with profit
focus of the film industry that reverts to hegemonic frames for the sake of securing
returns-of-investments. The article shows that techniques such as pre-screenings with
test-audiences are not neutral endeavors, but “intrinsic mechanisms” (173) that filter out
challenging and progressive political positions and worldviews.

[2g] The following article ‘“How Lucky You Are Never to Know What It Is to Grow
Old”—The Witch as Fourth-Wave Feminist Monster in Contemporary Fantasy Film’ by
Rikke Schubart interrogates the role of the witch as prime female monster in the
cinematic fairytale adaptations Snow White and the Huntsman (2012), Hansel & Gretel:
Witch Hunters (2013), and Maleficent (2014). Using feminist and ageist approaches as
theoretical lenses, Schubart firstly conducts critical readings of the three films’ female
monsters presenting them as nuanced and ambivalent characters, before she connects
the recurring trope of the ageing witch to discourses of gender, power, ageism, and
feminist waves. The article argues that, in the three movies, the older women’s evil acts
result from “refusal to be sidelined in a world obsessed with youth” (191; 192) and
offers a good example for the polysemic nature of cinematic representations always
offering material for both dominant and oppositional readings.

[2h] The second section is closed by a dialogue between two scholars, Tess Sophie
Skadegard Thorsen and Mira Chandhok Skadegird. Written by a mother and her
daughter, their exchange of letters bridges generational divides as they engage in a co-
authored reckoning with misogynistic tendencies in contemporary Danish culture.
Arguing in a similar direction as Kaisa Hiltunen’s criticism of race-based forms of
denigration in Finish mainstream film that opened the present section, this contribution
relocates focus to issues of gender and denounces the way women are audio-visually
framed as abnormal, strange, or indeed ‘monstrous’. Investigating a wide array of media
representations, the authors argue that the widespread assigning of monstrous
characteristics to women becomes a “particularly oppressive gendered gesture” (207)
that reduces and undermines female agency. Finally, in a reparative reading not unlike
Rikke Schubart’s attempt to ambiguate the role of female witches in mainstream
Hollywood fairytale movies, the article identifies a potential for empowerment and
agency dormant in the monstrous.

Summarizing Section 3—Video Games and Play

Today, video games constitute an important segment of global cultural production. The
games industry can be seen as a focal point of global power dynamics in which
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multinational companies produce fetishized entertainment products enabling a
construction of consumer identities and a commodification of culture and play—also,
and especially, when it comes to essential issues of waging war and writing history. In
conjunction with their increasing proliferation, video games have attracted increasing
scholarly attention over the last three decades. So, too, in the present special issue that
dedicates a specific section to the themes of monsters and processes of monsterization
in video games and play.

[3a] The third section opens with the article ‘The Broodmother as Monstrous-
Feminine—Abject Maternity in Video Games’. Here, Sarah Stang investigates how
commercially successful and critically acclaimed video games frame female monsters as
abject maternal creatures. Analyzing the antagonists Broodmother and Mother from two
iterations of the Dragon Age series, Stang draws upon the works of Julia Kristeva and
Barbara Creed to show how the two games connect monstrosity with maternity and
force players to enact “symbolic violence against transgressive female bodies” (233).
The games, Stang argues, align to the horror genre and its tradition of presenting female
anatomy and birth as abject, threatening, and repulsive. Offering the counter-example of
the character Sarah Kerrigan from the StarCraft series to balance her account, Stang
maintains that most mainstream games convey misogynistic norms and values and
narrowly frame the agency and positioning of apparently powerful female characters.

[3b] In the second contribution of this section, Jaroslav Svelch examines how
monsters are manufactured in video games using the influential first-person shooter
BioShock (2007) as a case study. Drawing data from interviews with developers and
official background material from the design process and combining this with an
analysis of the narrative framing of the zombie-like creatures opposing the player,
Svelch’s article ‘Always Already Monsters—BioShock’s (2007) “Splicers’ as
Computational Others’ offers a balanced account of monsters in the game. Developing
the term ‘computational other’ to account for the media-specificity of games that also
use algorithmic procedures and mechanics to convey meaning, Svelch argues for the
necessity to not only focus on the monsterization of humans in the medium, but also to
direct attention to how and why games “fail to make monsters human” (257).

[3c] In the last contribution collected in this section, ‘Manufacturing Consent in
Video Games—The Hegemonic Memory Politics of Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom
Pain (2015)’, co-editor of this issue Emil Lundedal Hammar returns to Edward S.
Herman and Noam Chomsky’s propaganda model to explain how structural conditions
of global capitalism and colonialism predispose game developers to create products that
“rearticulate hegemonic memory politics and suppress subaltern identities” (279).
Conducting an analysis of the title Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain and its
context of production as a case study, Hammar argues that the manufacture of
mnemonic hegemony in games is not an exclusively ‘Western’, but a global
phenomenon that can be explained with reference to the political economy of a global
games industry. In conclusion, he proposes an update of the propaganda model offering
available technologies and the suppressed role of alternative identities as additional
filters. As such, his article complements the advances made by Juliane C. Bockwoldt
and Holger Potzsch in the second section of this issue.
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Summarizing Section 4—News Media and the Public Sphere

The last section of this issue moves from questions of cultural representation in various
media and genres to analyses of how monsters are (re-)produced and (re-)presented in
news and ‘new media’. The three articles collected here offer insights in Norwegian
news coverage of war, policy-making on issues of immigration, and the roles and
functions of rumors at the contemporary moment of history.

[4a] The first article of the fourth section, Rune Ottosen’s ‘Norway’s New(s) Wars—
Syria in the Norwegian Mass Media’ is based on an original contribution to the MaMo
symposium ‘New(s) Media? Political Economy, History, and Technology of News
Making in Germany, Turkey, and Norway’ arranged at UiT The Arctic University of
Norway on September 11-13, 2018. In his contribution, Ottosen presents a case study
on the framing of legal aspects of the current war in Syria in Norwegian news media.
Reporting on a negligence towards critical aspects of Norwegian involvement in the
country, the text points to practices of “self-censorship among Norwegian journalists”
(303) that led to a silent support not only for an undebated military interventionism, but
also for a tacit fundamental recalibration of Norwegian foreign and security policies.
Ottosen argues that this significant change has gone virtually unnoticed by the
Norwegian public and warns of the problematic consequences such lack of critical
journalistic engagement has for contemporary democracies.

[4b] In the second contribution to this section, Seren Mosgaard Andreasen scrutinizes
research reports on immigration and integration produced on behalf of the Norwegian
government (NOU reports). Analyzing one specific report as a case study, his article
‘The Costly and Demanding—Exploring Solution-Based Othering of ‘Non-European
Immigrants’ in Norwegian Policy Recommendations’ identifies a series of tacit
ideological positions conveyed in the document that among other things constructs non-
European immigrants as a mere cost factor and potential threat to the Norwegian
welfare state. Using discourse theory as an analytical tool, Andreasen investigates how
the report establishes mutually exclusive binaries and assigns negative connotations to
one side. He argues that these discursive strategies invite a problematic form of social
distancing that he conceptualizes as “solution-based othering” (338).

[4c] The article ‘Macht, Manipulation und Miteinander—Medienrdume des Gertichts’
(written in German) concludes this section. Arguing for the importance of narratives for
political legitimacy and power, Katharina Sturm interrogates the significance of rumors
for individuals, politics, and society. In her text, she asks whether the rumor is simply
an entertaining story, a tool for progressive politics, or a potential monster, before she
shows how its emotional appeal and affective power make it ambivalent—an effective
tool of mobilization and persuasion that can be used for either good or ill. Taking a
historical outlook, her inquiry ends with observations regarding new participatory media
technologies and their specific affordances implying both democratic promise and new
forms of manipulation.

Summarizing the Book Reviews

Two book reviews present recent publications we perceive as relevant for the theme of
this issue. Initially, Holger Potzsch presents a critical summary of the first edition of
Uwe Kriiger’s book Mainstream: Warum wir den Medien nicht mehr trauen (2016) and
offers insights into both context and aftermath of this much-debated book on the state of
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German news media. Secondly, Frank Hordijk critically interrogates content and
discursive environment of Red Famine: Stalin’s War on Ukraine (2017)—Anne
Applebaum’s political intervention into the writing of the history of the 1932-1933
Soviet Ukrainian famine widely known as the Holodomor.

Conclusion

We believe that the representation, construction, manufacture, and exclusion of
monsters across genres and media is an increasingly pressing issue for individuals and
civil societies on a global scale. The widespread use of exaggerated frames presenting a
variety of others as mere threats has deadly consequences for many people—worldwide.
And, ‘Western’ liberal democratic elites urgently need to acknowledge their own role in
such processes as the current construction of ‘Monster Assad’ as a Hitler-esque tyrant
intending to ‘gas his own people’ or the continuing framing of Iran as ‘a nuclear threat
to world peace’ lead by ‘nuke-building, apocalyptic mullahs’ are equally irresponsible
and dangerous acts as the presentation of ‘non-normative’ persons as a menace to
cultural and societal stability or the assumption that certain people are simply born as
terrorists. We believe that as researchers, students, employees, workers, pupils, retirees,
and others—in sum: as citizens—, we must be aware of such discursive moves of
othering and exclusion and learn to identify these, connect them to underlying interests,
and then resist and subvert them to avoid more killings in our or others’ names. This is
our responsibility especially as contemporary global crises intensify bringing with them
the need for ever new scapegoats to explain away the real contradictions underlying
these relentless challenges.

As stated above, the manufacture of monsters for cheap political gains is not
something only experienced by populations living under so-called oppressive ‘regimes’,
but is an equally well-used tool for democratic ‘governments’. Neither are these
practices in any way new or unique to the present moment in history. We hope that this
special issue can contribute to raise awareness of the intricate dynamics of othering and
exclusion at play in the manufacture of monsters and that the articles collected here can
facilitate critical thinking and conscientious political practice. As President Dwight D.
Eisenhower put it in his farewell address in 1961, “only an alert and knowledgeable
citizenry” can ‘“guard us against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether
sought or unsought, by a military—industrial complex” (NARA 2006 [1961]; see also C-
SPAN 2017 [1961]) and, as one might add today, against its willing accessories in
editorial offices and the culture industries (Andersen 2006; Der Derian 2009 [2001]).

Almost 60 years have passed since Eisenhower’s warning, but his speech still retains
its initial urgency. In the Global North as well as in the Global South and everywhere
in-between, we are exposed to complex institutions and mechanisms that relentlessly
conjure up new enemies for particular economic and political interests. Since
Eisenhower, the drive of the powerful towards war has never ceased. Because they
know that, in the wars and oppressive ‘regimes’ they propagate, neither they nor their
children or grandchildren will ever suffer or die. As such, we must not forget that
inequalities in the distribution of wealth, influence, and power constitute a base-line
problem that needs to be addressed and changed if democratic rule is to materialize in a
form that deserves its name.
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Finally, a word of gratitude. We could not have realized this issue on our own.
Without our students, contributors, reviewers, various other helpers, and of course you,
dear readers, our attempts to set the manufacture of monsters on the academic and
political agenda would have been impossible. So, we cannot thank you enough and
sincerely hope that the collection presented here will prove as rewarding and stimulating
for you as it has been for us.
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Section 1

I iterature and the Fine Arts

Monsters have been a part of our narratives

since we began telling stories.

[...] they live, mutate and thrive in ever new expressions,
inspiring new monsters to spring forth

—Borg Andreassen, on page 69.



“What is 2 monster?”

—Biscaia, on page 34.

“Monsters, both old and new,
are in attendance”

—Biscaia, on page 42.

“In spite of their manufactured origins,
their destiny is now theirs alone.

The age of the monster

has well and truly arrived”

—Biscaia, on page 43.

“In engaging with the new weird monsters,
audiences are challenged to reposition
themselves in relation to multiple forms of
nonhuman subjectivities and to question
their own degree of agency

in the Anthropocene age”

—Ulstein, on page 62.

“In such a wotld, Ms. Marvel asks,
who are the real monsters [...]?”
—Borg Andreassen, on page 75.



LOVING MONSTERS—THE CURIOUS CASE OF
PATRICIA PICCININI’S POSTHUMAN OFFSPRING

Maria Sofia Pimentel Biscaia (Universities of Beira Interior and Aveiro)

Abstract: Patricia Piccinini’s work has been described as disquieting, compelling and
grotesque. Other adjectives often used include disturbing, visceral, monstrous,
chimerical but also cute and beautiful. The reason for the encounter of such
descriptions which are typically found in separate realms is precisely that Piccinini
seeks to fracture unitarian conceptualisations of humanness as she strives to materially
debate issues of posthuman ethics. Her concerns relate to issues of breeding, mutation,
biotechnology, motherhood/childhood, eco-philosophy and speciesism. In this paper, |
will set off from the works of Donna Haraway and Rosi Braidotti to discuss Piccinini’s
posthuman aesthetics and ethics. I propose to investigate the affirmative posthuman
predicament which she has creatively designed for the art gallery space, reflecting the
technocultural fabrications of our natureculture continuum. I will focus my attention on
three posthuman propositions as they relate to the discourses of motherhood and
reproduction: the cyborgian realities of the human and the animal; the organism and
the machine;, as well as the human, the animal and the vegetable. Piccinini’s
reconfigurations are created into a world of tenderness and imbued with an ethics of
care as she, unlike Victor Frankenstein, aims to love her creatures.

Keywords: Patricia Piccinini; Donna Haraway; posthumanism;, motherhood,
reproduction; care.

Introduction

The cyborg is a matter of fiction and lived experience that changes what counts
as women’s experience [...]. This is a struggle over life and death, but the
boundary between science fiction and social reality is an optical illusion
(Haraway 1991: 149).

The scene is set at Hosfelt Gallery in San Francisco in the bicentennial year of Mary
Shelley’s famous work. A birthday party is being thrown for her world-famous monster.
It is only fitting that Patricia Piccinini, a modern day Dr Frankenstein of sorts, is among
the panoply of international artists. Over the past two decades she has lovingly crafted
monsters with a common characteristic: ontological and bodily fluidity. It would have
been remiss of Piccinini to come empty-handed and she has not disappointed, bringing
two pieces evocative of her creations: Egg/Head (2016) is a hairy, fleshy egg, complete
with belly and penis-like formations, and The Struggle (2018) is her most recent
contribution to materialisations of animalised scooters: a predator and its prey, both
shiny and mechanised, engaged in a struggle for survival.

Since the 1990s, Patricia Piccinini has steadily established herself as one of
Australia’s most celebrated artists. Her participation in the 2003 Venice Biennale with
the exhibition We Are Family, of which The Young Family was the centrepiece, brought
her definitively into the international limelight. Piccinini’s exhibition ComCiéncia (both

Nordlit 42: Manufacturing Monsters, 2019. Digital object identifier: https://doi.org/10.7557/13.5003.
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Consciousness and With Science), staged at Cultural Banco do Brasil in Rio de Janeiro
during 2016, was attended by more than 1.4 million people, making it one of the most
visited contemporary art exhibitions worldwide that year. In 2018 Piccinini held
Curious Affection in Brisbane, her biggest solo exhibition in Australia to date, where old
and new wondrous monsters mesmerised a myriad of curious onlookers.

This artist’s work brings valuable insight into the present and the future of human
bodies, suggesting a bio-transformation into more animal-like selves and connections
based on relations established at profound levels. Her posthuman animal-like families
invite reflections on the origins of their unexplained transformation: whether it was
achieved by an evolutionary process towards an animal state or was the product of
genetic manipulation.

Loving Monsters—The Curious Case of Patricia Piccinini’s Posthuman Offspring

In this paper, 1 propose to focus on the artist’s treatment of posthuman aesthetics and
ethics, critical posthumanism as well as posthuman feminist affects. I will focus my
attention on three posthuman propositions: (i) the cyborgian realities of the human and
the animal; (if) the organism and the machine; (ii7) as well as the human, the animal and
the vegetable. In doing so, I will study the evolutionary process of the artist’s
construction of posthuman beings as they realise Piccinini’s vision: an obligation to care
for those that are created. In sum, an ethics of caring for the monster, a mission
Piccinini has been pursuing in exhibitions such as Tender Creatures; Fairy Tales,
Monsters and Genetic Imaginations; The Future is Not What It Used To Be; Nature of
the Beast; Call of the Wild; Post-Humanist Desire: Sexuality and Digitality in
Contemporary Art; Like Us: Patricia Piccinini; Menagerie; Beautiful Beast, as well as
more recently in ComCiéncia; Patricia Piccinini: ‘We feel, conceive or reason, laugh or
weep’; and Curious Affection. 1 propose to investigate the affirmative posthuman
predicament which she has creatively designed for the art gallery space, reflecting the
technocultural fabrications of our natureculture continuum, to use Donna Haraway’s
concept, and the place of the monster in it.

Beyond shame, disgust and fear, Piccinini proposes the construction of an affirmative
posthuman predicament through affect; though some might find her work ‘disturbing’
and ‘visceral’, she claims “[c]onnection and empathy are at the heart of my practice.
[...] I like to think my work is ‘sanguine’, an interesting word meaning cheerful or
hopeful” (Piccinini/Johnson 2014: online; without page). Indeed, her work engages with
Rosi Braidotti’s “social horizons of hope” and represents posthuman femininities as
liberating impulses from negative contemporary biopractices such as intensive farming
and animal slaughter (Braidotti 2013: 122). Piccinini explores the manifestations of an
economy of death through themes such as breeding, mutation, genetics, motherhood,
and childhood. I will discuss instances of Piccinini’s work that are related to
motherhood and reproduction and which materially and creatively provoke our
perceptions of the posthuman and of the monster.

Donna Haraway’s (1991) formulation of the ironic myth of the cyborg is central to
Piccinini’s art. Dismantling a unitary conceptualisation of humanness referred to as
fractured identity (Haraway 1991: 155-161), Haraway defends our cyborgian fluidity
against a construction of identity based on taxonomies and naturalism. Indeed, she
proposes resistance to the temptation towards unitary essentialism through affinity, not
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through identity (Haraway 1991: 155). Cyborgs exist in the shared space (a) between
animals and humans, (b) organisms and machines, (c¢) physical and non-physical
(technological). Thus, while a cyborg dwells in the realm of fiction, it is also a social
and bodily reality. Likewise, Piccinini argues that in her work she, in fact, purposefully
exerts containment because what science and technology can create today is stranger
than the marvellous creatures of her imagination (Piccinini/Fernandez Orgaz 2007).
Still, these are not creatures of tomorrow; these are creatures of the present, a world
where alternatives of subjectivity abound and binarisms have been dismantled. Just as
Haraway’s cyborg, Piccinini’s beings could be described as condensed images of both
imagination and material reality.

Materiality has also been at the heart of Rosi Braidotti’s (2011 [1994]; 2013) concept
of embodied subjectivity, namely when linked to feminism and technoscience.
Additionally, Braidotti sees critical engagement with the present as a necessary move
towards an affirmative vision of the world. In this respect, critique must be combined
with creativity so as to generate positive healing and connect generations. As she argues
in the chapter ‘Mothers, Monsters and Machines’ in Nomadic Subjects: Embodiment
and Sexual Difference in Contemporary Feminist Theory (Braidotti 2011 [1994]), she is
compelled to appeal to “passionate engagement in recognition of the theoretical and
discursive implications of nomadic subjectivity” (Braidotti 2011 [1994]: 213). Braidotti
proposes a move towards post-anthropocentrism and posthuman ethics. This is what she
says in The Posthuman:

A posthuman ethics for a non-unitary subject proposes an enlarged sense of
inter-connection between self and others, including the non-human or ‘earth’
others by removing the obstacle of self-centred individualism. [...] The
posthuman recomposition of human interaction that I propose is not the same
as the reactive bond of vulnerability, but it is an affirmative bond that locates
the subject in the flow of relations with multiple others (Braidotti 2013: 49).

Along the lines of both Haraway and Braidotti, Piccinini does not recognise in her work
“a distinction based on the usual organic/inorganic or natural/artificial distinctions”
(Piccinini/Fernandez Orgaz 2007: online; without page). The chief differentiation for
her is between caring and being indifferent. Piccinini’s ultimate aim is to visually
critique “the conceptual or the ethical issues [as they are] transformed by emotional
realities” (Piccinini/Fernandez Orgaz 2007: online; without page). Again, this connects
directly with Haraway’s stance that the argument underlying ‘A Cyborg Manifesto’ is
one of “pleasure in the confusion of boundaries and for responsibility for their
construction” (Haraway 1991: 150; italics in original). Piccinini does not assume her
position to be anti-progress and prefers instead to talk about customisation as a positive
force; just as industrial customisation (mass-produced commodities) can be turned into
something personal (as it happens with cars), genetic or organic customisation, as she
conceives and materialises it, can be positive whilst necessarily carrying a high level of
ambiguity. Failures are equally positive, but above all Piccinini emphasises
responsibility towards the outcomes (including failures): “My main interest is between
the creations, their creators and the world. I believe that with creation—be it
parenthood, genetic engineering or invention—comes an obligation to care for the
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result” (Piccinini/Fernandez Orgaz 2007: online; without page). Piccinini intently
becomes the new Victor Frankenstein who, unlike Mary Shelley’s doctor, is an engaged
parent with an acute sense of responsibility towards her offspring.

Figure 1. The Young Family (2002). Silicone, fibreglass, leather, human hair, plywood. 85cm x 150cm x
120cm approx. Photo: Drome Studio. Courtesy of Roger Moll.

The Young Family is compositionally conventional, a Madonna and her children
(Goriss-Hunter 2004: 550), a mother fatigued by labour and children being fed and
playing. However, despite her status as a new mother, she is old (Michael 2003). Her
body language and countenance convey a profound sense of sadness which is recreated
in Big Mother (2005). Indeed, she has an air of “fatalism” (Piccinini/Fernandez Orgaz
2007: online; without page). Science does, in fact, allow women in their sixties to
become mothers. It has also allowed animal industry to force the non-human animal
body to reproduce repeatedly, wearing it out to the point of misery.

In this piece, the family lies not on a cosy bed, but on a vinyl type viewing platform.
Their human traits are multiple: eyes, hair, eyebrows, mouths, folds of flesh, nipples,
hands, fingers and toes. But beyond mere anatomy there are hints of humanness in the
creation of tenderness, playfulness as well as a sense of modesty the mother displays at
her own nakedness before our eyes. The hands and especially the feet suggest a more
extreme emotion which makes her cringe.

Besides having been described as sow-like, the family has also been called
dugongesque, a combination of ape and human (Goriss-Hunter 2004: 543) and even
platypus-like (Michael 2003). Michael has also referred to it as “the unclassifiable”
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(Michael 2003: online; without page). The pig and the dugong references seem
particularly apt, pointing in complementary directions: on the one hand, the question of
extinction and, on the other, of bio-engineering. In fact, the suggestion is that the long-
eared, fleshy transgenics could be bred to replace sick human organs (McDonald 2012:
13). The already existing proliferation of transplants and implants is, in Rosi Braidotti’s
opinion, a “Frankensteinian fantasy” (Braidotti 2002: 223). Complicating matters,
Piccinini admits that, were her own children’s lives at risk, she would sacrifice the duty
of love and affection she feels towards the porcine mother of The Young Family
(McDonald 2012: 13; Piccinini/Fernandez Orgaz 2007). This too reinforces Braidotti’s
reading of the discourse on monstrosity:

We all have bodies, but not all bodies are equal: some matter more than others,
some are quite frankly disposable. The monstrous body, which makes a
spectacle of itself, is eminently disposable. The monster is the bodily
incarnation of difference from the basic human norm: it is a deviant, an a-
no(r)maly; it is abnormal (Braidotti 2011 [1994]: 215-216).

In ‘Speculative Fabulations for Technoculture’s Generation’, Donna Haraway writes
that The Young Family “provoke[s] the onto-ethical question of care for the intra and
inter-species generations that is not asked often enough in technoculture, especially not
about its own progenitors and offspring. The important question is not found in the false
opposition of nature and technology. Rather what matters is who and what lives or dies,
where, when, and how? [...] What is the heritage for which technocultural beings are
both accountable and indebted? What must the practices of love look like [...]?”
(Haraway 2007a: without page). Piccinini herself draws attention to the question of care
when she writes in ‘In Another Life’: “I am particularly fascinated by the unexpected
consequences, the stuff we don’t want but must somehow accommodate. There is no
question as to whether there will be undesired outcomes; my interest is whether we’ll be
able to love them” (Piccinini 2006: online; without page). There is no way of telling
what this young family has become, or better yet, is still becoming. The installation is a
speculative fabulation' of natureculture, a natureculture continuum, where frontiers
between technology and culture are not sought. We are invited to “dedifferentiate in

' I am adopting here Haraway’s terminology in relation to Piccinini’s work. Haraway approaches

Piccinini’s creatures from the speculative science fiction tradition. She sees these creatures as visual and
sculptural narratives coming out of naturetechnical worlds which need to be addressed through care and
are populated by critters that simultaneously disturb us and strike us as familiar (2007a). Speculative
fiction promotes genre hybridisation and, equally important, the creation of worlds of wonder and awe. In
this context, speculative fiction is a “mode of thought-experimenting” at a time when our sense of
humanity is changing in the face of globalising trends (Oziewicz). It thus aligns with other modes of
resistance to imperialistic, androcentric Western thought such as those elaborated by feminists and
postcolonialists. Indeed, if one was to identify a purposeful moment when speculative fiction started to be
produced, it would be the 1960s and 1970s by the hand of New Wave feminist authors. In relation to the
concept of speculative fabulation, it recovers the crucial study by Robert Scholes, Structural Fabulation:
An Essay on the Fiction of the Future (1975). Finally, a useful distinction between Critical Posthumanism
and Speculative Posthumanism should be made as it is relevant to this discussion on Piccinini. Critical
Posthumanists debate the topic in terms of cultural and political conditions whereas Speculative
Posthumanists focus their attention on the technological processes and beings. This is referred to as “wide
descent”, that is, posthumans deriving from biological evolution and/or technological advancements
(Roden 2018: 398-399).
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order to risk bio-engineered redifferentiating as part of a queer family whose members
require us to rethink what taking care of this country, taking care of these generations
might mean” (Haraway 2007a: online; without page). Their ‘naturalness’, their
humanity or animality is beyond the point. As Piccinini has said, once created you have
a duty to love them.

If we consider the dugong as a possible source of Piccinini’s inspiration, its
endangered status becomes relevant, now that the dugong has been mostly restricted to
the Australian waters of the Torres Strait and the Great Barrier Reef. The use of the
dugong would then be a manifestation of Piccinini’s environmental and animal
preoccupations. The dugong, a fish-shaped marine mammal, is used as inspiration again
in The Long Awaited (2008), where a little human boy embraces a mermaid-like
creature, possibly waiting for her to expire (McDonald 2012: 115). This is a powerful
installation in terms of eco-philosophy and posthumanism, but also in its comment on
age and gender relations. It conveys an affectionate embrace between the unclassified
species and the human, and even though, as Donna Haraway has theorised, we have
never been human (Haraway 2007b), the embrace carries Braidotti’s point of
transgenerational responsibility. A sophisticated approach allows an interpretation
regarding the boy’s accountability towards the old, dying creature, and not a mere
representation of an affectionate moment between the grandmother and her grandson. In
other words, of accountability of humans towards non-humans.

Consider as well The Leather Landscape (2003), a family of eco-guardians (the
meerkat mutants), and Bodyguard (for the Golden Helmeted Honeyeater) (2004), the
imagined helper species of the real-life Victorian bird. Honeyeaters have a symbiotic
relationship with possums; as the latter’s numbers decrease so do the numbers of the
former. This bodyguard is created to serve a possum’s function. These examples reveal
Piccinini’s preoccupations regarding human interference in the environment, the
interaction between the human animals and the non-human animals in it, and
transgenerational accountability. Though her reflection on ecology can be specifically
Australian, the focus is a gateway to more general issues to do with ecology (for
instance, species and habitat loss) and subjectivity (such as the source and consequences
of good intentions) (Piccinini/Fernandez Orgaz 2007). Piccinini’s anti-humanist and
environmentally inclusive views coalesce with Rosi Braidotti’s critical posthumanist
project with an explicit environmental concern:

I define the critical posthuman subject within an eco-philosophy of multiple
belongings, as a relational subject constituted in and by multiplicity, that is, a
subject that works across differences and is also internally differentiated, but
still grounded and accountable. Posthuman subjectivity expresses an embodied
and embedded and hence partial form of accountability, based on a strong
sense of collectivity, relationality and hence community building (Braidotti
2013: 49).
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Figure 2a. Surrogate (For the Northern Hairy Nosed Wombat) (2005). Silicone, fibreglass, leather,
plywood, human hair. 103cm X 180cm x 306cm approx. Photos: Graham Baring. Courtesy of Roger
Moll. See also figure 2b on next page.

Patricia Piccinini also introduces the concept of surrogacy in the context of ecological
conflict. Surrogate (For the Northern Hairy Nosed Wombat) (2005) is a critter created
to protect and nurture the endangered wombat, an iconic and much-loved Australian
marsupial. In her ‘Speculative Fabulations for Technoculture’s Generations’ (published
in a shortened form in When Species Meet), Haraway openly admits that the series
Nature’s Little Helpers (Surrogate is a part of this series) created her favourite Piccinini
critters and that she had fallen in love with Piccinini’s “speculative fabulated progeny”
(Haraway 2007a: online; without page). One witnesses ‘multi-species’ reconciliation:
wombat joeys peeking out from pouches spread across the shell-like back of the
creature genetically engineered to host and nurture one of Australia’s most endangered
species. The critter’s body is both shelter and womb to the animal which human activity
has endangered.

Though some of the features of Piccinini’s creatures are recognisable, it is hard to
definitively classify them. The mother-sow is some sort of a surrogate, but to what end?
Surrogacy, as used by Linda Michael in this context, is the location of replacement and
displacement, of our own fear, but also of desire. We actually do not know how this
creature, whose vulnerability invokes cultural constructions of generous motherhood
(Michael 2003: 10), was able to reproduce. She was created to serve a medical purpose
by humans (a body under control) and yet, once created, her body developed an ability
which is beyond human interests and knowledge (a body out of control). Anxiously (for
the human spectator), she is located beyond ‘natural’ reproduction and towards
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Haraway’s cyborgian ability of replication. But nurture is as intensely represented as
grotesqueness and monstrosity. The questions are ominously there. Where do babies
come from? What happens to them next? Is it death? Who are ‘we’? What is a family?
What is a posthuman? What is a monster? Rosi Braidotti attempts an answer:

The monster is a process without a stable object: it makes knowledge happen
by circulating [...]. As such, it persists in haunting not only our imagination
but also our scientific knowledge claims. Difference will not just go away. And
because this embodied slab of difference moves, flows, changes, [...] because
it evades us in the very process of puzzling us, you will never know what the
next monster will look like, nor can you guess where it will come from
(Braidotti 2011 [1994]: 243).

Figure 2b. Surrogate (For the Northern Hairy Nosed Wombat) (2005). Silicone, fibreglass, leather,
plywood, human hair. 103cm X 180cm x 306cm approx. Photos: Graham Baring. Courtesy of Roger
Moll—Ileft. See also figure 2a on previous page.

Figure 3. Big Mother (2005). Silicone, fibreglass, leather, human hair. 175cm x 90cm x 85c¢m approx.
(including satchels; dimensions variable). Photo: Graham Baring. Courtesy of Roger Moll—right.
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In tune with the concept of natureculture, a “theoretical construct of cultural theory that
attempts to circumvent the conventional duality of the two terms that make it up [...]
suggesting continual interpenetration and mutual constitution of the human and non-
human worlds” (Garrard 2012: 208), Piccinini points out the interconnectedness of all
life on Earth. Nonetheless, our understanding of the world is premised on the idea of the
difference between ‘us’ and ‘them’. ‘Like us’ is a statement about the continuum,
interconnectedness and dedifferentiation.

Big Mother is based on Piccinini’s own experience. When she worked on this
installation, Piccinini had recently given birth to her son, Hector, whom she used as the
inspiration for the baby. Born in Sierra Leone, Piccinini then lived in South Africa. At
the time, one of her South African friends reported how her sister had been abducted by
a grieving baboon mother once. Female baboons are known for carrying their dead
babies and snatching living babies (non-human and, according to the story, human)
from other mothers. The long arms, hunched posture and apish outlook give the Big
Mother an unmistakably simian appearance. This is, however, also a composite of
Piccinini’s own features and, in a way, a self-portrait of her empathy with the baboon
mother. The mother looks into the distance, though engaged in feeding the human baby.
Dwelling where empathy and loss meet, where (and when) species meet, Piccinini
introduces the idea of surrogacy, an affective place of healing:

Surrogacy, which is the subject of The Surrogate... 2004, as well as Big
Mother 2005, Library, 8.45 2011 and others, is a process whereby the
‘necessary’ relationship between mother and child is disrupted. For me it
doesn’t diminish the idea of motherhood, it expands it. It suggests that
motherhood is about the relationship that is created rather than biology; a
choice or a process, rather than a status (Piccinini/Johnson 2014: online;
without page).

Whereas Piccinini’s earlier works such as Surrogate (For the Northern Hairy Nosed
Wombat) created a critter from a speculative world to protect the endangered wombat,
in 2014 she advanced the stance of surrogacy with Tender (directed by Peter
Hennessey) where a human family (and, specifically, the body of a white, non-
Aboriginal woman linked to the endangerment of the species) became a surrogate to the
speculative creature fashioned by humans. The video is approximately five minutes long
and its pace is quite slow, even sluggish. It is a reflection of suburban Australia, where a
young couple displays the contained joy and nervousness typical of any young parents.
This mood is set from the moment they meet, and they kiss rather clumsily. They
happily cross the small inner yard, immersed in each other’s presence, and seemingly
unaware of a vaginal, menacing-looking flower blooming in one of their flower pots. It
i1s Metaflora (Stone Mountain) which Piccinini has also created in 2015. For a brief
moment, the outline of this fleshy flower is mirrored by the Rorschach-like stain on the
man’s T-shirt (which appears to be a human skull). Chickens roam around, adding a
very lively, conventionally natural element to the oddly banal scene.
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Figure 4. Tender (2014). Five-minute long video. Screenshot taken by the author—Ieft.

Figure 5. Metaflora (Stone Mountain) (2015). Silicone, bronze, fibreglass, human hair. 120cm x 60cm x
60cm approx. Photo: Drome Studio. Courtesy of Roger Moll—right.

At first, the viewer assumes that the woman is ill. She has bags under her eyes; she is
dressed casually, wearing a robe and comfortable Ugg boots; she drinks a hot beverage;
the young man brings her some medicine and what seem like containers of vitamins.
But a large pack of baby wipes is also retrieved from his backpack. One wonders if the
containers were pregnancy supplements after all. He puts the shopping away and
washes the dishes. Then they head towards the bedroom. Are they going to have sex?
Are they going to take a sneak peek at their baby? As the woman sits on the bed, the
conversation suggests pregnancy. She lifts up her top to show a slit on her stomach
where their baby is going to be born from. Finally, the viewer is shown three babies
wriggling on the side of the bed, roast piglet-like but lacking the cuteness of the long-
eared pups in The Young Family, or of the smiley pig and seal-like creature in The
Listener (2012) and of the hairy babies in Litter (2010). They are, in a way, more
monstrous because the evocation of consumption is more visible. Tender is, obviously,
a revisit of The Young Family but now the human body is penetrated (symbolised by the
man’s finger touching the woman’s vaginal-like stomach slit) and opened up for the
benefit of posthuman forms. Throughout, there is a feeling of secrecy and the need to
hide these naturally artificial monsters. It is as if interspecies intimacy and tenderness
are wrong. Though the baby creatures are something other than human, interspecies
technocultural, posthuman even, they are the family’s creation and there is undeniable
tenderness and affection for the critters and serene anticipation for the one(s) to come. Is
she a mother or a surrogate? The natureculture practice is heightened in this instance
where the viewer does not know whether maternity is biological or surrogate. This is an
anti-anthropocentric posthuman experience which Linda Michael had already identified
in The Young Family: “The oddness of these creatures, the knowledge that humans have
played a part in their creation and the conflict in us between sympathy and self-interest
combine to create unease” (Michael 2003: 13). I would suggest that beyond oddness
there is monstrosity in the cyborgian sense: the babies have escaped the oedipal curse of
humanity and do not pertain to any idea of original unity or wholeness (Haraway 1991:
150-151). Because “[c]yborg unities are monstrous and illegitimate”, they are supreme
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myths of resistance (Haraway 1991: 154). But where there is tenderness, there is its
haunting affect. Fear, for instance, of being consumed or exploited. Notice how in other
languages ‘surrogacy’ is translated into: ‘barriga de aluguer’ or ‘maternidad de alquiler’
(‘rentable belly’ and ‘rentable maternity’).

Piccinini has replicated the subject matter of surrogacy in different forms following
Big Mother. Each instance conveys different speculations of bodies in transit between
human, animal and also machine. In The Comforter (2010) she tackles the discourse and
representation of disability. A young girl with hypertrichosis holds in her arms an
uncategorised round, chubby baby. Its smoothness bears a sharp contrast with the girl’s
skin. For a split second, the furry girl appears more animal-like and the baby more
human. But quickly one realises that this is not a human baby. It has no legs, no head
and, in fact, not even a face. Fingers come out of its torso, feet and toes from its bottom.
Nonetheless, this glossy creature has a welcoming mouth which it extends outwards.
The girl’s head is lowered towards it. They seem to have been captured in the moment
before a tender kiss. The nature of their relationship is obscure, but undoubtedly marked
by affection. Likewise, the origin of this illegitimate cyborg remains hidden. It could be
that it was created in the process of looking for a cure for the girl’s condition. Whatever
the case, they are now bonded together and the girl loves him like a child.

Figure 6. The Comforter (2010). Silicone, fibreglass, steel, fox fur, human hair, clothing. 60cm x 80cm x
80cm approx. Photo: Graham Baring. Courtesy of Roger Moll—Ileft.

Figure 7. The Bond (2016). Silicone, fibreglass, human hair, clothing. 162cm x 56cm % 50cm approx.
Photo: Drome Studio. Courtesy of Roger Moll—right.

In The Bond (2016), Patricia Piccinini makes her own body a part of the installation.
She pertains to her more human self than in Big Mother and now it is the baby who is
less human. This time, despite its human face, the transgenic baby is an illegitimate
offspring revealing human, animal and mechanical features. The mother holds it
tenderly whilst the baby snuggles in her arms, curled up in a ball. It is only when the
viewer looks closer at its back it becomes clear that its spinal column has the
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indentations of a sandshoe. The baby embodies a natureculture continuum as it was able
to develop characteristics revealing deep connections between animals and, in this case,
the human environment. Walking with Piccinini through Curious Affection, she
identifies four elements of her work which can be found in The Bond: wonder,
ambiguity, relationships and fertility (videos available via Queensland Art Gallery of
Modern Art 2018a; Queensland Art Gallery of Modern Art 2018b). This creature’s
wondrous trait lies in that s/he must be the first of its kind. There are familiar elements
but there is also a newness to it. The baby is ambiguous because its origins remain
hidden, unknown. The human onlooker cannot grasp why it has this appearance or what
its purpose is. The relationship in question is that of mother and child which thrives in a
world where bodies are understood as not evolved or presented in a finished form, but
instead continuously metamorphose in specific manners nurtured in a specific
relationship. Made possible because of biotechnological advancements, bodies are now
more protean than ever.

Figure 8. Kindred (2018). Silicone, fibreglass, hair. 103cm x 95cm X 128cm approx. Photo: Drome
Studio. Courtesy of Roger Moll—Ileft.

Figure 9. Nest (2006). Fibreglass, automotive paint, leather, plastic, metal, rubber, mirror. 197cm x
186cm x 104cm approx. (variable). Photo: Drome Studio. Courtesy of Roger Moll—right.

A different stance is taken in Kindred. This particular installation approaches the notion
of motherhood beyond any essentialist human construction. But as the name indicates,
humans are represented: this is still our family. Like orangutan and human mothers, this
mother protects and educates her children. This family blissfully exists in a “continuum
of greater or lesser animalness” and, by the same token, of greater or lesser humanity
(Queensland Art Gallery of Modern Art 2018a). However, this mother, unlike the Big
Mother, seems to be looking confidently ahead, possibly into a future she controls. The
reason must be that differences are disavowed in favour of a powerful affective sense of
connectedness:
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The force of Piccinini’s work lies in its ability to register the emotional power
of ambivalence as it occurs in a multitude of dynamic situations and moving
encounters. In doing so it records the tensions and affects of being in time and
place. Since being involves a potent conflict between reason and emotion,
Piccinini conveys this [...] through evocation and allusion to a multitude of
interpermeating affects and meanings. [...] Caring and responsibility involve
drawing emotions towards the well-being of others (McDonald 2012: 13).

If in Big Mother the viewer’s response might be along the lines of the abject and the
visceral, the mother also strikes a chord in terms of grief and surrogate motherhood. The
artist takes the natureculture non-division further in 7The Lovers (2011), The Stags
(2008) (which reintroduces the species element), Nest (2006) and Thicker Than Water
(2007). Nest, which invokes Rosi Braidotti’s concept of ‘meta(l)morphosis’, depicts yet
another Madonna and child scene, but in this work human and even non-human
animality appears materially absent (Braidotti 2002: 212-263). These are two
beautifully shiny scooter-like creatures, mechanical creations for human use. However,
they have agency and they exclude the viewer (the human) from their intimate
relationship. Human and non-human animals only haunt the scene as far as emotion, on
the one hand, and body expression on the other, are concerned. The mother’s eyes (the
speedometers) look at her child as lovingly as a machine can, lowering her head; the
child looks lovingly back. The mother’s mirrors and handles (antlers and ears) are
attuned to the child’s movements (the back light is the tail, the seat is the hump and the
wheels are the arms and legs). The mother lies as most mammals would, protecting her
child. The child rests on its own body, in full recognition of the protection and love
her/his mother bestows. Piccinini does not want to necessarily associate organic or even
mechanical motherhood to female bodies, also in line with Haraway’s conception of a
post-genderised, post-oeadipal cyborgian subjectivity (Haraway 1991: 150):
“illegitimate cyborgs, not of Woman born” (Haraway 1991: 177). Piccinini taps into the
ideas of anthropomorphisation and animalisation, marked by function and exploitation
(McDonald 2003: 19). In this human—animal-technology intertwining, or as Basak
Doga Temiir has put it “nature rendered in mechanical form”, by “extend[ing] the
concept of artificial intelligence to artificial emotion”, healing occurs through affective
machine intimacy (Temiir 2011: online; without page).

Thicker Than Water (2007) re-enacts the same principles with the family lying closer,
as if threatened (by humans?), mother and child brought closer together by fear. The
following year (2008), The Stags heightens the idea of conflict as two stag-scooters
engage in aggressive interaction characteristic of male deer but, also in a broader
(allegoric) sense, of human relations (Michael 2003: 19). As Piccinini has said herself,
maybe a cow is not just a machine to produce milk and meat, and maybe these scooters
are not merely usable vehicles (Temiir 2011). As Donna Haraway aptly writes:

A cyborg body is not innocent; it was not born in a garden; it does not seek
unitary identity and so generate antagonistic dualisms without end [...]. One is
too few, and two is only one possibility. Intense pleasure in skill, machine skill,
ceases to be a sin, but an aspect of embodiment. The machine is not an it to be
animated, worshipped or dominated. The machine is us, our processes, an
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aspect of our embodiment. We can be responsible for machines; they do not
dominate or threaten us. We are responsible for boundaries; we are they
(Haraway 1991: 180; italics in the text).

The Stags is just one example of how Piccinini expands the concept of eco-
customisation towards the reinvented realm of automobile customisation and car
culture. What she has called mechanical fauna can also draw on hegemonic ideas of
Australian masculinity. An example would be Waiting for Jennifer (2000), a
photomontage showing a suburban white male wearing a singlet (popularly known as
‘wife-beater’), whilst waiting for his girlfriend or child to come out of school. Next to
him lies a pinkish, unclassifiable pet. S/he is clearly also family. The creature makes
several appearances that year. In Social Studies and Kick Flip Ollie, s/he is in a car park
playing with children. There is no aggressiveness among them and curiosity is shared by
all. But in 2001, s/he is shown in her/his infancy in some science lab. The several
photographs constituting Science Story show her/him as a baby. Was s/he a lab
creation? Cyclepups, for instance, are hybrids, customised bodies between tadpoles and
possibly cars. They embody tenderness, but also organic customisation which has been
made possible by biotechnology. As Braidotti has remarked, the “manipulation of life
through genetic engineering has allowed for the creation of new artificial monsters in
the high-tech labs of our biochemists, in human, animal and vegetable realms”
(Braidotti 2011 [1994]: 214).

I shall refer to two other examples of digital photography, Thunderdome (2005) and
Roadkill (2005) as cases in point. In the first case, we are in a universe where genetic
diversity has been fully developed and accepted. Genetically modified simians share the
same environment as human beings; the hybrids do not seem to cause any feeling of
strangeness in the humans. However, this reading is changed when Thunderdome is
considered alongside Roadkill. The hybrid simian is run over by a car (one assumes
being driven by a human) but s/he only gets help from a member of her/his own species.
In this instance, human-simian hybrid interaction results in death and very clearly in
indifference. Despite what Thunderdome suggests, speciesism is prevalent and these
two photographs as well as others that constitute the series, heed a warning: “The
ambivalent sentiment that prevails in these works points to the fact that we can never
really know, any more than Frankenstein knew, how the monsters we create will
develop” (McDonald 2012: 63). I believe that Piccinini’s recent work, such as
ComCiéncia, reinforces this point. There is no doubt that Piccinini is appealing to one’s
sense of responsibility (‘conscience’/‘be conscientious’) when one deals with science
(‘com ciéncia’). It is from this exhibition that I will take my final example: Bootflower.
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Figure 10. Bootflower (2015). Silicone, fibreglass, human hair. 103cm x 100cm x 60cm approx. Photo:
Drome Studio. Courtesy of Roger Moll.

Piccinini has been working on the human—animal—plant construct in a meaningful form
since 2012. In 2015 alone she produced Car Fungus, Fruiting Bodies, Metaflora,
Meadow, Seedling and Bootflower. However, Curious Affection announces a shift in her
work where plant-like forms receive more emphasis. In this exhibition, Piccinini
combines Meadow and Bootflower with original pieces, including Kindred and the
magnetising The Pollinator (2017). The setting is Meadow, a field of pale, ovary-shaped
flowers from which the other installations emerge. Together, all the installations form
The Field (2018). In The Pollinator, a hybrid child seems to have encountered an utterly
new form of being which displays animal and plant traits covered by a pink, human
evoking, skin. The child stands on her/his toes to peek inside a hairy pouch, curiously
investigating its potential. The pouch exudes the possibility of reproducing either by
being pollinised or by cocooning an egg. But it is Bootflower which stands out in the
field. This flower is made of leather, symbolising the transformation of an animal into
an object which is simultaneously a plant. It is a laying egg-flower which displays the
inherent desire to reproduce and, therefore, to survive. This assertive flower seems to be
an evolutionary step-up from Metaflora (Stone Mountain) which is also included
elsewhere in the exhibition. How has it been able to travel from a flowerbed in suburban
Australia to this space? Bootflower is bigger, more terrifying and more magnificent as
well. The flower looks defiantly at the viewer. How have the “hybrid uterine-crab-
flowers” around it multiplied so that they now act as a protective army for this bigger,
more magnificent flower form (Monteith 2018: online; without page)? As in The Young
Family and Tender, how can reproduction take place so successfully and autonomously?
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As Helen McDonald has remarked, humans cannot know “how the monsters we
create will develop. We do not know how they will feel or whether they will continue to
be hostile, friendly, useful, or destructive, once they become independent agents in the
world” (McDonald 2012: 63). This boot flower clearly seems to be rebellious whilst
menacingly taking over your territory (your body even, as possibly in Tender?). Or is it
human resistance to affirmative posthumanness? After all, the Bodyguard (hence the
name) is a protector; the monster in The Welcome Guest (2011) is not attacking the
child (she is welcoming her/his beauty), the meerkat creatures look after the unafraid
baby in The Leatherscape and in Embrace (2005), despite appearances, an embrace is
just that (the woman is Piccinini/any woman who was once surprised by an overexcited
child leaping towards her). Stephanie Monteith emphasises the need in Piccinini’s art to
make “[t]he connections between the maker and the monsters. Where are aberrant
bodies allowed to live? Where should they be seen? What will we allow ‘inside the
house’?” (Monteith 2018: online; without page). These are key questions because as the
cyborg determines our ontology, therefore it determines our politics (Haraway 1991:
150). In Piccinini’s work otherness, vulnerability and affection (both proffered and
expected) require a reformulation of the politics of gender, the body, reproduction, the
animal, home, ugliness, and monstrosity.

Conclusion

On the other side of the world, another party is being thrown. At Queensland Art
Gallery of Modern Art, Patricia Piccinini holds a film festival in parallel with her
Curious Affection exhibition. Monsters, both old and new, are in attendance. Among
films such as The Shape of Water (2017) and Okja (2017), she has also included
Frankenstein (1931) and Donna Haraway: Story Telling for Earthly Survival (2015).
Patricia Piccinini has been described by Donna Haraway as her sister in technoculture
(Haraway 2007a). It seems that by creating critters that only exist in the creative space
of an art gallery, Piccinini is giving life to the cyborg which, Haraway and by now
undoubtedly all of us know, exists in natureculture, in the continuum between art
spaces, culture, technology and nature. Piccinini extracts the cyborg from the realm of
science labs, those remote domains alien to most us, in order to intervene affirmatively
by, for instance, problematising motherhood not in terms of reproduction, but of
replication and surrogacy. Her message, unlike Victor Frankenstein’s, is that the creator
must be aware of the duty to care; hence the title of the exhibition Like Us. ‘Us’ does
not have to be human-centred nor does it even have to be human; Like Us is also a
reminder to those human animals of their responsibility to like, and to care for non-
humans. Her “naturally artificial world” is a “technological bestiary” where progress is
not fought against but is throughout permeated by tenderness (Piccinini/Fernandez
Orgaz 2007).
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Figure 11. The Couple (2018) in Curious Affection. Linen, silicone, hair, fiberglass. 42cm x 168cm X
65cm approx. Photo: Drome Studio. Courtesy of Roger Moll.

One of the stars of the Curious Affection show is The Couple (2018). Piccinini observes
what a bad parent Victor Frankenstein was (Jefferson 2018). In this installation she aims
at telling an anti-Frankenstein story, a visual narrative which circumvents tragedy.
Being a better parent, one assumes, Piccinini gives the monster a partner and maybe
they are the last of their kind. They lie affectionately in bed, sheltered but also isolated
from the rest of the world. Their home is a caravan, a temporary, nomadic home. They
also carry with them the possibility of reproduction and, therefore, of a future outside
human control. In spite of their manufactured origins, their destiny is now theirs alone.
The age of the monster has well and truly arrived.
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‘AGE OF LOVECRAFT’?—
ANTHROPOCENE MONSTERS IN (NEW) WEIRD NARRATIVE

Gry Ulstein (Ghent University)

Abstract: This paper considers whether the twenty-first-century resurgence of H. P.
Lovecraft and weird fiction can be read as a conceptual parallel to the Anthropocene
epoch, taking Carl H. Sederholm and Jeffrey Andrew Weinstock’s The Age of Lovecraft
as a starting-point. The assumption is that the two ‘ages’ are historically and
thematically linked through the ‘monsters’ that inhabit them, monsters that include—
but are not limited to—extensions, reproductions, and evolutions of Lovecraft’s
writings. Preoccupied with environmental issues such as global climate change, the
twenty-first-century imaginary has conjured monsters that appear to have much in
common with early twentieth-century cosmic horror stories. Considering the renewed
interest in Lovecraft and the weird, such developments raise the question: what can
(weird) monsters tell us about the Anthropocene moment? This paper maps the
‘monstrous’ in the discourses emerging from the Anthropocene epoch and ‘The Age of
Lovecraft’ by considering (new) weird narratives from contemporary literature, graphic
novels, film, TV, and video games. Mindful of on-going discussions within ecocriticism,
philosophy, and critical theory, the paper discusses a handful of unconventional texts to
investigate the potential of the weird for expressing Anthropocene anxieties and for
approaching nonhuman realities from new angles.

Keywords: Anthropocene; ecology; cosmic horror; Lovecraft; new weird.

Introduction—The Anthropocene’s Weird Shadow

Howard Phillips [H. P.] Lovecraft’s contribution to and development of weird fiction in
the early twentieth century introduced a storyworld of ancient, alien monsters that dwell
in the earth’s depth, and whose mere existence is enough to drive Lovecraft’s characters
insane. During his time (1890-1937) Lovecraft was relatively unknown outside of his
close circle of devoted followers. In recent years Lovecraft’s work has seen a revival in
popular culture and among writers and artists. The ‘old’ weird associated with Lovecraft
and others (such as Algernon Blackwood, August Derleth, and Arthur Machen) has
been given a resurgence by ‘new’ weird writers (like China Miéville and Jeff
VanderMeer). The renewed interest in the weird can also be observed in contemporary
cultural criticism and philosophy, picking up on the destabilisation of human
significance and agency at the core of weird narrative. Carl H. Sederholm and Jeffrey
Andrew Weinstock argue that the weird’s revival is comprehensive enough to talk about
‘The Age of Lovecraft’, a “cultural moment in which the themes and influence of
Lovecraft’s writings have bubbled up from the chthonic depths of 1930s pulp writing to
assume an unexpected intellectual and cultural influence” (2016b: 3).

The weird typically confronts its audience with monstrous events or objects that
appear instinctively and empirically “wrong” (Fisher 2016: 15), yet exist and persist in
the weird storyworld. Inspired by the subversive quality of the weird, Timothy Morton
introduces “weird ecomimesis” as a useful conceptual tool for ecological thought in the
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‘Age of Lovecraft’?

Anthropocene (2016: 63); and refers directly to Lovecraft’s most famous monster by
arguing that hyperobjects such as global warming are “Cthulhulike” (2013: 64).! The
term ‘Anthropocene’ was coined by Eugene F. Stoermer and Paul J. Crutzen in 2000
and refers to the geological epoch during which human influence on the earth’s
environment has become statistically significant in relation to other geological agents
(Waters et al. 2016: 137). But in spite of its ubiquitous cross-disciplinary usage, the
Anthropocene has still not been formalised as the name of our current age.” Accelerated
by the adoption of the concept by influential scholars like Dipesh Chakrabarty, Bruno
Latour, and Morton, however, the Anthropocene has gained traction particularly in the
humanities, although it does not sit well with everyone. Jason W. Moore argues that the
concept melds together all humans (‘Anthropos’ is Greek for ‘man’) and thereby glosses
over “the multi-species violence and inequality of capitalism” (Moore 2018: 239). In
this paper, the Anthropocene should be understood in terms of what Timothy Clark calls
a loose “pseudo-geological concept”, one used to “mark a threshold in human historical
self-understanding” (Clark 2019: 21).

Whether they subscribe to the Anthropocene or not, several humanities scholars retain
a monstrous conceptualisation of the current times in their work—and sometimes the
monsters evoked have clear ties to the weird. Haraway has suggested that ‘Chthulucene’
is a better name than ‘Anthropocene’ to describe the current age, but she explicitly
distances herself from Lovecraft’s Cthulhu due to the problematic regressive ideologies
associated with Lovecraft (Haraway 2016: 2).>* Nevertheless, there is something
distinctly weird about how Haraway describes the Chthulucene as “symchthonic, wound
with abyssal and dreadful graspings, frayings, and weavings” (Haraway 2016: 33).
‘Cthulhu’ (no matter how it is spelled) would most likely retain its Lovecraftian
connotations anyway, because of the strong cultural presence it already possesses.
‘Chthulucene’ therefore, inadvertently, strengthens the conceptual link between ‘The
Age of Lovecraft’ and the Anthropocene—but there are other monsters besides Cthulhu
that tie the two ‘ages’ together.

In a paper discussing the emergent geological agency and conflicting individual
passivity of the human species, Latour notes how nature has “unexpectedly taken on
[the role] of the active subject! Such is the frightening meaning of ‘global warming’:
through a surprising inversion of background and foreground, it is Auman history that

' ‘Hyperobjects’ are defined as events and objects that are massively and unfathomably distributed in time
and space (Morton 2013: 1).

% In July 2018 the International Commission on Stratigraphy formally declared that, stratigraphically, we
are living in the ‘Meghalayan’ age: approximately the last 4200 years and the third of three parts of the
Holocene Epoch (Amos 2018). See also Zalasiewicz et al.’s 2017 review of on-going critiques of
formalising ‘Anthropocene’ (205-226).

3 The extent to which Lovecraft’s misogyny, racism and xenophobia are traceable in his work (and how
this ought to be dealt with by his readers and critics), has been a point of contention over the past decade.
As a result of the discussion, Lovecraft was removed as the model for the World Fantasy Convention’s
World Fantasy Award trophy from 2016 onwards (Flood 2015).

* According to Haraway, it is the arachnid pimoa cthulhu that inspired her ‘Chthulucene’ (2016: 173—
174). She acknowledges the biologist Gustavo Hormiga, who, in number 549 of Smithsonian
Contributions to Zoology, reports that pimoa cthulhu is “[n]Jamed after H. P. Lovecraft’s mythological
deity Cthulhu, akin to the powers of Chaos” (Hormiga 1994: 39). However, Haraway takes “the liberty of
rescuing [her] spider from Lovecraft for other stories” (174). Such conscious decapitation of Lovecraft is
still a debated issue within weird scholarship—see Mackintosh (2018), Sperling (2017), Mayer (2016)
and Weinstock (2016).
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has become frozen and natural history that is taking on a frenetic pace” (Latour 2014:
13). This inversion prompts a shift in the way humans view nonhumans, argues Latour,
and a move towards distributing agency “as far and in as differentiated a way as
possible—until, that is, we have thoroughly lost any relation between those two
concepts of object and subject” (Latour 2014: 17).° In ‘Love Your Monsters’ Latour
considers the human-nature agency inversion in terms of ‘Frankenstein’s real sin’: Just
like Mary Shelley’s [Victor] Frankenstein (2003 [1818]), we have engineered monsters,
but ours are industrial, fossil-fuelled—the ‘real sin’ that we have forgotten to care for
them, with disastrous consequences (Latour 2011). Just like Frankenstein’s creature,
Anthropocenic crises muddle the preconceived role division between actor and acted-
upon.

The plot of Frankenstein takes place during the latter part of the eighteenth-century,
which is one of the suggestions for the start of the Anthropocene epoch (Crutzen 2002:
23). Seeing this historical and thematic link to the Anthropocene, Jed Mayer posits
Frankenstein as the first weird novel, because it “offers us a longer and more substantial
history for this seemingly marginal subgenre and further emphasises the genre’s
ongoing relationship with the emerging ecologies of the Anthropocene” (Mayer 2018:
239). The monstrous in Frankenstein is scaled down in size and cosmic deliberation
compared to Lovecraft’s weird. However, Mayer argues, the weird can be traced in the
ways that Shelley’s novel conflates “fantasies of technological progress” and imparts “a
sense of humility towards the alien other” (2018: 234, 237). Consider, for instance, Dr
Frankenstein’s fear that his creation “might make the very existence of the species of
man a condition precarious and full of terror” (Shelley 2003 [1818]: 170-171).
Compared to the opening lines of ‘The Call of Cthulhu’, the anxiety conveyed is
comparable, but more cosmic and inevitable:

[...] [S]ome day the piecing together of dissociated knowledge will open up
such terrifying vistas of reality, and of our frightful position therein, that we
shall either go mad from the revelation or flee from the deadly light into the
peace and safety of a new dark age (Lovecraft 2008 [1928]: 201).

Although I would hesitate to call Frankenstein the first weird novel, there is certainly
something to be said for reading Frankenstein in dialogue with for instance Lovecraft in
terms how horror narratives can express environmental anxieties. Frankenstein and
‘The Call of Cthulhu’ both present monsters that challenge the reader’s capacity for
large-scale thinking and warn against becoming passive in the encounter with the
monstrous. Likewise, the monstrosity of Anthropocene issues emanates in their sudden
revelation as human-caused, but larger in scale, faster-paced, and more out-of-control
than humans seem adequately equipped to deal with.

Cthulhu and Frankenstein’s creature are both iconic monsters in the twenty-first
century. While Shelley’s monster has become an over-appropriated symbol of the

> Andreas Malm is highly critical of the tendency within ecological discourse to propagate hybridity and
dissolution of Cartesian dualism. According to Malm, such rhetoric paradoxically erects other binaries
(for Latour the binary is ‘the Moderns against everyone else’), producing a “performative contradiction,
one that seeks to ruin as much analytical equipment as possible”, and ending up with “prose evacuated of
meaning” (Malm 2018: 186—187). It is valuable to keep this critique in mind also when exploring weird
expressions of ecological anxieties.

49



‘Age of Lovecraft’?

temptation and dangers of technology, Cthulhu is supposed to be scary because its
existence marks a break with all the rules that humans have wrapped comfortingly
around themselves. This is why the idea of Cthulhu works so well for, for instance,
Morton’s hyperobjects and Haraway’s Chthulucene. However, as Stephen Shapiro
points out, Cthulhu has suffered a similar fate as Frankenstein’s creature, and typically
“does not inspire cosmic anxiety, but fan camp admiration” (Shapiro 2016: 257). In a
Google image search, ‘Cthulhu’ is just as likely to produce results of collectible Pop!
dolls, cute Cthulhu plushies with large cartoon eyes, humorous comic strips and fan-
made mash-ups of the Cthulhu mythos with other storyworlds, or even children’s
picture books such as C is for Cthulhu: The Lovecraft Alphabet Book (Ciaramella
2014). The appropriation or evolution of Lovecraft’s storyworld thus has (at least) three
directions in contemporary culture: kitschy pop culture, philosophy and ecological
thought, and new weird. But is that enough to suggest that we are living in ‘The Age of
Lovecraft’? Bearing in mind Mayer’s suggestion of Frankenstein as the first weird
work, might it be more useful to talk about Anthropocene monsters in relation to a
broader conceptualisation of the weird?

In this paper I take my cue from Anna Tsing et al. (2017), who argue that monsters
“are useful figures with which to think the Anthropocene, this time of massive human
transformations of multispecies life and their uneven effects” (M2). Anthropocene
monsters are figures conjured by the cultural imagination to give shape to the many
sources of anxiety brought on by the urgency of surfacing environmental issues such as
plastic pollution, oil spill, deforestation, extreme weather, and forest fires. Cthulhu can
be interpreted as one such Anthropocene monster, among other Lovecraftian creations,
but as this paper will suggest, more recent evolutions of the weird express
Anthropocene anxieties using new monsters in new formal representations. Sederholm
and Weinstock maintain: “Although our contemporary monsters may not resemble those
in Lovecraft’s imagination, we nevertheless live today with the very Lovecraftian
awareness of the looming spectre of sudden apocalypse” (2016b: 34). Accordingly, |
wish to explore the ways in which Anthropocene issues like global warming become
monsters within this spectral apocalyptic awareness; this weird reality where Cthulhu
can be at once a madness-infusing alien god, a hyperobject, a collectable Pop! doll, a
species of spider, and the potential namesake of a geological epoch. What is it about the
weird monster figure that seems to fit Anthropocene discourse like a ghostly glove?

‘A Relative Bleakness’—New Weird Transmediality

Haraway’s Chthulucene seems like an ideal parallel to Sederholm and Weinstock’s The
Age of Lovecraft, but Haraway is adamant about her term’s divestment of anything
Lovecraftian. Many storytellers of the new weird generation also consciously divest
themselves of Lovecraft’s weird, and they often incorporate ecological themes in their
narratives. Coined by M. John Harrison in 2003, the ‘new’ weird is largely a twenty-
first century phenomenon, though it can be traced back to writers such as Clive Barker
and Thomas Ligotti in the 1980s (Noys/Murphy 2016a: 119). Jeff VanderMeer and
China Miéville are seen as spearhead writers in the new weird movement, and their
monsters are radically different from Lovecraft’s. VanderMeer marks a clear break with
the traditional weird in The Southern Reach (2014), as observable in the trilogy’s
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narrative perspective, style, and characterisation.® VanderMeer’s later novel Borne
(2017a) and novella The Strange Bird (2017b) likewise challenge the traditional weird
monster figure in the lab-grown, failed experiments of nonhuman creatures that roam a
post-apocalyptic wasteland. VanderMeer’s stories explore the strange space where
empathy and defamiliarisation reinforce each other, encouraging readers to resist
simplistic views of the nonhuman. Where VanderMeer’s weirdscapes involve
technologically or organically enhanced nonhumans, Miéville’s work often has
something postcolonial as well as nonhuman about its monstrosity. The City and the
City (Miéville 2009a) for instance, presents two impossibly fused cities in which the
residents of either must actively ‘unsee’ (avoid and ignore) the other, lest they evoke a
terrible force called ‘Breach’. By playing with levels of artificiality and authenticity of
mental and physical borders, Miéville’s weird exposes and destabilises the compulsion
of the human gaze to colonise its surroundings.

The differences between old and new weird will be discussed in more detail below.
For now, it is interesting to note the feature that ties weird stories together across
history, genres, and media: they tend to undermine human subjectivity via encounters
with monstrous, impossible events that violently encroach upon reality. This defining
feature can be outlined transmedially across multiple established or minor genres such
as science fiction, horror, and fantasy; cyber-punk and detective noir. Examples from
contemporary fiction, besides Miéville and VanderMeer, include works by Laird
Barron, Octavia Butler, Mark Z. Danielewski, Neil Gaiman, Thomas Ligotti, and Kelly
Link, as well as films such as Joss Whedon’s Cabin in the Woods (2012), Denis
Villeneuve’s Arrival (2016) and Susanne Bier’s Bird Box (2018). Simon Donaldson’s
Fortitude (2015-) and the Duffer Brothers’ Stranger Things (2016-) are TV series with
clear weird heritages; others are David Lynch’s Twin Peaks (1990), Ryan Murphy’s
American Horror Story (2011), and Baran Bo Odar and Jantje Friese’s Dark (2017).
Board and card games like Call of Cthulhu (2008), Mansions of Madness (2011), and
Pandemic: Reign of Cthulhu (2016) ensure the continued pop-culture fame of
Lovecraft’s storyworld, while video games such as Fallout (1997), Bioshock Infinite
(2013), and Anatomy (2016) explore and expand the weird in interactive game
narratives.” This paper will, after elaborating on the influence of Lovecraft, discuss and
compare several examples of weird texts in order to demonstrate this genre-hopping and
the transmedial quality of the weird.

The texts mentioned above could all be analysed in terms of their explicit or implicit
Lovecraftian inheritance, even though they reinvent and often diverge pointedly from
traditional weird tales.® In sum, however, a large number of contemporary artists,
philosophers, and critics—whether they wish to position their work in relation to
Lovecraft or not—have embraced the weird as a way to engage with the Anthropocene.

% For example, the third book in the trilogy, Acceptance, switches from first- to second- to third-person
narration; the style jumps from nature writing, via scientific journal entry, to impressionistic passages,
and even stream of consciousness; one of the main characters is a gay vicar and another is the nonhuman
doppelgidnger of the main character from the first book. These are sharp contrasts to the excessively
allusive style and perpetually male, first-person narrator associated with Lovecraft’s stories.

"In Fallout 4 there is an underground location named ‘Dunwich Borers’—a reference to Lovecraft’s story
‘The Dunwich Horror’.

¥ For a more complete historical overview of the weird, see the two edited collections by Ann and Jeff
VanderMeer: The Weird: A Compendium (2011) and The New Weird (2008).
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With this paper I address the relatively new interest in the weird as an aesthetic strategy
for expressing Anthropocene anxieties, and ask to what extent Lovecraft is part of this
resurgence. Miéville suggests that Lovecraft’s work deals with “the impossibility of
being a human in deep time” (Weinstock 2016: 236). In the context of the
Anthropocene, Miéville argues, this theme speaks to the “relative bleakness of the past
few years, [...] a sense of the impossibility of human agency” which has to do with the
millennial-turn “collapse of certainties” (236—237; ellipsis added). The weird pokes and
prods this relative bleakness, shaping unease into monsters that stress the difficulty—
and therefore the importance—of multi-scalar, deep-temporal thinking. Miéville
suggests that the old weird from the early twentieth century opened up a “proliferation
of hitherto unseen monstrous figures in a startlingly short space of time”; figures better
suited to “express the fotal, systemic crisis of modernity” (Noys/Murphy 2016b: 209).
This proliferation of new monsters forms the basis for the resurgence of Lovecraft and
the beginning of a new weird narrative mode in the twenty-first century.

Something Old, Something New...

Before Mayer’s suggestion of a weird Frankenstein, the origins of weird fiction have
(by among others Lovecraft himself) been traced back to Edgar Allan Poe in the first
part of the nineteenth century, but its formation as a genre category truly started with the
first issue of the pulp magazine Weird Tales in 1923. Lovecraft’s old weird emphasises
atmosphere over plot: for Lovecraft the weird must evoke a sense of cosmic dread in the
reader. He defines cosmic dread in the essay ‘Supernatural Horror in Literature’:

A certain atmosphere of breathless and unexplainable dread of outer, unknown
forces must be present; and there must be a hint [...] of that most terrible
conception of the human brain—a malign and particular suspension or defeat
of those fixed laws of Nature which are our only safeguard against the assaults
of chaos and the daemons of unplumbed space (Lovecraft 2011 [1927]: 1043;
ellipsis added).

The passage above resonates in Miéville’s observation that the weird “impregnates the
present with a bleak, unthinkable novum”, which Miéville reads as “an expression of
upheaval and crisis” (2009b: 513). The traditional weird, Miéville notes, was at heart a
reaction to the crisis of capitalist modernity at the turn of the twentieth century, a crisis
which gave a sense of having “no stable status quo but a horror underlying the
everyday, the global and absolute catastrophe implying poisonous totality” (2009a:
613). Miéville’s novum moreover captures what traditional weird and new weird have
in common: the modes express upheaval and crisis by destabilising the category of the
human in relation to the monstrous and the supernatural—often via Lovecraft’s
favourite register of cosmic horror. Yet there are several other aesthetic registers
associated with this kind of destabilisation, which warrants a brief distinction.

The uncanny 1is related to the weird as a register that responds to encounters with the
unknown, but more specifically negotiates the unsettling experience of recognising
something unfamiliar as familiar or something familiar as unfamiliar, through for
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instance repetition or doubling (Freud 1966 [1919]: 220).° Roger Luckhurst notes that in
contrast to the uncanny, the weird “veers away to invoke a dread that is irreducible, that
cannot be reductively interpreted, translated or returned” (Luckhurst 2017: 1052). Fisher
accordingly emphasises the weird’s intrusive, external ‘wrongness’ in opposition to the
familiar, internal strangeness of the uncanny (2016: 10). Fisher draws yet another
distinction between the weird and the eerie: the latter is related to more subtle,
disturbing absences rather than overwhelming presences (2016: 15, 61). Although
comparisons between the weird and the sublime can be drawn, there is a distinction in
affect: where the (Kantian) sublime evokes awe and wonder, the weird mainly evokes
dread and anxiety. Or as Mayer usefully phrases it: “If the Kantian sublime produces
‘enjoyment with horror’, the weird might be said to offer horror with benefits, among
them a heightened awareness of, and respect for, the more-than-human world” (2018:
237; emphasis in original). Lastly, Tzvetan Todorov’s fantastic is defined as a moment
of hesitation between belief and disbelief: the “duration of [the] uncertainty”
experienced when narrative encounters unfold beyond laws of nature (1975 [1970]: 25).
This uncertainty also pertains to the weird, but the weird is more disruptive than the
fantastic; as Fisher notes, where the fantastic tends to naturalise other (supernatural)
worlds, the weird “de-naturalises all worlds” (Fisher 2016: 29).

It can be difficult to distinguish these registers from one another, and—as will
become clear from the cases further down—the weird frequently dances between them.
In fact, the weird is often categorised by its refusal to fit neatly into categories, it “seeks
crabbed, difficult prose, transgressive or evasive content, genre slippage and elusive
authors as emblems of aesthetic resistance to the market” (Luckhurst 2017: 1046). This
weird hybridity has developed since (and no doubt through) Lovecraft’s storyworld, but
is perhaps more manifest in the new weird than in the old. However, there are certain
aspects that more clearly separate old from new weird narrative. The new weird does
not necessarily require cosmic horror, it involves a reaction to and movement away
from traditional fantasy, and typically favours a distinctly urban or modern setting
(VanderMeer/VanderMeer 2008: xvi). As both Luckhurst (2017) and Brad Tabas (2015)
have noted, the emphasis on forbidden zones and threshold spaces where time and space
themselves are warped and weirded, is shared by both old and new weird, but the
perceived agency of the environment changes.

In Lovecraft there is a tendency to focus on the vast, incomprehensible cosmos,
ancient history, and non-Euclidean geometry as spatio-temporal background of which
creatures like Cthulhu serve as maddening reminders. Even when the setting of
Lovecraft’s stories is more limited, like a house or a village, Lovecraft’s weird spatiality
“is dedicated to disrupting our normal sense of being at home in the world” (Tabas
2015: 15). In Lovecraft there is usually a sense that the monstrous has always already
been there in the background, but hidden or imperceptible. Lovecraft’s weird involves
impossible, “terrifying vistas of reality” flashing into the foreground of his characters’
perception (Lovecraft 2011 [1927]: 208). VanderMeer and Miéville also blast
background into foreground and vice-versa, but in more stylistically playful and
thematically intrusive ways that grant the environment and space itself unsettling

® “Weird’ and ‘uncanny’ are often used interchangeably. Morton, for example, describes ecological
awareness as “weird: it has a twisting, looping form”, but goes on to tie it to “the uncanny feeling that
there are all kinds of places on all kinds of scales” in the same chapter of Dark Ecology (2016: 7-10).
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agency. The environment inside the borders of Area X in VanderMeer’s Annihilation,
for example, becomes just as monstrous as the weird creatures it engenders in how it
infects the characters and slowly colonises their bodies to become part of the weird
ecosystem. Besides more explicit agentive overturns, however, the perhaps greatest
difference between old and new weird has to do with the latter’s movement away from
nihilism.

Unaccompanied by—or completely uninterested in—strategies for how to dispel the
horror and metabolise the weirdness, Lovecraft’s cosmic dread is often dismissively
anti-humanist. More recent forms of weird narrative attempt to rework this existential
dread into something productive, even when the root of the anxiety cannot be
understood. The Netflix-hype Stranger Things, for instance, offers a mainstream,
crowd-pleasing extension of the weird with its Lovecraftianesque monsters from the
ash-filled, desolate dimension called ‘Upside Down’, who threaten a small 1980s
American town through a gash in the fabric of reality. Instead of giving in to the
madness of the shadow dimension, however, the town community, led by a group of
Dungeons & Dragons-playing kids, bravely picks up the fight in the typical vein of
fantasy epics. More experimental new weird narratives reimagine the weird monster
figure altogether—without relinquishing the weird atmosphere. Miéville’s short story
‘Covehithe’ (Miéville 2011) challenges the nature of the weird monster and questions
the nature of the Anthropocene by turning old oil rigs organic: they scuttle up on
beaches to lay eggs like rusty, giant turtles. No explanation is offered as to how or why
this has come about scientifically, but the story reads more like an invitation to think
differently, weirdly, about Anthropocene problems such as the fossil fuel industry. And
certainly, the very idea of little oil rig babies hatching is mesmerizingly bizarre.
VanderMeer’s novella The Strange Bird is written from the perspective of a genetically
manipulated bird-human-squid chimera. Set in the same postapocalyptic world as the
novel Borne, the story follows the tortured life of a lab creature who questions her
painful existence and curses her creator much like Frankenstein’s creature. But The
Strange Bird does not stipulate that the world presented is necessarily worse or better
than the primary world. Rather, it offers an unorthodox space for reflecting upon what it
means to be human—and attempting to grasp what it means to be anything else than
human—in the Anthropocene moment.

Contemporary expressions of the weird are, like older weird, fraught with unbearably
entangled thresholds and gaps—recalling Haraway’s “dreadful graspings, frayings, and
weavings” of the Chthulucene. However, as the three examples above suggest, there is a
move in the new weird towards negotiating environmental anxieties by playing with
different perspectives and with surprisingly affirmative ways of communicating the
Anthropocenic intrusion of the global into the local or individual, of monstrosity into
normality. Noys and Murphy suggest that new weird stories can offer “a new sensibility
of welcoming the alien and the monstrous as sites of affirmation and becoming” (2016a:
125). This new weird ecological ethics implies a responsibility to engage with the
monstrous rather than become passively consumed with dread, as the old weird often
entails. The new weird displays an interest in monsters that create space for
environmental anxieties to be dissected, readjusted, and used to rethink the position of
the human in the time of the Anthropocene.
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Morton tries to explain Anthropocene anxieties in terms of the ‘weird loop’ he calls
ecological awareness: “Ecological awareness is disorienting precisely because of these
multiple scales. We sense that there are monsters even if we can’t see them directly”
(Morton 2016: 41-42). Morton uses the weird as a mode to come to grips with
Anthropocene issues like global warming—or, as he refers to it: ‘Global weirding’: “In
the term weird there flickers a dark pathway between causality and the aesthetic
dimension, between doing and appearing, a pathway that dominant Western philosophy
has blocked and suppressed” (2016: 5). This weird pathway might be what humanities
scholars try to manceuvre as they turn to Lovecraft and the weird to find expression for
the increasing awareness that humanity has become a ‘hyperobject’. However, the
attribution of Cthulhu-like qualities to hyperobjects like global warming might also
discourage political engagement because the perceived threat, on the one hand, demands
new habits and long-term thinking completely adverse to the way humans are used to
thinking about and planning their existence. On the other hand, by extension, the
perceived threat is so all-encompassing and inevitable that taking action can seem (is
often referred to as) not only uncomfortable, but redundant. Moreover, the
Anthropocene-via-Lovecraft is in danger of ascribing monstrosity to the human species
as one undifferentiated whole.

Jason W. Moore’s alternative to the Anthropocene, the ‘Capitalocene’, encourages, he
argues, a more nuanced historical outlook on the current environmental crises, focusing
on the ecological, social, and political implications of capitalism rather than the species-
hierarchical implications of being human. According to Moore, the Anthropocene
discourse reflects “a poverty of historical thinking”, guided by a philosophy which still
“locates human activity in one box, and the rest of nature in another”, which reinforces
the myth of human exceptionalism and moreover obscures issues of human “intra-
species differentiations” such as “inequalities of class” (Moore 2018: 603). Perhaps it is
precisely this tendency in Anthropocene discourse to gloss over structural differences
that makes Lovecraft’s sweeping, cosmic dread seem like a fitting aesthetic expression
of Anthropocene crises. This, in addition to the weird’s unproductive response to
cosmic dread, should give pause when contemplating analogies between Lovecraftian
monsters and anthropogenic climate change. As Miéville notes, no matter how aptly
Lovecraft represents the difficulty of “being a human in deep time”, it should not lead
us to think of “Lovecraft as a philosopher” (Weinstock 2016: 239). On the other hand,
perhaps Moore’s gripe with intra-species differentiation is precisely the challenge that
the Anthropocene poses for humans—necessarily implying «l// humans: to start
practicing thinking at species level.

Something Borrowed...

How effective is cosmic dread at stirring people to action? Can Cthulhu mobilise as well
as paralyse? As noted several times in this paper, Lovecraft’s monstrous is typically
expressed through the sanity-depriving collapse of boundaries between the human
protagonist and the intensely nonhuman antagonist, which can quite easily be read in
terms of early-twentieth-century overwhelming changes. Mayer, accordingly, suggests
that “the weird is a genre uniquely suited to narrating climate change, offering neither
hope of transcendence nor surrender to abjection” (Mayer 2018: 229). Like Cthulhu, the
plights of the Anthropocene seek articulation in language and images, but emerge at the
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collapse of categories, certainties and rules. Where the old weird might too easily
succumb to paralysis or denial, however, the new weird more consciously and critically
engages with this collapse, sometimes by reappropriating the old weird’s monsters in
playful ways.

The enthusiasm with which Lovecraft’s contemporary devotees developed and
expanded his storyworld created a devoted writer’s imitation society which grew over
the decades after Lovecraft’s death. It is unlikely that Lovecraft had reached such fame
if his work did not lend itself so well to literary imitation (Joshi 2015 [2008]: 22). This
is one of the reasons that currently, in the twenty-first century, “Lovecraft not only
seems to be everywhere, but his presence has seeped across generic boundaries, creating
fertile new terrain for analysts of popular culture to consider” (Sederholm/Weinstock
2016b: 23). Some contemporary, new weird writers still purposefully situate their
narratives in Lovecraft’s storyworld, explicitly referring to Lovecraft’s monsters. They
experiment with ways of dispelling the Lovecraftian sense of helpless nihilism and
escape into madness, while maintaining the focus on vast, monstrous bodies of
impossible knowledge trying to squeeze into the limited space of the human mind."
Tsing et al. note that monsters “point us to forms of noticing that crosscut forms of
knowledge, official and vernacular, science and storytelling. They show us co-species
practices of living”, which is why “following monsters are different ways to know the
terrors of the Anthropocene” (2017: 176; ellipsis added). Following Lovecraft’s
monsters in new weird writing sometimes reveals playful experimentation that
undresses cosmic horror and suggests an interest in different ways of knowing the fears
and hopes of the Anthropocene.

Neil Gaiman’s ‘A Study in Emerald’ (2011 [2003]) is a Sherlock Holmes pastiche set
in a Lovecraftian version of Victorian London. Gaiman thus merges two of the most
popular fictional universes for imitation and fan fiction in literary history in a witty noir
detective story where the world’s nobility is infiltrated by the Old Ones.!' The humans
in Gaiman’s story have long since accepted and succumbed to the rule in a dark reversal
of Doyle’s universe where the narrator is not Holmes, but major Sebastian Moran, and
his detective companion is Holmes’ arch enemy, Moriarty. The plot follows the pair’s
investigation into the mysterious figure of ‘Sherry Verne’ (Gaiman’s version of
Holmes), who is leading a group of terrorists scheming to overthrow the Old Ones—
whose monstrous rule in fact seems perfectly peaceful and orderly. The narrator in ‘A
Study in Emerald’ is very similar to Lovecraft’s favoured scholarly narrator, displaying
the same reluctance to describe the mystery, but rather due to his fear of not doing it
justice, as he claims that he is “not a literary man” (220). Certainly, his hesitance is not
for the sake of guarding the reader against the monstrous Old Ones—they are, after all,
accepted as rightful rulers.

The merging of Lovecraft and Doyle, as Jessica George argues in her discussion of
Lovecraft’s “literary afterlives”, creates a “hybrid text” (2016: 180) in which it is
suggested that “other, more advanced species of extraterrestrial beings may in fact be
better than humans” (George 2016: 171). Gaiman’s story suggests that humans and the
Old Ones can live together, and makes the human more “arbitrary, as open to change,

' For an overview, see Sunand Tryambak [S. T.] Joshi’s The Rise, Fall, and Rise of the Cthulhu Mythos
(2015 [2008]).
" The ‘Old Ones’ is a common denominator for Lovecraft’s primordeal monsters.
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since there is now nothing specifically human about human beings” (George 2016:
171). Gaiman experiments with the uncanny more than with cosmic horror, as can be
seen in his use of Holmes’s and Watson’s doubles, the feeling of wrongness when these
famous literary heroes appear to be happily serving the terrible Old Ones, and the
mashup of styles that gives the writing itself an uncanny touch. The story is an obvious
tongue-in-cheek reference to the first Sherlock Holmes novel 4 Study in Scarlet: the Old
One whose murder is the focus of the plot has emerald-coloured blood. Holmes and
Watson are revealed as radical ‘Restorationalists’, who wish to end the rule of the Old
Ones and “would see the old ways restored—mankind in control of its own destiny, if
you will” (233). Gaiman’s pastiche contains layers of double-play, turning the tables
and making Holmes and Watson the potential antagonists. Gaiman’s story can thus also
be read as a flippant suggestion similar to Anna Tsing’s: that real-world humans might
learn a thing or two from Lovecraft’s monsters about ‘co-species practices of living’;
what if realising that the Old Ones exist is not such a bad thing after all?

The examples of new weird narrative addressed in this paper show their Lovecraftian
heritage in how they represent the monstrous as something essentially elusive, absurd,
impossible, but at the same time desperately urgent and claustrophobically all-
encompassing. Where they depart from Lovecraft’s weird is in their attribution of
agency to the environment itself, and their more affirmative outlook on human
entanglement in nonhuman realities. But the contemporary stories discussed so far (with
the exception of Stranger Things) are all similar to Lovecraft’s in their formal
expression. The final part of this paper will look closer at three formally unconventional
examples of articulating Anthropocene monsters via the weird mode: the graphic novel
Nameless, the computer game Anatomy, and the novel House of Leaves.

...and Something Grew—Leaving Humanity at the Threshold

Brad Tabas argues that Lovecraft’s “extreme attention to place and setting” allows him
to transgress the “boundaries of our perception, vaguely hinting to us the details of an
outside or ultimate reality, while at the same time rendering us acutely aware of the
finitude of our grasp on the real” (Tabas 2015: 7). In a letter from 1927 Lovecraft states
that one of the goals of writing a weird tale is to “achieve the essence of real
externality” (quoted in Joshi 2015 [2008]: 17). For this to happen, the writer must
“forget that such things as organic life, good and evil, love and hate, and all such local
attributes of a negligible and temporary race called mankind, have any existence at all”;
when crossing “the line to the boundless and hideous unknown—the shadow-hunted
Outside—we must remember to leave our humanity and terrestrialism at the threshold”
(Joshi 2015 [2008]: 17). Old weird spatiality is riddled with such paradoxes. As
Timothy Jarvis notes, the old weird is “largely concerned with the vast gulfs of time and
space opened up by the new abstract sciences, and largely orientated outwards at an
alienating and meaningless cosmos” (Jarvis 2017: 1145). However, this loss of
individual control can come across as detached and distant, even silly, precisely due to
the vastness of unplumbed space. Old-weird cosmic horror is trapped, argues Brian
Stableford, in ““a series of contrasts, incessantly stating what it is not—because what it is
remains intrinsically beyond the reach of ordinary experience” (2007: 71). As noted
above, new weird writers often experiment with the old weird conventions in order to
facilitate communication of ecological awareness and human entanglement in
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nonhuman realities. This is demonstrated in, for example, the unconventional
monstrosity of the disturbingly cute oil rigs in Miéville’s ‘Covehithe’ (2011). Other new
weird tales experiment with different formal expressions of cosmic horror.

Grant Morrison’s and Chris Burnham’s graphic novel Nameless (2015) twists the
cosmic horror of old religion and occult practices to criticise human abuse of powers
they do not understand. Interestingly, the authors of Nameless explicate in the afterword
how they wanted to create a weird universe divested of Lovecraft’s storyworld. The
themes, motifs, and setting of the story, however, are very Lovecraftianesque in
expression. Nameless follows a set of characters as they seek to thwart ancient, malign
forces and the seemingly inevitable apocalypse. Reverberating jarringly through the
narrative is the question: “What 1s human?” (Morrison/Burnham 2015: n. pag.). This
question is explicitly repeated throughout the text, but also vividly communicated by the
illustrations. The monstrous events around which the plot revolves are violent
expressions of the weight and tension that the question carries. Chapter five of Nameless
begins with a cynical attempt by the main character to respond to the question, though
the remaining plot neither rejects nor endorses the statement further: “The purpose of
creation is to humble and destroy us. Humankind is a disease, a malignant mistake. The
natural world seeks to purge its blissful, ignorant Eden of our contagion” (2015: n. pag.;
emphasis in original). This anti-humanism is traceable throughout Lovecraft’s ceuvre as
well as Nameless, and philosophers such as Eugene Thacker (2011; 2015a; 2015b) and
Graham Harman (2012) argue that weird nihilism can be productive for thinking about
existence precisely because of the humility it inspires. The problem with this anti-
humanist outlook is the sense of paralysis and apathetic passivity it might generate
besides humility.

The frames of Nameless display, in gory detail, bloody mass murders and mutilated,
barely alive bodies infested with alien parasites, but the perpetual implication is that the
psychological horror experienced by the characters is worse than any physical atrocity
that befalls them. Nameless complicates cosmic horror by cramming it into the limited
space of the human body, which, scattered across the panels, festers and decomposes in
response. In their attempt to harness powers too great for them, the characters are driven
insane. The claustrophobic tension resulting from this impossible embodiment of
omnipotence is reinforced by the mere fact of the graphic novel’s visual power.
Recalling Lovecraft’s wordy style, the weirdness of Nameless arises in the excessive,
almost exultant display of madness and physical suffering coupled with its deliberate
failure to communicate the cosmic dread of the treacherously simple question: ‘What is
human?’

The graphic novel as a whole reiterates anxieties found in Anthropocenic discussions
of human agency as it disrupts the idea of humanity as a species in charge of its own
grand narratives of control, colonisation, and cultivation. It suggests that ultimately, the
question ‘what is human?’ is at once the most important and the wrong question to ask
because ‘human’ has become an unstable category in need of evolution. This is
reinforced at the end of the story: “Human is that which comprehends the pointless
horror of its own wretched condition” (Morrison/Burnham 2015: n. pag.). The medium
in which Nameless unfolds allows the powerful illustrations to express a deep, visceral
horror about being human which still fails to convey the vast scope of the plot’s
apocalyptic deliberations. In a way, therefore, the anti-humanism in Nameless risks
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becoming overwhelming rather than critical, and the story loses some of the new-weird
affirmative potential for deliberating the terrors of the Anthropocene. As Alexa Weik
von Mossner reminds us: it can be risky to rely on emotions such as fear, sadness,
regret, or anger to communicate environmental issues, because “an overload of negative
emotions might either lead to debilitating pessimism or to various forms of denial”
(2017: 163).

In Nameless, the human is belittled and ridiculed by tearing down spatial, temporal,
and psychological boundaries between human and more-than-human, monstrous
realities. This is also the case in the computer game Anatomy, an independent, first-
person exploration game developed by Kitty Horrorshow (2016). The horror of the
game narrative, as the title suggests, relies on a disturbing conflation of the human body
and the architecture of a house. Anatomy takes the player through the dark hallways of
an empty house collecting cassette tapes from various rooms and listening to them using
a tape recorder. In the first playthrough the recordings reveal an androgynous voice that
speaks of the existential and historical importance of ‘the house’ as a safe dwelling for
humans, explicitly comparing the house to a human body. Each room has its
comparable body part. The game has three levels of nearly-identical play and must be
restarted three times before the final level is ‘unlocked’. With each playthrough of
collecting cassettes, unsettling changes are added to the structure and objects of the
house and the recordings become distorted. Increasingly, the player gets the sense that
the house has a kind of malevolent agency. By the second playthrough it is clear that
one of the new voices on the tapes belongs to the house itself, and it speaks of ‘teeth and
bones and sinew’ in a guttural, vicious-sounding voice. The eerie horror of the game is
strengthened by the perpetual darkness, solitude, and silence. There is no music, and
sound effects are limited to the creaking of floorboards and opening or closing doors,
before an oppressive sort of rasping hum can be heard throughout the second and third
playthrough. The game questions the stability of the human body by deconstructing it
and mapping it onto the anatomy of the house, presenting a house ‘body’ that becomes
more real than the human body.

Where Nameless largely operates within the registers of the weird and cosmic horror,
Anatomy plays with tensions closer related to the uncanny and the eerie. Insisting on the
similarities between human and house anatomy and psychology, the malevolent
presence of the house is at odds with the absence represented by the disembodied
character who performs the commands of the player. There are no hands in sight, no
body parts to be located as the cassettes are inserted into the tape recorder; directing the
game view on the mirrors reflects only a muted sphere of light. Whether this light
comes from an intuitive source like a flashlight, a phone, or a video camera is uncertain,
but hugging the walls helps guide the player through the gloomy house because the
weak light reflects off objects and obstacles from up close. This hugging of the walls
also adds to the choking feeling of running from a horror hiding in plain sight. The
monstrous in Anatomy is, paradoxically, and in contrast to Nameless, embodied in the
absence of familiar bodies, eerily granting the house a stronger physical and
psychological presence than the player—and the human.

It is almost impossible not to compare Anatomy to Mark Danielewski’s novel House
of Leaves (2000), where the house can also be read as a main character around which
the plot—and the narrative structure itself—revolves. The reference to Martin
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Heidegger’s description of the uncanny as ‘das Nicht-zuhause-sein’—translated as “not-
being-at-home” (Danielewski 2000: 25), is an appropriate (and no doubt carefully
selected) in-story interpretation of Freud’s umheimlich. Just like Anatomy, House of
Leaves suggests that buildings can retain memories, that walls hold grudges, and that
houses can defy basic laws of geometry. The architecture, or indeed: the anatomy of the
house changes with each chapter of the book, just as it alters with each playthrough of
Anatomy. The uncanny monstrosity of House of Leaves and Anatomy is mired in the
realisation that the house, the home, a human’s essential safe dwelling, can turn against
its occupants.'” Read as Anthropocene allegory, ‘the house’ becomes a metaphor for
Earth: another dwelling the human, scaled-up to species level, has taken for granted
until nature, in the words of Latour, turned the tables and took on the role of acting
subject.

House of Leaves gives the reader the similar feeling of disembodied presence as
Anatomy, because the storyline is structured in several layers of footnotes to notes on a
film manuscript. The very structure of the story, it turns out, is at the mercy of the
house, which interferes on all levels of the narrative, until eventually paragraphs,
sentences, and words disperse, cluster, and disintegrate across the pages in a
progressively invasive manner. The feeling it provokes is claustrophobic and
antagonistic in much the same way as Anatomy. The similarity between the two texts is
particularly apparent towards the end of House of Leaves, when the reader follows the
main character through the house in pieces of writing squeezed ever tighter together in
the middle of the pages as if an impossible corridor of empty space—the body of the
house itself—were closing around the narrative:

On the other / side, we find / a narrow cor / ridor sliding / into darknes / s. [...]
Excep / t the futhe [sic] / r he goes, t / he smaller t / he hallway (Danielewski
2000: 443-445; ellipsis added; see figure 1).

Taking the reader through an uncanny labyrinth both at the level of diegesis and at the
level of form, Danielewski makes the act of reading itself weird.

This weirding of narrative form via the monstrous intrusion of trusted spatial
structures can also be recognised in the violent crescendo with which Anatomy ends.
The game ends in the basement, as white shapes soon identifiable as gigantic teeth start
protruding from the floor. All the while the disembodied voice of the house drones on
about its abandonment and hunger. The house turns organic; the player is absorbed into
its belly, deprived of all agency. House of Leaves and Anatomy might, like Nameless,
risk simply reinforcing the anxieties they examine."’ The ending of Anatomy, in
particular, does not leave much space for reflection beyond the wrath of the house;
House of Leaves at least ends with one of the protagonists asserting (however
perfunctorily): “Somehow I know it’s going to be okay. It’s going to be alright. It’s
going to be alright” (Danielewski 2000: 515). Nevertheless, Horrorshow and
Danielewski bring an edge to their representation of monstrosity by way of formal

'2 Whedon’s Cabin in the Woods also plays with the idea of the earth turning monstrous, but in a more
pointedly satirical way. (The movie ends with the protagonists choosing the apocalypse over adhering to
horror tropes.)

' See also Christy Tidwell’s description of ‘ecohorror’ (2018: 115-117).
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experimentation; by inviting the reader to succumb to weird ways of engaging with the
narrative, as the narrative itself becomes monstrous.

On the other
side, we find
a narrow cor
ridor sliding
into darknes

s. “These w
alls are actua
lly a relief.”

Navidson co

mments after
he has been
walking for a
while. “I ne
ver thought t
his labyrinth
would beap
leasant thin

g to return
to.” Excep
t the futhe
r he goes, t
he smallert
he hallway

gets, unti
| he has t
oremove
his pack
and crou

Figure 1. Danielewski 2000’s “On the other / side, we find / a narrow cor / ridor sliding / into darknes /
s. [...] Excep / t the futhe [sic] / r he goes, t / he smaller t / he hallway”. Reprint of the section’s visual
appearance; as printed on pages 443—445. Scanned by the author.

Nameless, Anatomy, and House of Leaves all reciprocate Lovecraft’s demand to leave
humanity at the threshold. The ‘threshold’ of the two latter is disturbingly literal.
Stepping over the threshold in Anatomy and House of Leaves reveals houses that are
haunted, not with the ghosts of humans, but with a terrible nonhuman fury whose
monstrous agency chokes human subjectivity. Besides demonstrating the transmediality
of the weird mode in the twenty-first century, they reimagine the monstrous as a deeply
physical human absence which complements the overwhelming nonhuman presence.
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Dancing between the registers of cosmic horror, the uncanny, and the eerie, they
represent a void in which nonhuman voices express their fear and anger at having been
ignored, silencing the human through the weird mode. As Latour writes: “The return of
[environmental] consequences, like global warming, is taken as a contradiction, or even
a monstrosity, which it is, of course, but only according to the modernist’s narrative of
emancipation [from the natural world]” (2011: 26; emphasis in original). Rupturing this
false grand narrative of emancipation from nature by unwrapping and challenging its
implicit human anxieties about the nonhuman, is one of the main ambitions of the new
weird. Bearing Moore’s critique of the Anthropocene discourse in mind, however, it can
be worth questioning what narratives like Anatomy and Nameless suggest is the
alternative to this grand narrative. Might their anti-humanism culminate in a
disempowering, undifferentiated release of responsibility in the face of ecological
crisis?

Conclusion—Weird Times Call for Weird Tales

Exporting and ridiculing the human individual or species for its cosmic insignificance
remains one of the key themes of the weird. In its contemporary form the weird also
introduces storyworlds in which that insignificance, and the feelings of anxiety with
which it often goes hand-in-hand, may be dissected. The shared conceptual space of
contemporary academic research and weird narrative suggests a need to incorporate the
vast scale of the monsters of the Anthropocene into a sustainable framework, and
(re)situate humanity in relation to them. New weird Anthropocene monsters may not all
be as similar to Cthulhu as Morton suggests in Hyperobjects (2013) or as Sederholm
and Weinstock argue in their The Age of Lovecraft (2016a), but they are perhaps more
similar than Haraway would care to admit for her Chthulucene. Nevertheless, the
twenty-first-century critical engagement with weird tropes suggests that the cosmic
spectres of Lovecraft still haunt the cultural imagination in the confronting context of
the Anthropocene. This paper should be read alongside Sederholm and Weinstock as a
call for more academic attention towards (new) weird narrative as an aesthetic platform
with potential for addressing and undressing Anthropocene issues by moulding them
into monsters. In engaging with the new weird monsters, audiences are challenged to
reposition themselves in relation to multiple forms of nonhuman subjectivities and to
question their own degree of agency in the Anthropocene age.
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YES, WE KHAN—
DIVERSITY AND DE-MONSTERIZATION OF MUSLIM IDENTITIES IN
MS. MARVEL (2014-)
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Abstract: In 2014, Marvel comics introduced a new character to take over the mantle
of the superhero identity Ms. Marvel. The new heroine is Kamala Khan, a 16-year-old
girl born and raised in New Jersey. Khan is Marvel’s first Pakistani-American, Muslim
superhero to headline her own comic book; as such, she represents a move towards
diversification in a historically conservative, white and masculine genre. In addition,
Kamala Khan comes into existence in a political and social context where the 9/11
attacks, the ‘War on Terror’, and Islamophobia continue to reverberate. This article
explores how the Ms. Marvel comic functions as a critique of the ways in which social
norms, stereotypes and prejudices have monsterized multicultural, Muslim identities,
especially in the years following 9/11. Conducting analyses of Khan'’s conflicted
relationship to her own identities and issues concerning visibility and concealment, |
explore how these negative framings affect her self-perception, and in turn her self-
representation. Lastly, I aim to illustrate the ways in which the comic challenges
monolithic and monstrous representations of Islam through its depiction of diverse,
multicultural, Muslim identities.

Keywords: comic books; superheroes; identity, monsters, Muslim-Americans; de-
monsterization.

Introduction

For a long time, comics were regarded by the academic field as a mass-produced form
of easy entertainment. During the last decades however, the medium’s potential to tell
complex literary and visual stories has caught the interest of academics and readers
alike. Today it consists of a diverse array of genres and artistic styles, with the
superhero genre still being one of the most persistent presences within the comic book
field. The genre has since its genesis been predominantly white, male, and
heteronormative with regards to characters, authors, artists and editors, and there has
consequently been a lack of—as well as problematic—representation of minorities
(Duncan/Smith 2009; Lendrum 2005; Stromberg 2011). In 2014, Marvel took a step
towards an increase in the diversity of their superheroes by re-launching Ms. Marvel
(Wilson/Alphona 2014). As the previous title-bearer Carol Danvers had taken on the
mantle of Captain Marvel,' a brand-new protagonist was created and introduced as Ms.
Marvel. The heroine is Kamala Khan, a 16-year-old girl born and raised in New Jersey,
who suddenly finds herself endowed with regenerative and shape-shifting powers. Khan
is Marvel’s first Pakistani-American, Muslim superhero to headline her own comic
book. The creators of the new character are Sana Amanat, a Pakistani-American who
grew up in New Jersey, and writer G. Willow Wilson who is herself a Muslim.

' For an introduction to Carol Danvers as Captain Marvel, see for instance Earth’s Mightiest Hero
Captain Marvel: In Pursuit of Flight, volume 1 (De Connick/Rios/Soy 2012).
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The introduction of Kamala Khan comes at a point in contemporary American history
where the collective trauma of 9/11 still reverberates. More than a decade of increased
surveillance targeting Muslims has created an atmosphere of fear and insecurity for
many Muslim-Americans (Shams 2018: 74). Issues of Islamophobia have not abated
noticeably; the current political discourse continues to foster a climate of suspicion and
hostility through anti-Muslim rhetoric (Bridge Initiative Team 2018).

It is against the backdrop of anti-Muslim sentiments and negative framings in the
political and media discourse that I examine Kamala Khan’s assumption of the
superhero mantle. Drawing on theories of the monstrous and images of Muslims
following 9/11, I look at how the comic functions as a critique of the ways in which
social norms, stereotypes and prejudices have monsterized multicultural, Muslim
identities. Through analyses of Khan’s conflicted relationship to her own identities and
issues concerning visibility and concealment, I explore how these negative framings
affect her self-perception, and in turn her self-representation. Furthermore, I aim to
show how the Ms. Marvel comic works to deconstruct the categorization of ‘Muslims’
as a homogenous group. Through the extended cast of characters, the narrative promotes
diverse, nuanced and complex representations of multicultural identities and expressions
of faith. The conscientious subversion of monstrous tropes related to Muslims furthers
the comic’s process of de-monsterization.

Superheroes, Conventions and Representation—A Brief History

Comics as a medium have a rich history across the world. For a long time, however, the
connection to mass production and notions of ‘easy entertainment’ did much to exclude
it from becoming an academic discipline in and of itself. It was arguably with Will
Eisner’s Comics and Sequential Art (1985) and Scott McCloud’s Understanding
Comics (1993) that academic research truly took hold. Since then, it has branched out
significantly, exploring historical and global aspects (Harvey 1994; Harvey 1996
[1994]; Mazur/Danner 2014; Duncan/Smith  2009), ideological aspects
(McAllister/Sewell/Gordon 2006), as well as explorations of different genres. Much
research has for example been done on specific non-fiction works such as Art
Spiegelman’s Maus (Ewert 2000; Kruger 2015), Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home (Warhol
2011) and Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis (Chute 2008; Malek 2006). The superhero
genre has been studied at length through works by Robbins (1996), Robinson (2004),
Hatfield, Heer and Worcester (eds. 2013), Regalado (2015) and Bahlmann (2016), to
mention a few. Since her appearance in 2014, Kamala Khan has also gained scholarly
interest, see for example Loeffert (2016) and Kent (2015). I look at these studies in
more detail later in the article.

Ms. Marvel is a comic book firmly placed in the superhero genre. It is a genre that has
come to be the beacon of comic books, for good and for ill, since Superman made his
appearance in Action Comics #1 in 1938. According to Reynolds, many of the character
definitions and genre conventions of superhero comics were cemented already with the
first published Superman stories; the god-like powers, the devotion to justice, the secret
identity or alter-ego, the patriotism (1992: 12—-16)—and, I will add, the idealized
masculine (and eventually feminine) form. With the notable exception of Wonder
Woman, early female superheroes were uncommon; women were, as pointed out by
Steinem, limited to “sitting around like a Technicolor clothes horse getting into jams
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with villains, and saying things like, ‘Oh Superman, I’ll always be grateful to you’”
(204).

Eventually, new female heroes entered the stage. The first issue of Ms. Marvel was
published in 1997, with Carol Danvers as the first to assume the identity. Two others
followed: succeeding Danvers were Sharon Ventura and Karla Sofen, before Danvers
again took over the mantle. Ms. Marvel, as a superhero identity, is full of history and
conventions; similar to heroes like Supergirl, She-Hulk and Spider-Woman, Ms. Marvel
was created as a female counterpart to Captain Marvel/Mar-Vell>—a beautiful, white,
blond and muscular alien hero dedicated to protecting mankind. The moniker thus
represents one of the most persistent tropes in the superhero genre, which is the
establishment of a female version of a male superhero. From her genesis, Ms. Marvel
was as such a female spin-off of the hegemonic masculine identity—the white,
heterosexual, male hero, written and drawn by white men.

It is perhaps not surprising that the superhero genre has been notoriously lacking in
terms of representation. American comics have historically employed detrimental
stereotypes and tropes in portrayals of race, nationality, sexuality and gender. For
instance, depictions of black superheroes have relied on tropes of hypermasculinity and
primitivism (Lendrum 2005), as well as an inclination towards physical violence (Cruz
2018). The portrayal of female superheroes has a long history of impossible anatomies
and poses.” There has moreover been a tendency to rely on overly sexual and
orientalized tropes regarding race, multiculturalism, and gender (Stromberg 2011). One
of the darkest tropes in comics is the killing of female characters in order to further the
male hero’s storyline.”

Curtis and Cardo have found that “[t]here has been a noticeable change” in the
superhero genre over the last decade or so (2018: 381) with an increase in positive
representation of gender, sexuality, race, and religion. As superhero comic books have
seen a rise in the number of superheroes of color, queer superheroes, female-led titles,
and female writers and artists (381), research on these themes has increased and
enriched the theoretical field. The introduction of Kamala Khan as Ms. Marvel in 2014
can be seen as part of the movement towards greater diversification and a break with the
status quo of superhero comics.

Imagining the Monster—Media Conceptions of the Monstrous

Monsters have been a part of our narratives since we began telling stories. The Snake of
Eden; Scylla; Medusa; Grendel; Dracula—these creatures, and variations thereof, are
born from ancient mythologies, religions and tales; they live, mutate and thrive in ever
new expressions, inspiring new monsters to spring forth. Etymologically, the word
‘monster’ stems from the Latin ‘monstrum’, meaning something dreadful or repulsive
(often an omen of evil or of bad times). The modern meaning of the word has stayed

% See for instance Essential Captain Marvel, volume 1 (Lee et al. 2008), for an introduction to the original
Captain Marvel. The collection also includes the first appearance of Carol Danvers in the Marvel
universe.

3 Examples include a compilation by Donovan 2015, Astonishingblow 2017—and Marvel’s Ms. Marvel
#5 [Carol Danvers] cover from 2006 (see Reed/Delatorre/Cho 2006).

* The trope is referred to as ‘Women in Refrigerators’, coined by comic book writer Gail Simone as a title
for her website created in 1999 (see Simone 1999-). It contains a list of female characters that have been
depowered and murdered to further the plotline of a male character.
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true to its root. The monster, a dictionary entry will tell us, is the abnormal; the deviate;
the unusual; the unnatural—words that at their core signify an aberrance from what is
considered to be the norm, the natural way of things. As representations of our fears,
anxieties, traumas and desires, monsters are, as Jeffrey Cohen (1996) notes, the
offspring of culture; they are embodiments of certain cultural moments (4) and represent
various aspects of “the intricate matrix of relations (social, cultural, and literary-
historical) that generates them” (5). In his fourth thesis of monster culture, Cohen
connects the monstrous to the notion of the Other: “[t]he monster is difference made
flesh, come to dwell among us. In its function as dialectical Other [...] the monster is an
incorporation of the Outside, the Beyond” (7). History is rife with examples of the
exaggeration of difference—political, ideological, racial, religious—into monstrosity
(8=11); one example is the multifarious Nazi propaganda against Jews; another, the
framing of people in African countries as primitive savages in order to justify
imperialist expansion.

One of the main catalysts for the establishment of the monstrous Other is arguably
war, and the anxieties and traumas in its wake. David J. Skal explores this subject in his
book The Monster Show: A Cultural History of Horror (2001 [1993]), where he looks at
some of history’s most enduring monsters. He defines four major, monstrous icons
throughout history: Dracula, Frankenstein’s monster, the dual nature of Dr. Jekyll and
Mr. Hyde, and the sideshow freak. These archetypes are ingrained into the cultural
images of the monstrous and keep coming back; “they mutate and evolve, the better to
hold our attention” (2001 [1993]: 19). Skal moreover emphasizes the view that media
expressions of the monstrous spring forth and adapt as responses to and reflections of
war as an omnipresent cultural trauma (2001 [1993]: 35, 229-230).

The creation of a monstrous Other may also be seen in relation to war-time acts of
constructing an image of ‘the enemy’. Indeed, this was the case for several of the
earliest superhero comics, as the genre was closely intertwined with world war two
propaganda (Duncan/Smith 2009; Scott 2007). Cord Scott notes that these comics relied
on heavily stereotyped images of American enemies, particularly of German, Russian
and Japanese nationalities (2007: 326-327), and at times there was little or no effort to
separate them from each other. The Japanese were drawn with “rat-like features, and a
general tone of underlying treachery”; sometimes all Asian enemies were grouped
together as “sinister looking Orientals” (327), and one Captain America storyline
portrayed him fighting “Giant Asian zombies” (334). This era also produced the Nazi
villain Red Skull (a man who literally looks like the flesh has been burned from his
body), who remains a presence in Marvel comics and films to this day.’ Such superhero
comic book portrayals of US enemies illustrate Cohen’s concept of the monstrous Other
and the matrix of categories (political, racial, cultural) that can intersect in the creation
of “monstrous difference” (7).

The concept of the monstrous Other is moreover relevant to another, still-ongoing
‘war’ that continues to impact not only a specific religious group, but also people of
specific ethnicities: it is the nebulous ‘War on Terror’. In the wake of the 9/11 attacks,
‘Muslims’ and ‘Arabs’ were particularly visible as media coverage surged in US and

> See for instance the collected volume Avengers: Red Zone (2010) or Uncanny Avengers, volume 4
(2017). Red Skull appeared as the main antagonist in the 2011 movie Captain America: The First
Avenger. [External reference, therefore not listed in the bibliography.]
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international media discourse. Ahmed and Matthes note an increase in detrimental
images of Muslims in this period, finding that several widely read and recognized US
newspapers such as the Los Angeles Times, the New York Times, and the Washington
Post relied on negative stereotypes in their representations of Muslims and Islam, “with
a common theme being Muslims are ‘terrorists’, ‘extremists’, fundamentalists’,
‘radicals’, and ‘fanatics’” (2017: 231). Descriptions like these promote images of
Muslims as a monstrous, homogenous group, while others quite literally echo Cohen’s
notion about the monster as “difference made flesh, come to dwell among us” (7).
Examples include references to Western countries as ‘breeding grounds’ for terrorists
(Steuter/Willis 2010: 157), and public officials like congressman Peter King referring to
American-Muslims as “’the enemy living amongst us’” (quoted in Steuter/Willis 2010:
154). Steuter and Willis’s analysis of dominating Western media discourses post 9/11
finds notable patterns of metaphors describing Muslims, specifically connected to
animals, vermin and diseases (159-162); two notable sub-categories are the beast and
the monster (157-158). The hostility seems not to have abated since the time of these
analyses, and the present political reality is still one in which security measures signed
into law are largely targeting people who are, or are suspected to be, Muslim. A recent
example is the so-called ‘travel ban’ ordered by the sitting US president, which affected
entry rights mainly for Muslim-majority countries (Lichtblau 2016). It illustrates that
the stigma towards specific ethnic and religious groups has not abated.

The ways in which cultural, political and religious differences have been constructed
as monstrous Otherness across different media, are of relevance in a critical reading of
Ms. Marvel. Just as other genres and media, the superhero comic explores issues of
contemporary society; it is a platform where the conflicts and questions of the real
world may be reflected, opposed, negotiated and discussed.

With its introduction of a multicultural, Muslim-American, female superhero in 2014,
Ms. Marvel has become a channel through which the voices of individuals belonging to
much exposed and debated minority groups can be represented in alternative ways. It
provides a space to reflect on and explore the post-9/11 American society from the point
of view of a Muslim-American, and the ways in which this collective trauma has
negatively impacted the psyche of people whose ethnicity or religion are still being
associated with monstrous images of extremism and terror.

The Monstrous Metamorphosis of Kamala Khan

The theme of otherness has been one of the most central points to previous analyses of
Ms. Marvel’s main character, Kamala Khan. Both Kent (2015) and Loeffert (2016)
discuss issues connected to a perceived necessity of making Kamala relatable to a non-
multicultural audience. Kent identifies the narrow focus of relatability in the reception
of the comic book; Loeffert argues that the creators of Ms. Marvel have used temporary
whitewashing and the pinning of Islamic values against American norms to privilege
whiteness, and to make the character more “palatable to non-multicultural readers” (38).
While the theme of otherness is central to my reading, 1 look at it specifically in
connection to the notion of the monstrous, drawing on Cohen’s theory. Furthermore, I
explore how Ms. Marvel challenges, negotiates and subverts notions of the monstrous
Other in a process that can be regarded as a de-monsterization of multicultural, Muslim
identities.

71



Yes, We Khan

The first volume edition of Ms. Marvel, entitled No Normal, introduces readers to
Kamala Khan: a 16-year-old girl who spends her days gaming, obsessing over comics,
fanfics and the Avengers, and spending time with her family as well as her best friends,
Nakia and Bruno. However, a prominent aspect of the first volume is also Kamala’s
awareness of the ways in which her looks, her Pakistani heritage and her faith make her
very visibly different from many of her popular peers at school. Her wish to fit in is
constantly negated by microaggressions from people like Zoe, the white, blonde, blue-
eyed and popular girl at school. When Kamala sneaks out to join a party down at the
waterfront, Zoe exclaims: “I thought you weren’t allowed to hang out with us heathens
on the weekends! I thought you were, like, locked up!” (Wilson/Alphona 2014: [9]).°
The statement reveals an immediate association of Kamala’s Muslim faith with notions
of dominance and control, which are common tropes especially in the portrayals of
Muslim men; they are the capricious and irrational oppressors of women (Khoja-
Moolji/Niccolini 2015). Zoe then goes on to point out: “Ugh, Kamala—no offense, but
you smell like curry. I’'m gonna stand somewhere else” ([10]).

While Zoe’s racist remarks may be a caricature of hegemonic identities’ ignorance,
they feed into dominating, negative stereotypes and aggravate Kamala’s conflicted
relation to her own cultures, beliefs, and her sense of self-worth; “I can never be one of
them, no matter how hard I try. I’'ll always be poor Kamala with the weird food rules
and the crazy family” ([13]).

As she walks home, she is enveloped in a mysterious mist that unlocks her
superpowers. Her desire to feel ‘normal’ simultaneously catalyzes a physical
metamorphosis; when she exits the mist, Kamala Khan has assumed the physical form
of her great hero, the blonde, blue-eyed and white Carol Danvers (the previous Ms.
Marvel).

The first frames succeeding the transformation depict a disoriented Kamala/Carol,
while Kamala, as the first-person narrator, tries to make sense of it: “okay, so I passed
out in the fog and had a dream that I asked Captain Marvel to make me like her.
Apparently she took me literally” ([22]). Throughout the series, yellow text boxes are
narrative tools that indicate the thoughts and considerations of the main protagonist. The
first-person perspective is usually an intimate type of narrative technique because it
gives the readers access to the character’s thoughts and feelings. The first text box in the
sequence highlighted above stands out by being neutral and summarizing; Khan
remembers the event and tries to understand what happened. The attempt to gain control
fails rapidly, however. As chaos reaches a climax at the bottom of the page, the
dominating image depicts a body in anatomical uproar, one abnormally large hand
covering the mouth in an attempt to keep from vomiting. Kamala’s dark brown hair
battles with Carol’s blonde; one eye is blue and the other one brown. The speech
balloons, the comic’s form of direct discourse, reflect and build onto the chaos
established by this image. Throughout the metamorphosis sequence, Kamala’s speech is
repetitive and short, often consisting of sounds only. Words and phrases are incomplete
or uncertain, emphasized by the use of several full stops or hyphens. The direct

% Due to lack of page numbers in the collected editions of Ms. Marvel, pages are counted starting from the
first page after the issue cover page. Page numbers are bracketed, in accordance with guidelines by the
Comic Art and Comics Area of the Popular Culture Association.
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discourse reflects the lack of control as the protagonist struggles to keep it together—
which, visually, she cannot, as she throws up herself from the body of Carol Danvers.

The climactic image of two bodies in battle in itself seems somewhat monstrous; it
depicts a being in a liminal state, not one thing or another, and it represents a complete,
albeit momentary, loss of agency for Kamala. As such, the image is one in which the
monstrous archetype of the Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde duality resonates. The intertextual
echo is an apt one, firstly because it emphasizes the human mind’s recurring battle with
itself regarding who we are and who we long to be. Secondly, the Jekyll/Hyde duality is
at its core a negotiation (or perhaps a battle) between visibility and concealment,
between the conscious and the unconscious desires/anxieties of the self. This
negotiation carries very different implications for Kamala Khan, however. While Dr.
Jekyll is outwardly perceived as a man abiding by the norms and rules of his society, he
may live out his darker desires as Mr. Hyde, whose acts become more atrocious for
every metamorphosis. Kamala Khan, on the other hand, feels like she literally has to
hide in another body in order to gain accept. To be ‘thoroughly’ Western is to be white;
as her brown-skinned, brown-haired self she seems to be viewed by her peers not as an
individual, but as part of something weird and foreign in their midst despite having
lived all her life in New Jersey.

Loeffert (2016) reads Khan’s metamorphosis as an expression of the creators’
‘particular agenda’ to establish “an atmosphere in which Kamala is able to reject
whiteness by privileging it” (38). The temporary whitewashing, Loeffert argues,
becomes a way to “minimize her ethnicity so that she may be more relatable to white
readers” (33). The thesis draws on Kent’s analysis of the media reception of Ms.
Marvel, where the critics’ narrow focus on the character’s relatability is criticized. Kent
argues that this insistence on relatability will ultimately “erase individual experiences of
marginalized peoples, suggesting that any reader who has ever felt marginalized should
be able to relate to the book when, in reality, every individual experiences difference
differently” (2005: 525).

Loeffert’s argument is interesting. Her analysis of the metamorphosis narrative seems
to rest on the assumption that the momentary whitewashing for the sake of making
Khan relatable and accessible to a non-multicultural audience, is a primary goal of the
comic book. “Conscious of the difficulty of promoting a minority character, the creators
of Ms. Marvel: No Normal dilute the otherness of Kamala Khan in order to make her as
accessible as possible to the majority of readers” (21).

This may have been the case and it may not; but there are nevertheless other possible
readings of the metamorphosis narrative. The chaotic abnormality of limbs and faces
that highlights Kamala’s change may also be read through the lens of Cohen’s notion
that monstrous bodies are “pure culture [...]. Like a letter on the page, the monster
signifies something other than itself” (4). The Kamala/Carol ‘monster’ arguably
functions as a visual comment on the limited racial parameters of success in society, and
on the historically rigid, normative categorizations of what it means to be a ‘proper’
superhero. As such, the comic discusses the implicit notion that in order to get
somewhere and be someone of consequence, you have to be a white, non-Muslim
American. The transformation may be read as a critique of this hegemony exactly
because of its monolithic nature and its consequences for minority groups, rather than
being read as an appeasement of a non-multicultural audience.
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The narrative technique is a central element to the way in which the comic exposes
the rigidity of these societal expectations and parameters of success. By focusing on
Kamala’s experiences, both visually and through the first-person perspective, the
narrative reveals the tension between how she (and readers) perceives herself as an
individual—with her quirks, interests, thoughts and worries—and the ease with which
her white, non-multicultural peers tend to categorize her through harmful stereotypes
based on the intersections of her identity. The process of metamorphosis visualizes the
collision between these perceptions. It appears almost as a reversion of the strange case
of Dr. Jekyll; he concocts an alter-ego that allows him to distance parts of the self from
that monstrous Other, which really originates from within (Cohen 1996: 7). For Kamala
Khan, it is the outer stereotypes, racism and rhetoric of difference that commence to
bleed into her as an internalized monster of racism, ignorance and prejudice.

What the metamorphosis narrative manages to convey through the intimate
perspective of Kamala herself, is the notion that the real monster is neither Kamala
Khan, nor Carol Danvers or the unruly amalgamation of the two. Rather, it is the matrix
of social, cultural, racial and religious norms that works with such a force upon Khan.
Carol represents a hegemonic femininity, for Kamala and society in general; as a white,
blonde, blue-eyed, successful and conventionally American superhero Danvers is
everything that Kamala Khan feels she is not, growing up in a society where racism and
Islamophobia are real, recurring aspects of her life. The rigidity and narrowness of these
parameters of acceptance become the monstrosity that the metamorphosis of Kamala
Khan is rooted in.

“The NSA Will Wiretap Our Mosque”—The Fear of Visibility in a Post-9/11
Society

The tension between visibility and concealment that runs through the metamorphosis
narrative in Ms. Marvel speaks to Kamala’s internalized perceptions of the conflict
between her own identities and a larger, social acceptance. This tension may also be
said to extend to matters of surveillance and security. As noted earlier in the article,
media representations of Muslims in the wake of 9/11 saw a rise in negative
stereotyping and visibility. Shams furthermore notes that the events of September 11th
“amplified the fears, hostility, and suspicion towards Muslims as a national security
threat”, eventually resulting in “surveillance programs specifically targeting Muslim
immigrants” (2018: 73). The discourse of Muslim immigrants as foreign threats
continues to this day (74).

Issues of surveillance, national security and vigilante justice have been a recurring
theme in American superhero comics.” In some instances, acts of enforcing ‘justice’
based on superheroes’ own convictions have involved pre-emptive strategies eerily
similar to profiling,® or may have led to mass destruction and the death of innocent
people. I mention the history of these thematic issues in order to point out the
significant difference between security and surveillance as overreaching ethical themes

7 The most famous example is perhaps Marvel’s Civil War story arc (2006-2007). [External reference,
therefore not listed in the bibliography.]

¥ See for instance Marvel’s Civil War 11 story arc (2016). [External reference, therefore not listed in the
bibliography.]
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related to many superheroes’ modus operandi, and the specific experience of Kamala
Khan as a Muslim-American superhero, in the context of the metamorphosis narrative.

As previously noted, Khan’s physical change can be read as a comment upon the
racial parameters of success. Loeffert explores the subject by remarking that although
Kamala returns to her natural form, she keeps transforming into Danvers several times
when a rescue is needed. It is a choice that reveals Khan’s assumption that a ‘real’ and
successful superhero is white (35). The continued transformation extends beyond her
assumptions, however; that she keeps returning to the shape of Carol Danvers also
speaks to her fear of being revealed as herself—including her name, her family, her
ethnicity, her culture, her Muslim faith—and the potential repercussions thereof. The
clearest example is to be found in one of Kamala’s earliest acts of superheroism. Upon
witnessing an ongoing robbery at the local Circle Q, Kamala (as Danvers) attempts to
stop the culprit, and in the process is shot in the abdomen. Her best friend Bruno
immediately tries to call the ambulance, but Kamala—now reverted to her own form—
intently refuses: “I have to hide. The police—they can’t know it’s me. My parents will
freak, the NSA will wiretap our mosque or something, and then they’ll sell me to
science!” (Wilson/Alphona 2014: [67]).

The outburst is humorous, but with dark implications. It illustrates that the post-9/11
American society of surveillance is an implicit yet ever-present aspect of Kamala
Khan’s life. While her comment following the shooting is somewhat tragicomic in its
juxtaposition of her major fears at that moment (her parents and the NSA), it
simultaneously reflects her conviction regarding how society will react upon finding out
that someone ‘like her’ has acquired superpowers. It reveals an instinctive anxiety about
her own hypervisibility—heightened further by her new superpowers—and its potential
consequences. Furthermore, it is a fear that extends beyond Kamala as an individual;
not only would she pose a threat, but the NSA would wiretap her family’s mosque,
presumably scanning the place for potential terrorists. Her assumption echoes Cohen’s
argument that in the process of constructing monstrous Others, “the boundaries between
personal and national bodies blur” (1996: 10), because this can be seen in relation to
religions and racial ‘bodies’ as well. As Shams notes, the categorical homogenization of
‘Muslims’ results in an institutionalized mentality that holds a large group of different
people collectively responsible, for instance in the event of a terrorist attack (2017: 77).

Through this scene, the comic continues to extend beyond the fictional narrative and
into the reality of post-9/11 American society, where racial and religious biases affect a
number of ethnically, religiously and culturally diverse individuals. It is a society in
which, if your skin is brown or your surname is Khan, your visibility fosters a strange,
paradoxical matrix of suspiciousness and ignorance. You are picked for ‘random’
security checks at the airport’ and if, in a fictional rendering of this society, you happen
to be a superhero, the fear of visibility could be momentarily greater than dying. In such
a world, Ms. Marvel asks, who are the real monsters—those who live under the gaze of
suspicion, or the invisible observers?

The metamorphosis narrative in the first volume of Ms. Marvel works on several
levels regarding notions of the monstrous and the process of de-monsterization. It may
be seen as a visualization of the ways in which Kamala Khan has internalized society’s

% As illustrated in Ms. Marvel: Civil War II, volume 6 (Wilson/Miyazawa 2016), when Kamala travels
alone to Karachi to visit her grandparents.
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perceptions of her based on her multicultural and religious identity, often relying on
detrimental stereotypes. It also reflects Khan’s assumptions about who can be an
American superhero, exploring her anxieties about her own superhero identity in the
context of security and surveillance issues specifically related to the image of Muslims
as potential extremist monsters.

Simultaneously, however, the narrative works to deconstruct these harmful
stereotypes, firstly by illustrating the crude racism and ignorance they are built on (as
exemplified by Zoe), and secondly by not shying away from the divergencies and
complexities of Kamala’s own emotions. Her desire to be like Carol Danvers implies a
radical and conflicted wish to shed her own self for the sake of an uncomplicated
whiteness that relieves her of her visibility; such a transformation would mean freedom
from racism, cultural ignorance, and the fear of being perceived as a threat based on her
ethnicity and religion. A testament to the ways in which the rigid parameters of
convention and success seem to dominate Kamala’s psyche, is the fact that her main
superpower manifests itself as shape-shifting—a power that Carol Danvers never
possessed. The metamorphosis may in this way be read as Khan’s attempt to de-
monsterize herself based on who she feels she should be according to society, with
regards to ethnicity, cultural belonging and religious belief.

That these are Kamala’s conflicts does not necessarily mean to indicate, as Loeffert
suggests, “a presumed inner conflict of any multicultural reader” (33); however, it
would not be strange should someone find themselves familiar with aspects of Kamala’s
struggles. That she wishes to be like Danvers while simultaneously concluding that
“being someone else isn’t liberating, it’s exhausting”, is a dialectic that explores the
oftentimes contradictory aspects of identities. As Renegar and Sowards (2009) argue,
“[c]ontradiction is not just a statement of opposition, but rather functions as a
transcendent term that includes a myriad of other strategies such as ambiguity, paradox,
multiplicity, complexity, anti-orthodoxy, opposition, and inconsistency” (6). Through
such a view of identity one may challenge “traditional notions of identity” (6).

Lastly, and importantly, the metamorphosis narrative ends with Khan’s decision to be
“the best version of Kamala” ([93]), because as her Abu tells her, she is perfect just the
way she is. In fact, posing as someone else is dangerous, as illustrated symbolically by
the fact that her regenerative force—enabling her to heal from a fatal bullet wound—
works only when Kamala Khan reverts back to her own body. Confronting societal
racism and phobia and conquering her own fears, Kamala Khan eventually realizes that
the true monstrosity nevertheless lies in being someone else.

Dismantling the Monolith—The De-Monsterization of Muslims

In addition to portraying Kamala Khan as she comes to terms with a new part of her
multi-faceted identity, the comic also works to deconstruct the categorization of
‘Muslims’ as a homogenous group. Through the extended cast of characters, Ms.
Marvel disrupts common tropes of Islamic faith and culture along the intersecting axes
of race, gender, age and religious expressions. Some central figures in this respect are
Kamala’s brother Aamir and his wife Tyesha, the Khan parents Yusuf and Muneeba, as
well as Kamala’s best friend Nakia.

One of the strengths of the Ms. Marvel character gallery, as argued by Kent (2015), is
the diversity of their expressions of faith, contributing to the notion that “Islam is not
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merely a monolith” (524). Kamala’s initial struggles with herself in many ways find
their contrast in her brother Aamir. He is dedicated to his faith, spends a lot of time with
the community at the mosque, and feels proud of the life he leads. In the fourth volume
of Ms. Marvel (Wilson/Alphona 2015) Aamir is confronted with the manifestation of
superpowers brought on by a forced mutation, and his immediate reaction is anger and
rejection. When asked how he could possibly be happy the way he was, Aamir
interrupts: “I’m a what? A religious freak? An MSA'® nerd? A Salafi? Yeah, I'm all of
those things. And I’m not ashamed of any of them” ([48]). While he is happy with his
life as it is, he constantly has to defend the choices he has made. He does it in volume
eight, when confronted by biased policemen who try to frame him as an illegal
immigrant and a potential terrorist (Wilson et al. 2017: [22-26]), and he has to do it
when faced with the discontent of his father regarding his lack of a steady job.
Nevertheless, he persists: “I do my own thing. I go to the mosque. I volunteer. I read
books. Why doesn’t anybody believe I'm happy the way I am?!” ([59]). Aamir’s
contentedness with his own identity emphasizes that belonging to a minority does not
need to “indicate a presumed inner conflict of any multicultural reader”, as Loeffert
(2016) suggests.

Yet another aspect of the diversification of Muslim identities in Ms. Marvel relates to
the representation of the other female characters. In her analysis, Kent highlights the
comic’s careful attendance “to familiar topics with regards to women, Islam, and race”
(2015: 524). The deconstruction of stereotypical representations of these issues are
significant advances in the process of de-monsterizing Muslim identities. Connected to
de-monsterization is the notion of de-victimization, specifically regarding the image of
the veiled and silent Muslim woman as a victim of oppression from the monstrous,
angry and irrational Muslim man (Khoja-Moolji/Niccolini 2015: 25-26). Myra
Macdonald argues that the Western “obsession with the veil” as an example of the
“problems of Islam” has pervaded media coverage also prior to 9/11 (2006: 8). Ms.
Marvel ridicules this kind of obsession through the character Zoe, who at the beginning
of the first volume (2014) shamelessly asks Nakia (who wears a hijab): “nobody
pressured you to start wearing it, right? Your father or somebody? Nobody’s going to
honor kill you?” (Wilson/Alphona 2014: [2]). The blatant ignorance of the remarks is
evidenced by the reactions: Kamala hides her face in embarrassment while Nakia
counters that her dad wants her to take it off, thinking it is just “a phase” ([3]). This
short sequence is the only place in the Ms. Marvel series to date where the issue of
veiling is brought up in connection to such a rhetoric. The wearing of different types of
veils, or the lack of veiling, is otherwise seldom brought up verbally, while still being a
natural part of the visual narrative. More importantly, when it is brought up, it is on the
female characters’ terms. A particularly powerful scene in volume five (2016) shows
Nakia and Tyesha debating the use of the hijab and whether or not its religious value
has been damaged by the younger generations’ use of it as a more of a secular symbol
for justice. While they discuss this, the two women are walking the streets as the leaders
of a group of political protesters. The scene exemplifies the way in which both Nakia
and Tyesha are portrayed throughout the series: as intelligent, funny, critical and
actively engaged in their community. Nakia continues to wear her hijab and Tyesha

' Muslim Students’ Association.
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wears the longer chador;'' the former sees it as a combination of faith, pride and as a
social statement, while the latter cherishes it as a symbol of faith. Kamala Khan, on the
other hand, does not cover her head except when she attends the mosque. In this way,
the Ms. Marvel comic manages to depict female characters whose expressions of
religion through clothing are neither overshadowed by didacticism, which has been a
tendency previously in comics (as noted by Stromberg 2001), nor reduced to symbolic
discourses regarding freedom of choice versus oppression.

As noted earlier, negative images and sterecotypes of Muslims and Islam have
according to Ahmed and Matthes (2017) been a dominating part of the public discourse
post 9/11 (235-236). Morey and Yaqin (2011) further note that even though nuanced
portrayals are attempted (213-214), the dominant images are still simplistic and thus
fail to convey the “unwieldy and complex realities” (19) of Muslim identities. Ms.
Marvel attempts to disrupt these images by dismantling one-dimensional expressions of
identities in the protagonist as well as the supporting cast of characters. An additional
aspect of this process is the comic book’s conscientious portrayal of its Muslim
characters as flawed and sometimes prejudiced, creating psychological nuance and
depth. In volume five of Ms. Marvel, the Khan parents Muneeba and Yusuf display a
somewhat limited acceptance of difference upon first hearing the news that Kamala’s
brother Aamir plans to marry Tyesha (Wilson et al. 2016). She is an African-American
woman raised by Christian parents, but she decided to convert to Islam at some point
before readers meet her. The initial reaction of the parents is one of shock and dismay—
Muneeba laments the news loudly: “I could have gotten an excellent rishta'? with a
Karachi girl who wouldn’t mind having a penniless husband who is too pious to have a
bank account or get a mortgage!” ([75]). The reaction is immediately countered by
Aamir, exclaiming “[w]hy don’t we just admit what this is really about?” He
sarcastically continues: “[Y]ou would never reject a rishta with a smart, beautiful,
honorable woman because of some outdated idea that a good bride looks like a circa-
1989 Bollywood commercial for Fair and Lovely."” Right?” ([75-76]). Yusuf and
Muneeba’s racial bias is shown to be related to their perception of the familiar versus
the foreign; Muneeba speaks of “people like us” and “the right background” in relation
to Aamir’s marriage ([76]), implicitly constructing Tyesha as Other. Tyesha is visibly
uncomfortable, holding a pillow against her body in a protective manner. This shift in
the perspective of Othering is a fascinating twist on the ways in which Kamala, earlier
in the narrative, is treated by her classmates.

The exploration of the Khan parents’ racial prejudices shows that while the narrative
works consciously to disrupt monolithic and monstrous tropes of ‘the Muslim’, it does
not shy back from displaying flawed characters. There is something inherently human in
prejudices, and in this scenario the comic book shows how issues of culture, religion
and race intersect in a variety of ways across different groups in society. Importantly
though, Ms. Marvel also explores the ways in which personal biases may be overcome
and conceptions changed. Yusuf and Muneeba quickly realize that they have a lot in
common with Tyesha. When they meet her parents, Yusuf’s reflections on generational
and cultural changes brought on by their children reveal a multidimensionality in his

' A long garment covering the body and the head. It may or may not cover parts of the face.
'2 Marriage proposal.
13 «A skin-lightening cream popular in Asia” ([76]).
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character that contrasts considerably with the previously discussed media images of
monstrous Muslim men. The contrast to their initial reaction of this ‘Other Muslim’ girl
is great as he concludes the meeting stating he will treat Tyesha “as my own flesh and
blood” ([101]).

The family and friends of Kamala Khan are important to the Ms. Marvel narrative,
not only as pieces of the puzzle that is Kamala’s life, but as fully formed, rounded
characters in their own right. Through portraying their relations to each other, their
multi-faceted religious expressions, their strengths and shortcomings, the comic further
de-monsterizes the monolithic, stereotypical images of Muslims and minority identities.

Conclusion

As with many superhero comic books before it, Ms. Marvel is to a large degree about
standing out, about being different—about being, as the first volume title emphasizes,
‘no normal’. In addition to dealing with the extraordinariness of superpowers however,
Ms. Marvel reflects on notions of normality and monstrosity by questioning dominating,
negative stereotypes of Muslims in US political and media discourse. By visually and
verbally portraying how these public, monsterizing discourses affect individuals like
Kamala Khan both physically and mentally, the comic critically examines the
repercussions of issues like Islamophobia, media visibility and targeted surveillance in
the wake of 9/11. The comic connects Khan’s exposure to racial, cultural and religious
bias to the rigid, normative parameters of acceptance and success in society. These
norms, fueled by some of her peers, become monstrous as they continue to eat their way
into Kamala’s conflicted psyche, eventually catalyzing a metaphor-laden physical
metamorphosis.

My contribution has attempted to show that Ms. Marvel’s nuanced and diverse
representation of characters like Kamala Khan, her family and her friends, may function
as a de-monsterization of very visible minority identities that are often associated with
the monstrous, especially relating to fundamentalism, violence and terror. Through
Khan, Ms. Marvel has further potential to become a powerful text in the discussion of
representation of multi-faceted, female identities; but as Kent argues, in order to realize
its potential, it is important to focus on “the specificity of Kamala’s female-teen-
American-Muslim subjectivity” (2015: 524). What critics have tended to concentrate on
1s how Kamala’s experiences “fit into their experiences” (524); upon its release, her
relatability became the overarching theme for many critics, and the notion that she is
‘Jjust like you and me’ was according to Kent a refrain in the initial receptions of the
comic book. It is problematic that the specific experiences of marginalized, multiple
identities seem to have been ignored; it moreover underlines the need for critical
examinations of these themes in a medium with the range and power of voice such as
the comic book. It would be interesting to see further explorations of these topics.
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Section 2

Cinema and Television

Just as monsters are

the product of categorical breakdown,
our dispositions towards the monster
also defy simple categorization

—Perkins, on page 144.



“[...] processes of othering have been,
and continue to be, at work here”
—Hiltunen, on page 88.

“Simply put, the monster
is a living being [...]”
—Robinson, on page 107.

“[...] outside the rules of
space, time, and causality”
—Lehner, on page 131.

“[...] indeed it 1s science itself
that produces a monster |[...]”
—Perkins, on page 142.

“[...] the monster

that has to be fought?”
—Bockwoldt, on page 159.

“[-..] in reality he himself had acted
like the legendary monster |[...]”
—P6tzsch, on page 185.

““Monster’ can be seen as a
dynamic site of meaning-making [...]”
—Schubart, on page 195.

“[...] the monster
is both other and self”
—Thorsen and Skadegard, on page 218.



EXOTIC AND PRIMITIVE LAPLAND—
OTHERING IN THE EARTH IS A SINFUL SONG (1973)

Kaisa Hiltunen (University of Jyviskyli)

Abstract: This article contributes to postcolonial cultural criticism by analyzing how
since the 1920s, Lapland and its residents have been portrayed as exotic Others in
Finnish feature films that are set in Lapland. The roots of the othering of Lapland go
back to the nationalist aspirations of the Finns. The geographical distance of the
northern region has bred mental distance, because of which Lapland has remained a
source of exoticism for filmmakers, who almost invariably come from the South.
Lapland can be seen as Finland’s spatial and cultural Other, an “internal Other”
(Jansson 2003). This article asks what kind of strategies of othering are used in Rauni
Mollberg’s film The Earth Is a Sinful Song (1973), which is the extreme example of
othering among films that are set in Lapland. The film is based on Timo K. Mukka’s
novel of the same name and it caused a sensation to contemporary audiences because of
its harsh and naturalistic way of depicting life in a poor northern village in the late
1940s. The article analyzes the cinematic techniques and style that are used to represent
the characters as primitive, over-sexed and uncivilized. It also places The Earth Is a
Sinful Song in a continuum of ‘Lapland films’, showing that othering has taken many
forms both before and after it.

Keywords: Finnish cinema; Lapland;, Lapland films; the Other; othering; exoticism;
The Earth Is a Sinful Song (1973).

Introduction

Since the 1920s, Lapland and its residents have been exoticized and portrayed as Others
in Finnish feature films (Lehtola 2000; Toiviainen 2000; Hiltunen 2014). Several of the
films that are set in Lapland suggest that there is something different, uncontrollable, or
unexplained about Lapland and its inhabitants. In feature films, Lapland, the
northernmost province of Finland, has served as a setting for events that could not take
place anywhere else in the country.! While earlier films conjured up romantic and
mythical visions of Lapland, recent films have been more humorous in their portrayal of
the region, which, viewed from the Helsinki metropolitan area, where most of the
filmmakers come from, is quite peripheral. It seems that for Finnish filmmakers Lapland
has been the most fascinating source of exoticism and adventure inside the country’s
borders.

This article asks how Finnish feature films that take place in Lapland, ‘Lapland
films’, represent the region and its inhabitants as exotic Others. Rauni Mollberg’s film
Maa on syntinen laulu (The Earth Is a Sinful Song, 1973) is analyzed as the main
example. Mollberg adapted Timo K. Mukka’s novel of the same name into a gritty
portrayal of poor people living in a secluded village in southwestern Lapland in the
years after the Second World War. The film was criticized for its cruel, naturalistic

' Lapland is defined here broadly as encompassing areas both north and south of the Arctic Circle,
belonging to the province of Lapland.
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style, but was at the same time praised for its authenticity (Koivunen 1999). The article
argues against this claim to authenticity and asks what strategies of cinematic
expression contribute to the sense of othering in The Earth Is a Sinful Song (hereafter
The Sinful Song). Sexuality and religiousness emerge as the main areas where the
characters are portrayed as Others. The article argues that the film concentrates on those
aspects of the novel that were experienced as the most sensational, disregarding its
poetic elements.

Mollberg’s film is not the only Lapland film that portrays the local characters as
primitive and as behaving in an excessive manner, and it is not the only film that links
such behavior to sexuality and a perceived enthusiasm for religion and spirituality.
These themes and similar representations have come up in several other films since
1920s. This article gives a concise overview of other such films in order to show that
The Sinful Song is not the only film where such practices of othering can be found,
although, as I will argue, it is the most extreme one.

By critically analyzing how differences are constructed in Lapland films the article
contributes to what might be called postcolonial cultural criticism in a Finnish context
(c.f. Ridanpaa 2005: 27-37). This criticism draws attention to inequalities in power
structures and to the way these structures are reflected and reproduced in cultural
discourses. Analysis of representations of Lapland means analyzing representations of
otherness constructed mainly by artists coming from the South. As Ridanpii (2005: 27—
28) points out, postcolonial research always needs to be located in a specific context.
Therefore, there is no single theory of othering that this research draws from, but a few
important contributions need to be highlighted.

Othering, understood as a process of differentiation, devaluation, exoticization and
exclusion and discussed by Edward W. Said especially in his study of ‘Orientalism’
(2003 [1978]; 1994 [1993]: xxviii), has taken various forms in the course of Finnish
film history. It reflects the power inequalities and tensions between the North and the
South of Finland, and it is underpinned by postcolonial attitudes especially as far as the
Sami, the indigenous population of Finland, are concerned (Koivunen 1999; Kuokkanen
2007; Pietikdinen/Leppdnen 2007; Saarinen 2011). This article argues that even the non-
Sami inhabitants of Lapland are often portrayed as not being quite equal to the people of
the South. In this context, the Other emerges as either a Finn or a Sami living in
Lapland, with the main focus being on the non-Sami part of the population.

This article considers the Lapland films as discourses that construct an imaginary,
exoticizing, image of northern Finland (Naskali 2003: 27). Exoticization is understood
as the aspect of othering that emphasizes fascinating differences in the Other. Said’s
(2003 [1978]) analysis of the way Western writers contributed to the creation of the
Orient, an exotic version of the East, is the paradigmatic example of this kind of
approach. Literature scholars Juha Ridanpéé (2003; 2005) and Anne Heith (2016) have
drawn inspiration from Said’s method, Ridanpéé in his analysis of the construction of
the North (as opposed to the South) in Finnish literature, for example in the short stories
of Rosa Liksom; and Heith in her research on Laestadianism’s role in contemporary
Sami and Tornedalian cultural texts. Referring to Said, Ridanpdi (2003: 108) points out
that when criticizing representations of the Other, there is always the danger of
repeating “the same models of totalizing structures and theories which the work was
eventually supposed to be criticizing”. Indeed, this article emphasizes that not all
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Lapland films exoticize in equal measure. It also emphasizes that these films do not
constitute a genre: the films are diverse in terms of content and style. The term ‘Lapland
films’ is used as a thematically guided shorthand to refer to this heterogeneous group of
films.

‘Lapland films’ have received little scholarly attention, although Lapland has been a
conspicuous presence in Finnish cinema. Previous research merely mentions some
relevant films (Naskali 2003) or concentrates on analyzing individual films (Hiltunen
2014; Koivunen 1999; Saarinen 2011). Jorma Lehtola’s (2000) research on the role of
the Sami in Finnish cinema is an exception, but many Lapland films have been
produced since then. A comprehensive analysis is not possible here, either, but this
study intends to pave the way for future research on Lapland films.”

The article first characterizes the relationship of Finland to Lapland and then presents
an overview of the ways of othering in key films made before the premiere of The Sinful
Song. It then analyzes Mollberg’s film in terms of style, depiction of sexuality,
religiousness and colonialist attitude, and looks at the film’s reception. Finally, the
conclusion points out how similar practices have continued in later films and sums up
the findings.

Lapland as an ‘Internal Other’

The relationship of Lapland to the rest of Finland, or the South, is fraught with tensions.
This relationship can on the one hand be approached as the negotiation of the self-
identity of people living in the North and the South. This means that definitions of the
North and the South are many and the categories are symbolic and subjective rather than
objective and clearly defined (Suopajarvi 1999: 18—-19). The same can be said about the
cultural discourses, which are largely symbolic and imaginary. On the other hand, the
relationship needs to be considered on the national level. It has been argued that the
othering of Lapland, and of the Sami in particular, has been connected to the self-
definition of Finns. In this process, Lapland has been in the position of an underdog
(Hautala-Hirvioja 2011: 184, 192; Saarinen 2011: 74—164). The condescending attitude
of Finns towards the Sami, which is reflected in films as well as in other cultural
products, dates back to previous centuries and Finland’s determination to become a
civilized European nation: Finns wanted to distance themselves from the Sami, whom
they considered a backward, physically inferior people (Lehtonen/Loytty 2007: 109—
110; Saarinen 2011: 36-44).

In Finland, the colonization of the areas belonging to the Sami, the Sapmi, is a
controversial issue, in the first place because not all historians agree that colonization
has indeed occurred (Kuokkanen 2007: 146). According to Tuija Hautala-Hirvioja
(2011: 184), “Finnish pioneers settled Lapland as early as the sixteenth century” (about
the colonization of the Sami, see also Kuokkanen 2007). Ulla Vuorela (2009: 21) argues
that “we [Finland as a nation] have slowly come to accept the view that we have
practiced ‘internal colonisation’ through the ways in which we gradually made the Sami
people retreat towards Lapland from their earlier abodes in the South”. Lapland and its
inhabitants have never posed a threat, except perhaps an imaginary one, to the nation or
to Finns as an ethnic group. This means that the cinematic representations of

? Sami films, that is to say films made by the Sami, are not included in the analysis, because the focus is
on differences constructed by filmmakers that come mainly from outside Lapland.
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Laplanders® and of the Sami cannot be described as enemy images. While it may also be
an exaggeration to talk about monsterization, it is undisputable that processes of
othering have been, and continue to be, at work here.

Geographically speaking, Lapland has been vital to the nation. Its fells and rivers
were considered part of the Finnish national landscape and used in the construction of
the nation and its self-image (Hautala-Hirvioja 2011; Saarinen 2011: 113-115), and its
beauty has been used to attract tourists to the country. The northern lights and the
midnight sun have been presented as a part of Finland’s national heritage (Hautala-
Hirvioja 2011: 195). Since the early 20th century, the relationship between Lapland and
the rest of the country has been one of mutual gain, because Lapland has benefited
economically from tourism. In cultural products, othering has persisted even though
Lapland is no longer uncharted. Together with other cultural products, films have
contributed to the creation of Lapland as a culturally specific and fascinating place.
Those aspects of Lapland that set it apart from the rest of the country have been
emphasized, and this has usually meant concentrating on selected characteristics such as
fell landscapes and colorful Sami costumes.

Geography is one aspect in the process of othering, although films are not always
very specific about the geographic limits of Lapland. Films have contributed to the
construction of a mythical Lapland by, for example, omitting place names, as happens
in The Sinful Song, or by mixing local cultures, as is the case in The White Reindeer,
where the filmmakers picked the most exotic elements of different Sami groups in order
to produce an impressive representation of the indigenous population (Lehtola 2000:
139-140). Of later films, Jalmari Helander’s Rare Exports (2010) and Jussi Hiltunen’s
Armoton maa (Law of the Land, 2017) were shot in Norway, partly for economic
reasons and also, in the case of Rare Exports, because of the more impressive landscape
(Kinnunen 2010). According to Tommi Rompétti (2019), in several Finnish films in the
2000s, Finland is divided into two parts in a way that implies a class division: in this
geographical and economic polarization, the poor, working-class North is considered
subordinate to the wealthy South, usually meaning the relatively small capital city area
of Helsinki.

The othering that takes place in cinematic representations can be seen as a case of
‘internal Orientalism’, a term that David R. Jansson (2003) uses to theorize the
relationship of the United States and its South on the basis of W. J. Cash’s book The
Mind of the South (1941). According to Jansson, the South is represented as an internal
spatial Other and he argues that these representations play a part in the construction of a
privileged national identity in the US. The term ‘Orientalism’ originates with Said
(2003 [1978]), who argued that Europe used the Orient to define itself by constructing
the Orient as different and in opposition to itself. Said (2003 [1978]: xi1) emphasized
that “neither the term Orient nor the concept West has any ontological stability; each is
made up of human effort, partly affirmation, partly identification of the Other”. He
thereby argues that the ‘Orient’ is a result of imagination, just like every other attempt
to define others. The case of Lapland and the rest of Finland may be a slightly milder
version of ‘internal Orientalism’, but it is recognizable nevertheless.* However, it needs

3 This term refers to the non-Sami Finns living in Lapland.
* Australia may offer another, somewhat similar case. Jane Stadler, Peta Mitchell and Stephen Carleton
(2016: 77-80) have taken inspiration from Jansson’s term and characterized the role of the Australian
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to be remembered that in Finnish films set in Lapland, the Sami have played a lesser
role than the Finns. The Sami have rarely been seen as main characters.

Another borderland and a fringe of civilization familiar from cinema is the American
West. Lapland has played a somewhat similar role in a couple of Finnish films as the
Wild West in American films: both are depicted as regions apart, where different rules
apply, and in both types of film a prominent role is given to majestic landscapes. Even a
few Westerns have been set in Lapland. The Villi pohjola (The Wild North) trilogy
(1955, 1963, 1963) by Aarne Tarkas presents a utopian vision of a pristine indigenous
people who look like a mixture of the Sami and American Indians (Salmi 1994: 149-
150). The influence of the Western can also be seen in Mika Kaurisméki’s apocalyptic
The Last Border (1993) and the masculine revenge story Law of the Land.

What Jansson (2003: 295) says about the role of positive aspects in the othering of the
American South applies to representations of Lapland, too: “While I would suggest that
overall, the negative representations have outweighed the positive, even positive
representations reinforce the idea that the South is different and to that extent strengthen
the role of the South as an internal Other”. Emphasizing the beauty of the North can
likewise be seen as an example of positive exoticism, but the way the habits and
gestures of the local people are portrayed often falls under the category of negative
exoticism. Umur (Lehtinen 2002), in which the northern people are weird and strangely
inarticulate, is a case in point (Hiltunen 2014: 72—73). When Lapland is represented in
films, the representation is never neutral. The fact that the story takes place in Lapland
is always highly significant and the expectation is that something out of the ordinary is
going to happen. Why this might be the case and what such extraordinary events are,
will be considered in the next section.

The Mythic and Romantic Lapland of the Early Films

The weight of history and the tradition of cultural expression together with the fact that
film production is South-centered and filmmakers bring an outsider’s perspective to the
task help continue the practices of othering in Lapland films. There are not many
filmmakers with roots in the North and who would be inherently interested in the area.
That may explain why the stories are usually only loosely connected to local contexts
and why people are portrayed as funny, strange or quirky. In the story-world, too, the
point of view in many films belongs to a character who is a stranger to the community
(for example, Umur and Kaikella rakkaudella [Things We Do for Love, Ijis 2013]). This
sense of looking at Lapland from an outsider’s perspective seems to be one of the
defining features of these films.

During the first half of the 20th century, the region was still physically separated from
the rest of the country: the lines of communication between the North and the rest of
Finland were poor and under-developed. Lapland was out of reach for most people and
therefore it continued to be an object of wonder. It was not until the late 1960s and after
the increase in private car ownership that travel gradually became possible for ordinary
people (about the beginning of tourism in Lapland, see Makinen 1983). The romantic,
exotic representations provided by films also began to attract people to the region
(Lehtola 2000: 9). Many of the Lapland films took part in the construction of Finnish

Tropical North as “a marginalized internal Other”, an anxiety-inducing borderland in Australian
cinematic, literary and theatrical narratives (Stadler/Mitchell/Carleton 2016: 77).
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national identity by producing imagery considered appropriate for that purpose. The
films featured beautiful, untouched landscapes (Toiviainen 2000: 82) and Sami culture,
suggesting that Lapland is worth a visit.

In cinematic representations, Lapland continues to be looked at with a superficial
tourist gaze and certain stereotypical views persist. Pdivi Naskali (2003: 27) observed
that “[b]ecause Lapland is far away, for those living in Helsinki it is mentally further
than the cities of Europe, it exists as an imaginary image that can be filled with mythical
stories”.” Although some of the filmmakers were interested in Lapland and even
conducted research on Lapland and the Sami, as the makers of The White Reindeer—
Erik Blomberg and Mirjami Kuosmanen—did, most of the early films display naive
exoticism (Lehtola 2000). All the Sami characters, for example, were played by Finns
(Salmi 1994: 150), which suggests that the films were not so much an insider’s as an
outsider’s vision of Lapland.

Among the first Finnish feature films to portray Lapland is the horror drama Noidan
kirot (The Curse of the Witch, 1927, translated by the author); directed by Teuvo Puro.
It deals with a curse that a male Sami witch put on the area occupied by Finnish settlers
after they first blinded and then killed him. Later, when the film’s male protagonist asks
his bride to come and settle with him in the North, his blind sister warns the bride of the
curse. The bride’s misfortune soon begins, when she is raped by a logger. The film is an
adaptation of the northern writer Vaino Kataja’s novel from 1914, in which a witch tries
to protect the land against Finnish colonists. However, in the film the situation has been
reversed: the Sami witch becomes the bad guy and the Finns finally manage to take over
the lands belonging to the Sami (Lehtola 2000: 43—45).

Witcheraft is the key story element also in The White Reindeer, a visually outstanding
film that set the pattern for later films. According to Heli Saarinen (2011: 114), the
film’s mythic Lapland is based on a long tradition of Lapland imageries. It is this
mythic quality of Lapland that later films have mimicked, not the story or the film’s
style, which are quite unique. The White Reindeer was made for an international
audience and its release was calculated to occur during the Olympic Games that took
place in Helsinki in 1952. In the story, a spell cast by a shaman makes a young woman
take the shape of a white reindeer that lures men on and leads them to their death. The
Sami, and particularly the enchanted woman, are represented in 7The White Reindeer as
commanding mystical forces, as being close to nature and as possessing sexual power.
This is not the only case where a female character crystallizes what is different and
exotic about Lapland. The tradition continues in Umur, where the female character is
associated with a white owl; she too is a tragic figure, whom the male protagonist
desperately pursues (Hiltunen 2014). Sexuality, in romantic and more carnal versions,
but also in connection with wrongdoings, is a recurring theme in the early films.

Romantic encounters between northern women and southern men, as well as darker
elements such as mystical rituals and death, were already present in Jack Witikka’s film
Aila—Pohjolan tytir (Arctic Fury, 1951) and in Maaret, tunturien tytto (Maaret, the
Mountain Maid, 1947) directed by Valentin Vaala (Saarinen 2011: 51). The exotic
elements and sinister occurrences resurface in later films, sometimes in a markedly

> As translated by the author. Original text in Finnish: “Koska Lappi on kaukana, helsinkildiselle
henkisesti kauempana kuin Euroopan kaupungit, on se olemassa imaginaarisena kuvana, jota on helppo
tayttdd myyttisilld tarinoilla” (Naskali 2003: 27).
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different register. Teuvo Tulio’s last, intentionally tasteless, Sensuela (Sensuella, 1973)
1s a campy story of one Sami woman’s moral ruin at the hands of a German soldier. In
Sensuella, excessive behavior is linked to sexuality, as is the case also in The Sinful
Song, which will be analyzed in detail in the following section.

The Wretched Others in The Earth Is a Sinful Song (1973)

The Sinful Song offers a completely different view of Lapland than the earlier films,
particularly in terms of film style, but also in terms of content. At the time of its
production, in the early 1970s, the hard years of the post-war reconstruction were over
and the country’s economy was developing fast. The basis of the welfare state was
being built and differences in income were growing smaller. A lot of people had already
moved into cities as part of the urbanization process (Roos 1999: 17). The Sinful Song
takes the viewer back to the immediate post-war years. The film does not explicitly
situate the story in the late 1940s and the reconstruction time, but this is the period that
Mukka’s novel, on which the film is based, depicts. The reconstruction of Lapland
began later and proceeded more slowly than in the rest of Finland (Tuominen 2015: 64—
70), and therefore Lapland was particularly vulnerable during this historical period. In
the late 1960s and early 1970s, a lot of people emigrated from northern Finland to
Sweden in search of work.

This article analyzes The Sinful Song in the context of Lapland films, although in
terms of style a more likely context might be socially conscious films, such as Risto
Jarva’s Tyomiehen pdivikirja (A Worker’s Diary, 1967) and Mikko Niskanen’s
Kahdeksan surmanluotia (Eight Deadly Shots, 1972). The Sinful Song breaks the image
of Lapland as beautiful postcard scenery, but it offers a different kind of exoticism
through its naturalistic depictions of people and landscapes. It portrays its characters as
uncivilized and primitive, animal-like in their instinctual behavior—a vision that
shocked many contemporary viewers, standing as it did in such stark contrast to the
atmosphere of progress prevailing elsewhere in the country (Koivunen 1999).

The film’s setting is an unnamed village in Lapland. As far as the storyline is
concerned, the film adapts quite faithfully Timo K. Mukka’s (1944-1973) first novel,
which was published in 1964. Mukka lived most of his short life in the municipality of
Pello, in the valley of the River Torniojoki. According to literary critic Olavi Jama,
Mukka was the first northern writer who, albeit with great difficulty, gained recognition
as one of the foremost Finnish writers of his time. Jama points out that in literature,
Lapland was tied to exoticism until the 1950s and that Mukka was one of those who
managed to detach himself from that tradition (Jama 2010: 154). Mukka, whose life was
marked by poverty, illness and existential and religious crises, found the inspiration for
his first novel, which he finished at the age of nineteen, in his immediate surroundings.
The novel is set in a fictitious village called Siskonranta, which appears to be like one of
the villages in the area of Pello.

In the film, the actors—most of whom were amateurs from the region—speak the
local dialect. The scenery suggests that the setting is further north, and as the National
Audiovisual Institute announces on its website (KAVI 2013), the film was shot in the
village of Kittild, about one hundred kilometers north of Pello. The film portrays sickly,
wretched people, whose lives revolve around trying to meet their most basic needs.
Birth, death, desire, sickness, and violence are the main elements of the narrative, at the
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center of which is the 18-year-old protagonist Martta and her awakening sexuality. She
lives with her parents and grandfather in a small house in an isolated community, where
life is cruel, filled with endless toil and hardship. With the exception of the love-struck
Martta, everyone looks tired and unkempt; quite indifferent to their overall appearance.

The tale of awakening sexuality is framed with ever-present death. Early in the film, a
migrant worker is stabbed to death at an open air dance. It is the first in a series of six
deaths that the film includes. Next to die is a calf, which Martta’s father chops to pieces
in its mother’s womb because it was in the wrong position. The film shows events in
close-ups as the father puts his hand inside the cow and draws out a piece of the calf’s
leg. Thirdly, a single mother, Aino Liinukorpi, bleeds to death after a miscarriage while
her four children, who sleep in the same room, watch and cry. Later, the grandfather
dies of poor health, Martta’s lover dies by drowning in the icy water after having been
chased there by Martta’s father, and close to the film’s end the father hangs himself
behind a shed. The film’s last scene, which follows immediately after the father’s
suicide, and in which Martta, who has given birth to a baby, walks across the yard
carrying the child, leaves the impression that life in the village will continue as it has
done until then: children will be born and they will continue to grow up and live here as
previous generations have done, struggling to stay alive. The film evokes the impression
that Martta resigns to this fate.

Poor Laplanders Under a Magnifying Glass

The lack of contextualization in the film contributes to the impression that the film is
about Lapland in general and consolidates an image of the region as a mythic place,
somehow outside of time. Because the film is vague about the geographical and
temporal location of the story, the narrative has the feeling of a timeless struggle for
survival. Jama (2010: 154) observes that, historically, in Finnish fiction Lapland has
stood in for a past, lost world, and this is also the impression that Mollberg’s film
creates. The lack of spatial coordinates as well as of an outsider’s point of view within
the story world enhance the feeling of oppressive inwardness and seclusion. Mollberg
does not make the point that the depicted poverty is a consequence of the war. As a
result, the events lack historical contextualization and the film seems to state that
primitive conditions are a natural state of things in these areas. The connection must
have been obvious to a contemporary audience, but some of the negative criticism
suggests that, nevertheless, his vision was considered racist and essentializing. This is
also the reason why Mollberg’s project appeared ethically questionable to some critics
at its time (see, for example, Toiviainen 1973; Tuuli 1973).

The feeling of exclusion dominates The Sinful Song as a cinematic experience for
another reason too: to this feeling contributes, somewhat paradoxically, the voyeuristic
camerawork. The intruding camera does in fact represent an outsider’s point of view,
but this outsider remains outside the story world and thereby only enhances the feeling
that something exotic and distant is being observed here. The poor villagers are placed
under a harsh light and the cold, arrogant eye of the camera. The actors often utter their
lines with too much pathos, creating the impression that the filmmaker feels no empathy
with the protagonists.

It appears that Mollberg was not interested in recreating Mukka’s poetic expression,
and some critics saw this both as the main difference between the novel and the film and
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as the film’s major flaw (see, for example, Toiviainen 1973: 10). The film’s set
designer, Ensio Suominen, has made the same observation (as can be seen in an
interview that was included in the film’s later DVD release). Jama points out that
Mukka described existential pain not according to the tradition of realism but by
venturing outside the rational world, and that the writer’s tortuous relationship to
religion was an essential part of this style. According to Jama (2010: 150-153), Finnish
modernism and Arctic Laestadianism meet in Mukka’s style, which he terms
‘Laestadian existentialism’. This existentialistic aspect of Mukka’s worldview present in
the novel is virtually nonexistent in the film.

The film’s naturalistic style is exemplified in the way the camera invades private
spaces and zooms in on unpleasant details such as the characters’ ragged clothes, greasy
hair and bad teeth. One scene begins with a close-up of Martta’s sickly mother with a
weary look on her face and continues with a panning shot that reveals the miserable
interior of the family’s house: cheap utensils containing disgusting looking leftovers
lying on the rickety tables. This is an example of how the voyeuristic gaze operates in
Mollberg’s film (see figures la—1b).

Figures 1a—1b. Voyeuristic camera reveals miserable details of life at Martta’s home, where life is
constant struggle for her sickly mother [0:15:21-0:15:40]. Screenshots taken by the author.

The narrative shifts swiftly from one scene to another, and the lines spoken by the
characters are short. Especially during the first third of the film, the narrative shows the
characters’ daily toil in short scenes without an apparent plot structure. The corporal
acting style and the haptic quality of the images add a sense of exaggeration and
poignancy to the cinematic expression. It is almost as if the actors were performing on a
theatre stage. The film’s first scene illustrates this abrupt style. Martta is on a foggy lake
in a rowing boat with her grandfather when they meet another vessel with men on
board. The parties comment on their poor catch and start to laugh excessively, for no
apparent reason. The boisterous laughter is emphasized by fast cuts into close-ups of the
laughing faces. Such excessive and apparently unmotivated reactions recur throughout
the film (see figures 2a—2b).
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Figures 2a—2b. By making the characters react excessively, the film emphasizes their primitiveness
[0:00:49—0:00:58]. Screenshots taken by the author.

The film gives the impression that in these severe conditions, people behave cruelly to
one another. Their talk is crass and their gestures abrupt, in some scenes obscene.
Without considering his son’s feelings, the grandfather accuses him of having chosen a
sick, worthless wife. The mother scolds Martta for sleeping naked and says she will turn
out like Aino Liinukorpi, who ‘sells her ass’. The grandfather kicks the dog and chases
it with an axe in a manner that looks painfully real on the film. The landscape remains
in the background for most of the time and when the camera does pick out and linger on
something beautiful in the landscape, the human presence clashes with its beauty. When
Martta’s father returns from a visit to Liinukorpi, the autumn landscape is at its most
colorful, but the mood of the scene is as black as the father’s mind: he has had a
dreadful night trying to save the calf and his father has spoken cruel words about his
wife.

According to Helena Miakela-Marttinen, ballad and naturalism are the two dominant
genres intersecting in Mukka’s works. In his narratives, sublime and grotesque styles of
narration repeatedly alternate. The sublime is reserved for expressing the sensitive inner
world of the characters, while the grotesque style is used for descriptions of the external
social world. Naturalism also shows in the deterministic structure of Mukka’s narrative,
in its inevitable progression towards a tragic end, while the ballad form emerges
occasionally as an individual’s cry for help (Mékela-Marttinen 2008: 13—14, 20-24, 95).
Maikelad-Marttinen describes the ballad as a moment of beauty and relief from the ugly
reality expressed through the characters’ voices. According to Maékeld-Marttinen,
Mukka uses these two stylistic devices to express the characters’ liminal situation; the
demarcation between the spiritual and the corporal (Mékela-Marttinen 2008: 24).

Unlike the novel, the film has only the external narrator and its objectified point of
view. In the film, elements of the ballad have been suppressed and only the naturalistic,
at times grotesque, style remains. The beauty of moments that the characters could
experience is not foregrounded in any way. In Mukka’s works, morbid sexuality and
sadism are an allegory of the evil world (Méakela-Marttinen 2008: 387), while in
Mollberg’s film these are naturalistic aspects of the life of the secluded community.
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Over-Sexualization as an Act of Othering

The film represents its characters’ sexual activity in a very unpleasant way. The figure
of Martta continues the tradition of dark, sensuous northern women, but she is more
down-to-earth than the women in the earlier films. In the course of the narrative, she
develops into a force of nature, craving more experiences; it is as if she could not help
herself once she has started (c.f. Lehtola 2000: 138). Everything that happens to Martta
is very straightforward: no aura of mysticism is created around her. She gets pregnant
after her first sexual experience, but keeps it a secret. According to Toni Lahtinen, in
Mukka’s novel, Martta is likened to nature, but this does not mean that she is
subjugated: she is represented as an independent sexual agent, whom men cannot
control (Lahtinen 2008: 176—177). In the film, she is a relatively independent sexual
agent too, but she is also a victim of circumstances in the sense that she is exposed to
the power of men in her everyday life. Old men grope her and even her grandfather
behaves intimidatingly. When Martta cries during the night after her first sexual
experience, her grandfather, who sleeps in the same room, comments that it is cold in
the house and comes closer to her. Martta asks him to come and sleep by her side to
make it warmer, to which he grunts: ‘What would happen if I came? I screwed a lot of
women when [ was young. You need to know that’.

Sexuality is one of the main areas where the characters are marked as Others. The
characters are depicted as over-sexualized, as is often the case in representations of
strange cultures (see Hall 1997). The villagers are presented as having double standards.
Martta is scolded for promiscuity and for sleeping without any clothes on, and her
mother accuses her of sleeping with Kurki-Pertti, the man who made her pregnant. Her
sexual behavior is monitored, but most of the time this appears to be a lame attempt at
control in a community where sexual morals and mores otherwise are loose. The fact
that the villagers are religious does not prevent them from indulging in drink and sex.
Alcohol takes away their inhibitions and they are content to make out with the person
closest to them; old or young. Sex frequently comes up in talk. When Martta asks her
friend Elina what she should do when she desires a man, Elina answers that she should
read the Bible. Later, Elina confesses her sins to the preacher who has come to the
village to arrange a religious gathering.

Human intimacy is depicted as an act limited to the satisfaction of primal desires:
there is hardly any tenderness in the encounters between men and women. When Kurki-
Pertti starts to persuade Martta to have sex with him, she is brushing a cow. In order to
excite her he tells her about the breeding of Martta’s cow, describing how their bull ‘put
some good into her [the cow’s] ass’. Soon after this, Martta experiences her first sexual
act, among hay stacks, with the heavy man panting on top of her. In another scene, Aino
Liinukorpi offers sex as payment for help with the cow, and when she goes to bed with
one of the village’s young men, the bloody water beside the bed reminds us of what
happened a moment earlier with the cow.

The revivalist version of Lutheranism, Laestadianism, represented in Mollberg’s film
is an integral part of Mukka’s novel. According to Ilpo Pursiainen, Mukka was critical
of Laestadian preacher institution, but this criticism was pushed aside by some
commentators who were close to the religious movement. They suggested that Mukka
might in fact be referring to Korpelianism (named after the preacher Toivo Korpela), a
radical religious movement which detached itself from Laestadianism and which was
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active for a short period in the 1930s in the Tornio valley, particularly on the Swedish
side of the border. It is well known that in this movement, religious hysteria was
channeled into sexual behavior and that several members of the movement were
sentenced to prison for sexual harassment of minors (Pursiainen 1999: 76; Pursiainen
2001: 80). This is in fact what happens in the film during the religious gathering. The
preacher talks at great length about the sins of the villagers, saying that the sins of their
long gone predecessors are still upon them. When he tells them to ask for forgiveness,
the congregation becomes visibly stirred. Awe turns into sexual desire and even the
devout Elina is lured into a sexual act with the preacher himself. Pursiainen (1999: 76)
commented that the aggressive, manipulative sexuality of the preacher is something that
could happen within Laestadianism as well, and that Mukka was not portraying
Korpelianism.

Whatever the name of the specific sect, the film can be said to portray religious
hysteria. Literature scholars count Mukka among those writers who have expressed
what is called Arctic hysteria, characteristic of which are, on the one hand, exaggerated
physical expressiveness and, on the other, withdrawal and depression. Such dichotomies
are typical of northern literature, as Pirkko Puoskari explains, citing Markku Thonen
(1999; cit. in Puoskari 2016: 8—13). It is no exaggeration to state that this applies to
many Lapland films, too. In The Sinful Song, ecstasy and misery alternate in everyday
life.

Within this community of Others, the Sami are portrayed as doubly Other. They are
eye-catchingly attractive in their traditional outfits in the film’s otherwise gloomy
world. Martta falls in love with Oula Nahkamaa, who has come to the reindeer round-
up, which is depicted as an exciting spectacle.® The butchering of the reindeer is shown
in graphic detail and a lot of time is devoted to it, as if in an ethnographic film. The
heroes of the sequence are men dressed in géakti, the bright blue Sami costume, but it
appears that not all of them are Sami but men from the village can also be seen among
them. In his gakti, Oula, whose skills the sequence stresses, looks like a good alternative
to the shabby local men, but there are obstacles to Martta’s happiness. Her family
considers Oula a bad choice, claiming that he has fathered children with several
different women, and her father determines to kill the man. This is an example of
depicting someone who is different as over-sexualized. Within the story this negative
opinion is represented as belonging to Martta’s grandfather and father. Close to the end
of the film, the father chases Oula to a frozen lake, where Oula falls through the thin ice
and drowns. The role of the Sami and their culture in the film illustrates the claims of
Lehtola (2000: 9-17) and Salmi (1994: 150) that in cinema, Sami people have been
used as exotic attractions or curiosities rather than as full human beings. Lehtola points
out that reindeer herding is used in cinema to typify the Sami, even though only one
fourth of the Sami own any reindeer (Lehtola 2000: 262-263) (see figures 3a—3b).

6 According to Lehtola (2000: 204), this is the first time in Finnish film that a Sami man is desired by a
non-Sami woman.
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Figures 3a—3b. Martta’s lover Oula is portrayed as a stereotypical Sami, skillful at handling the reindeer,
and as an over-sexualized Other [0:41:27-0:41:50]. Screenshots taken by the author.

Colonialist Viewpoints and the Film’s Reception

The film’s reception makes clear the ideology according to which Lapland is a world
apart, different from the rest of Finland. In the public response to the film, there were
many examples of colonialist and racist attitudes, ignorance and naiveté—that is to say,
practices of othering on many different levels (Koivunen 1999). To the film’s director,
Rauni Mollberg, who was born and lived most of his life in southern Finland, it was
“the first true film about Lapland”. He considered that Lapland and its people were
closer to nature than people in the South and not as estranged from their emotions as
southerners were (Lehtola 2000: 201-202). Many critics shared his opinion that the film
was an authentic depiction of life in the North (Savo 1973; Talaskivi 1973). According
to one critic, the film enlightened viewers about the conditions of life in Lapland,
indicating the belief that not much had changed since the post-war years (Talaskivi
1973). Bengt Pihlstom (1973) supposed that for people in the South, the film’s events
might seem scary and gloomy but that viewers in Lapland would see them as everyday
reality. He emphasized the otherness of Lapland by arguing that there is a bigger
difference between Helsinki and Lapland than between Helsinki and Paris.

At the time of its release the film appeared to some as fresh, powerful and different
from contemporary films. It was praised by many for its naturalistic style (Savo 1973;
Talaskivi 1973). Other voices were more critical, arguing that the film demeaned
northern people by representing them as primitive and brutal (Suominen 1973; Tuuli
1973). Some critics commented that the film did not help generate proper discussions
about Lapland and its problems. At least two critics compared it adversely with
Niskanen’s Eight Deadly Shots, arguing that Mollberg’s film had no social relevance
because it concentrated on exhibiting the misery of just one family. (Toiviainen 1973:
10; Tuuli 1973.) Some were worried that such a hopeless vision would only do harm to
Lapland. Despite the divided opinions, of all Finnish feature films, The Sinful Song had
the biggest audience during the period 1971-1980 (Uusitalo 1999: 26).

Anu Koivunen has analyzed the film and its reception, detecting a colonial gaze both
in the film and in the criticism. A widely shared opinion was that the film portrayed the
people of Lapland as ‘authentic’ and living close to nature; they were considered to
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have something that other Finns had lost. She lists expressions in which colonialist
attitudes were implicit or that referred to the film’s problematic nature: ‘authenticity’,
‘realism’, ‘naturalism’, ‘primitive’, ‘exoticism’ and ‘ethics’. Koivunen considers it
racist to represent the way of life of the northern people as idealistically natural and
essentially different. (Koivunen 1999: 189—-190.) She concludes: “Sinful Song was also
regarded as a kind of an anthropological peep-hole opening into another world, where
there was no lack of exoticism” (191).”

Part of the audience seemed to watch the film as a documentary and take it for
granted that the South and the North are two separate realities. Northern commentators
who were more familiar with the actual situation in Lapland were slightly more critical.
However, the dominant view that comes through in the reception of the film was that it
was the South looking at the North in the film and that it saw something that was at the
same time both fascinating and repulsive. Now it seems clearer that it was the style of
the film that made the characters seem to be like creatures in a laboratory—a human
laboratory: the people living in Lapland were observed from close range like they were
exotic creatures. This same idea can also be read between the lines in many of the
critiques. By not situating the events anywhere in particular the film strengthens the
impression that Lapland is a great unknown—a terra incognita. In this ‘wherever’ where
everything has come to a standstill, northern people can be portrayed as primitive,
reduced almost to the level of animals.

Conclusion—The Continuation of Exoticization

This article has analyzed how processes of othering operate in The Earth Is a Sinful
Song, on the level of film style and on the level of content. As far as film style is
concerned, a central finding is that an intruding voyeuristic gaze that emphasizes misery
and ugliness together with an exaggerated acting style serve to other and exoticize the
film’s characters. In the film several categories of othering intersect: the othering occurs
on the basis of race, class and gender. Female characters represent in many of the
Lapland films, also in the case of The Sinful Song, what is different and exotic about
Lapland. The same can be said of the Sami characters.

The Sinful Song exemplifies several of the strategies used in colonialist discourses
that Pietikdinen and Leppédnen (2007: 181) list in their article discussing the power of
language to construct the imagery of the Sami, who are Others in Finnish culture. Their
list is a summary of the ways that various colonized people have been portrayed all over
the world. Although the non-Sami inhabitants of Lapland have not been colonized in the
strict sense of the word, the list can be applied to the film’s representations of them as
well. The characters are used as ‘objects of melodramatic entertainment’, they are
‘ruined’ and ‘dirty’, ‘lacking culture’, ‘followers of the rules of nature instead of the
rules of culture’, and they are ‘irrational” and ‘eroticized’ hypocrites. Just like language,
cinema constructs otherness by using conventions and expressions that may on the
surface seem natural.

The article has also sought to place the film in the context of other Finnish ‘Lapland
films’ in order to show that othering and exoticization have taken place in both earlier

7 As translated by the author. Original text in Finnish: “Syntistd laulua katsottiin myds erdinlaisena
antropologisena tirkistysaukkona toiseen maailmaan, josta ei eksotiikkaa puuttunut [...]” (Koivunen
1999: 191).
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and later films. Although exoticism never quite reaches the same pitch as in Mollberg’s
film, it is present in different forms. The aim has been to show how earlier films, most
importantly The White Reindeer, have set up models for later films to follow. Arguably,
The Sinful Song too has been such a model. Therefore films such as Umur, Mosku—
lajinsa viimeinen (Mosku—The Last of His Kind, Suominen 2003) and Kdtilo (The
Midwife, Jokinen 2015) continue to represent Lapland as mystical, wild and excessive.
Marja Pyykko’s Kekkonen tulee! (Kekkonen Is Coming!, 2013; translated by the author),
which is based on the northern writer Pia Pesonen’s collection of short stories Urho
Kekkonen Strasse (2011), is a recent, humorous variation on the theme of Arctic
hysteria. In this farce, a small town is fanatically preparing for the expected visit of the
president, Urho Kekkonen, in the early 1970s. Some people go out of their way to
welcome Kekkonen, believing that a meeting with the president will change their lives
for the better. Eventually the president’s motorcade arrives, but it drives straight through
the village without stopping. As an example of Laplanders’ primitive sexuality, a
pregnant woman has had herself tied to a cross because she is not sure she could resist
‘Kekkonen’s flesh’. The humorous trend continues in The Lapland Odyssey trilogy
(Napapiirin sankarit) directed respectively by Dome Karukoski (2010), Teppo
Airaksinen (2015) and Tiina Lymi (2017), in which manic activity alternates with
melancholic, even suicidal feelings.

Throughout its history, Lapland and its inhabitants have been represented as exotic,
strange, mystic, uncivilized, primitive, crazy and comical in Finnish cinema. In Lapland
films, filmmakers coming from southern Finland have defined and characterized
Lapland according to their own needs, creating imaginary versions of Lapland. These
films are examples of how the collective imagination repeats itself. The Sinful Song is
the only Lapland film that has aroused heated discussion among Finnish audiences, and
this is partly because it was based on a well-known novel that was already a sensation.
The article’s discussion of the film’s reception shows that despite the divided opinions
the various critiques agree on one thing: the film represents the North as markedly
different from the South. The fact that little attention has been paid to the processes of
othering in the other Lapland films may indicate that such representations have become
habitual and invisible. It is therefore important to continue to question the ideological
underpinnings of the representations of Lapland in Finnish cinema.
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TAMED MONSTERS AND HUMAN PROBLEMS IN CINEMA’S
INTERVIEW WITH THE VAMPIRE (1994)

P. Stuart Robinson (UiT The Arctic University of Norway)

Abstract: What can the taming of the monster reveal about its construction and the
potential and limits of change? Modernist, individualist qualities of Western culture and
society have shaped the construction and deconstruction of the monster in popular
culture in general and film in particular. The idea of an historically emergent human
nature and its associated norms is key to the construction of the monster as
transgressive. Less obvious but nonetheless apparent is the constraining role this
Western construction of human nature continues to play in recent cinematic attempts to
approach the monster more closely. These are explored through a consideration of
vampire movies within the horror genre, with a focus on Interview with the Vampire
(dir. Neil Jordan, 1994), as arguably both influential within and emblematic of a more
general trend. The film dismantles the conventional monster figure of the vampire,
humanising her by detailing her transposition from a natural, human setting to
something otherworldly. Human (read as Western) qualities are reinforced and
salvaged from the disturbing ambivalence of conventional monstrosity, as we observe
the logic of ‘human’ adaptation to alien conditions. In this way, both the paradoxical
model of freedom as conformity to nature and the naturalising reification of contingent
social groupings are re-affirmed.

Keywords: modernism; humanism; nature; film; monsters; vampires.

Introduction

Louis de Pointe du Lac looks out of the hotel window, suited and ponytailed, his back to
the foregrounded young journalist who prepares to tape their conversation, arranging
those cumbersome late-20th-century accoutrements of documentation. Imagine the
impression of the scene, or perhaps remember it: the opening encounter of Inferview
with the Vampire (dir. Neil Jordan, 1994). “What do you do?” is the routine question.
“Im a vampire”, is Louis’s deadpan reply, simple but facetious. Realisation—
conventions invoked and recalled—precedes the sight of his face, creating the requisite
dramatic tension. Then he turns. Thus revealed is the rising star, Brad Pitt, already
instantly recognisable, and thus a cipher for an ordinary acquaintance who now looks
ominously different—pale, unwholesome, brittle. On one level, this is a rehearsal of an
old convention, of the horror genre per se and the vampire narrative specifically: the
shock of the familiar turned alien and threatening. On another, it is the dismantling of
such conventions. The monster is a key feature of horror. It creates the desired affective
response (fear, disgust or at least surprise and excitement) by balancing proximity and
familiarity with just enough distance and under-specification to evoke mystery and
menace. What could be more normalising and thus disruptive of this affective balance
than something so mundane as an interview, for the vampire to put an end to all
uncertainty and tension by explaining everything? It is this wilful wrongness that lends
the film the quality of surprise, discernible from the first scene onwards. What makes it

Nordlit 42: Manufacturing Monsters, 2019. Digital object identifier: https://doi.org/10.7557/13.5007.
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noteworthy is the trail of similarly ‘dysfunctional’ approaches in its wake. A recent
example, What We Do in the Shadows (dirs. Jemaine Clement and Taika Waititi, 2014),
tells the tale, documentary style, of vampire housemates with the difficult task of
keeping the place nice while slaking their thirst for human blood. Hence, Jordan’s work
forms the focus of the following analysis on the grounds of its disruption of
conventional monstrousness. The goal is not to argue directly for its originality but that
it in any case marks a kind of turning-point in the cultural ‘stream’. It thus highlights
popular culture’s changing constitution of the monster.

The trend towards the dismantling or demystification of the monster is of particular
analytical interest because of its political implications. It raises questions about the
social and political context of the monster as a widely recognised figure of otherness. It
can hardly be doubted that the constitution of the other is a matter of some importance
and even urgency in light of contemporary political developments. A populist,
xenophobic reaction to the perceived threat of outsiders, especially those on the move,
appears to be spreading like a hysterical epidemic across a host of disparate countries.
The following analysis presupposes a connection between the realm of culture, on one
hand, and social and political relationships on the other. Insofar as Westerners make
enemies of migrants, the resilient literary and cinematic trope of the monster plausibly
provides relevant permissive conditions. Any consideration of such a connection can
only, in this context, provide a measure of educated speculation. This is not unusual.
Opinion will probably always be divided on the reactionary versus progressive impact
of the 19th century rise of the Gothic novel, for example, as escapist and/or
transgressive in relation to the emerging bourgeois values of early capitalism (Kilgour
1995: 10-11). Such questions are as important as they are immune to empirical proof.
The specific connection following from a focus on the shift described above concerns
the potential political effects of the new currency of positive, even amicable and
conciliatory, depictions. Such a question focuses attention on a challenge to
conventional monstrousness: an effort to reach out and understand, an apparently liberal
gesture opposing the conventional practices of flight, destruction and demonization.

What follows are hermeneutical reflections on fin-de-siecle developments in the
moving-image depiction of a particular recognised form of monster, as the basis for
their political-philosophical interpretation. Formal analysis of the language of cinema
will be considered only insofar as it contributes to the construction of meaning and
stimulation of the spectator’s affective response. The approach, in other words, is
phenomenological, reflecting an epistemological concern with spectator effects rather
than the craft of filmmaking per se (Sobchak 1992: 3-50). Such effects can then be
placed in the broader frame of social and political relationships, in their reproduction
and mutation over historical time. This implies an historicising investigative strategy,
and, given the presupposition of a connection between culture and politics, that this is
bound to work both ways. Popular genre tropes as purveyed by such industry giants as
Hammer Film Productions, and paid ironical homage by more recent movies like Mars
Attacks (dir. Tim Burton, 1996) and (arguably) Starship Troopers (dir. Paul Verhoeven,
1997), resonate, at any rate, with the political rhetoric of ‘evil empire’ or ‘axis of evil”.!

' US President Ronald Reagan famously declared the Soviet Union a godless ‘evil empire’ before the
National Association of Evangelicals, in Orlando, Florida, in 1983. George W. Bush echoed him in a
State of the Union address on January 29, 2002, dubbing North Korea, Iraq and Iran the ‘axis of evil’.
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In other words, they have a loose affinity with broadly conservative-communitarian,
lately ‘neo-conservative’ perspectives (Hoffman/Graham 2006: 186-207; Heywood
2012 [1992]: 55-96). More specifically, what can the monster tamed reveal about its
construction and the potential and limits of change? A variety of movies from the late
20th century onwards, from ET (dir. Steven Spielberg, 1982), through Monsters Inc.
(dir. Pete Docter, 2001) and its prequel, Monsters University (dir. Dan Scanlon, 2013),
to some of the latest examples of the vampire genre, self-consciously depart from earlier
generic conventions. The departure, however fresh and innovative, has a surprising
tendency to offer little more than an alternative way of obliterating difference, sharing,
as it does, a deep-seated cultural attachment to a simplifying and at times simplistic
dichotomy. Hence, one might mystify the Other and thereby make more palatable the
prospect of doing it literal or metaphorical violence. Alternatively, a curiously similar
albeit less violent obliteration is achieved through its de-mystification, which
‘humanises’ it in keeping with the Western model, and ‘ethnically’ cleanses it of all
meaningful complexities or other marks of distinction. The movement from
demonisation to humanisation, most conspicuous in the recent TV series, Lucifer
(created by Tom Kapinos, 2016-), thus illustrates a more general oscillation in Western
culture between the binary (and hierarchical) oppositions of Subject and Other (Wood
1985; Walker 1993: 176—-179; Leavenworth 2014: 692; Cohen 1996: 7-8).

The Monster as Other

The Modern Western Other

Consideration of monstrousness and othering inevitably raises questions of subjectivity,
modern or postmodern, human or post-human. The binary of self and other cannot be
considered in isolation from its contemporary context of profound changes to
understandings of subjectivity operative in the cultural field, and their broader
embedding in a new kind of global—or at least globalising—social space (Jameson
1984). Such changes undermine the subject’s sense of self, in terms of both internal
coherence and orientation in her historical-social context. The oscillation between
annihilation and colonisation can be read as a dialectic, in the manner of neo-Marxist or
critical-theoretical thinkers such as Fredric Jameson (1981; 1984) and Robert Cox
(1981), whereby scholarship can be understood not only as social interpretation but also
intervention. Cox highlights the dialectical role of immanent critique as the motor—
actual or potential—of change. The intrinsic tensions of social formations, and
especially the ‘intersubjective meanings’, which support them discursively—more or
less concealed as they may be—are nonetheless vulnerable to speech-acts of revelation,
which can lead to both critical enlightenment and social resistance of the hegemonic
order (1981: 136).> The humanisation of the outsider or sub- or quasi-human is best
understood—and addressed—in its hegemonic context, how Western society in general
and the Enlightenment in particular have constituted a sense of the modern human and
political subject. Such humanity can only be intelligibly constituted in contrast and
opposition to a notion of what is less than or barely human (and politically
disenfranchised). Hence, as Judith Butler puts it, interpretative frames, especially in
these times of war, continually shape our level of affective identification, rendering

? Here, Cox draws on the work of Theodor W. Adorno (1976 [1969]).
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some lives more precarious and, moreover, less grievable (2009: 33—62). The recurring
trope of the monster can be understood as symptomising and reinforcing such framing.

The idea, exercising enormous influence in Western culture from at least the time of
the Enlightenment, of an historically emergent, benign universal nature opens up a
cultural space for conceiving otherness in an extraordinarily imperious way.” While
every bit as universalising as Judaeo-Christian divine purpose, a tension nonetheless
arises within the diachronic view of a nature gradually developed and revealed. Some
human subjects—or even whole societies—might fall outside the operative domain of
humanity and nature, subject to the dictates of convenience and temporal perspective.
They in any case become subordinate as less fully human and not entirely natural, their
humanity not negated as such but suspended on the grounds of being historically
incomplete or unfulfilled. Such a view shaped Victorian justifications of imperialism,
like those of one of the East India Company’s most illustrious employees, John Stuart
Mill (Bell 2010; Campbell 2010). More recently, even a renowned moderate like
Michael Walzer (2000 [1977]: 86-101) supported, in most instances, the self-
determination of a ‘developing’ nation-state over intervening to protect human rights.
His justification rests on the presupposition of liberal-humanist development-in-
progress, which will need to run its course in its own, less than humane way. Such
readily imperial habits of thought reflect the paradoxical normalising effect of an
individualistic frame of mind, which represents the broadly liberal core of Western
society and culture. It also constitutes the central ideological mechanism, which, first,
casts the system of limited, representative government as enabling citizens’ self-
determination and, second, the concentration of capitalist economic power as enabling
their self-determination as producer-consumers. To summarise briefly, adequate for the
following analysis, such a core is constituted by widespread beliefs in the relative
equality and similarity of humans as rational deliberators, whose reasoning powers,
properly harnessed by their liberation—paradoxically—form the motor of progress,
both material and ethical. The adoption of the abstract individual as reference-point” is a
strangely mixed blessing. It is the source, on the one hand, of an egalitarian
consciousness emerging from the strict hierarchy of the medieval political order, and, on
the other, of a powerful normalising tendency, a problematic equation of freedom with
submission to the law, which lays the very foundations of the totalitarian mindset.
Hence, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, for example, posits that the rational principles of
collective political life—best for all—are discoverable by means of rational
deliberation. Individual reflection is therefore ultimately the path to comprehending,
actualising and applying the ‘general will’, understood, not as an aggregation of
individual goals, but rather the enlightened recognition of the common good (1968
[1762]: Book Two).

3 The idea is traceable to Aristotle’s account of latent qualities constituting the immanent potential of
human nature, which requires the polis for activation, just as the deceptively simple material of the seed
requires the right environment to bring forth its nature as a fully developed plant (Sabine 1944: 119—
120).

* Social contract theorists like Thomas Hobbes (2009 [1651]) and John Locke (2003 [1689]) made the
good of the undifferentiated individual axiomatic to an implicit—rational—covenant to submit to
sovereign power. For Immanuel Kant, the individual is the sacrosanct and irreducible end of ethical and
political life (2002 [1785]).
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The Monster in Art-Horror

Though the cultural roots of the monster figure clearly run much deeper, it has taken a
certain form and role within Western society, which reflect the normalising tendencies
described above. Simply put, the monster is a living being, which is in some way held to
be wrong, to deviate from the norm. As such, monster figures are inherently diverse
(Bordwell/Thompson 2008 [1979]: 330). They might express physical abnormalities,
for example, awakening feelings of disgust, such as the corpse reanimated by unknown
means and transformed into a zombie (Canavan 2011; Vint 2011: 165-166).
Alternatively, they might express attributes considered morally objectionable. Deviant
morality is the signature of an unpalatable alien nature—all the more appalling for being
relatively hidden—exemplified by science fiction’s ‘fake human’.’ Certain archetypal
features can nonetheless be distinguished that make one monster more definitively
monstrous than another, and thus exert its psychological-emotional leverage: the power
of its transgressive qualities to affect the onlooker. Hence, though any poorly
categorised creature might qualify as a monster, it is one with distorted human
characteristics that is most likely to be perceived as monstrous and awaken the requisite
repulsion or abhorrence. Its crucial reference-point then is a notion of normality. Its
upsetting violation is thus the hallmark of the horror genre, as theorised by Noél Carroll
(1990). ‘Art-horror’, emerging as a variation on the popular Gothic narratives of the
19th century, distinguishes itself, like some others—suspense and mystery for
example—as a genre defined in terms of the desired affective response (13; Kilgour
1995: 3—10). As such, it raises two ‘paradoxes of the heart’: first, how the reader or
spectator can be frightened by something known to be make-believe and, second, why
the reader or spectator would seek out and set store by such an experience (Carroll
1990: 8). The first testifies to the power of human imagination (79-88), the second to
the complex workings of human desire (158—195).

Social order, the more or less closely managed regularity—and predictability—of
human conduct, depends on a core of shared beliefs, values and norms. The most
important are likely to have been almost corporeally internalised and subsequently
adhered to more or less automatically. They are the paradigmatic, unquestioned working
assumptions of everyday life,® ‘intersubjective meanings’, which form the bedrock of
any hegemonic order (Cox 1981: 136).” These taken-for-granted discursive premises are
distinct from but also frame the more consciously and readily contestable ‘collective
images of social order’ through which ideological tensions are actively expressed and
political debate takes shape.® The work of Fredric Jameson is useful in this regard, in its
similar focus on the workings, through history, of hegemonic power relationships, seen
(in keeping with the views of Cox) as having critical roots in the social organisation of

> The ambiguous figure of Starbuck in Battlestar Gallactica (created by Glen A. Larson and Ronald D.
Moore, 2005-2009) is a recent example (Leavenworth 2014).

% The seminal work on the epistemology of paradigms is Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions (1970 [1962]). The social, self-reinforcing role of paradigmatic thinking among scholars has
at least as much analytical purchase on the everyday workings of ‘common sense’.

7 Cox draws the idea of hegemony from Antonio Gramsci’s classic exploration of the cultural conditions
of institutional stability in capitalist society (Gramsci 1973 [1971; 1929-1935]).

¥ Consider the almost universal assumption of the state as the only possible institutional ground for any
political order, which limits political adversaries to disputing its proper role in society: Should it be the
economic liberals’ limited night-watchman or the socialists’ active interventionist?
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production, but with a particular focus on how these play out in the cultural field (1981;
1984). The oppressive aspects of social existence are mediated or, more properly,
repressed by the governing ethos of the age, for example, a broad movement in the
cultural field in the late 20th century described by Jameson—as well as others—as
postmodernism (1984). Such repression is never total, however. Social dynamics are
experienced, at the very least, on an unconscious level, and leave their mark—quite
literally—in the symbolic traces of desire. The proper role of cultural interpretation,
according to Jameson, is to uncover aspects of the imprint of evolving social-
psychological conditions upon the cultural fabric. The process is a kind of ‘negative
dialectic’, identifying the limits associated with the necessary partiality of what is
known and idealised (1981: 281-292). This is effected by reading literature or film, for
example, in that crucial—historically grounded—context.

The more or less conscious project of normalisation, which generates faithful
producer-consumers and loyal subjects, suffers from an innate discursive weakness. In
order to prepare the conceptual ground for adherence to unquestioned beliefs and
associated rules of conduct it is necessary to draw attention to their alternatives.
Paradoxically, what is normal has to be questioned in order to become—ultimately,
hopefully—unquestioned and even unquestionable because the norm has to be
understood before it can be internalised and forgotten (at least on a conscious level). It
is this intrinsic self-limiting potential of discursive power in operation, which leads
Judith Butler, for example, to highlight the vulnerability of interpretative frames in their
very circulation, as necessitating reproduction and hence potential disruption (2009: 12).
The paradoxical cultural-political role of monsters can be seen more clearly in such
terms. By setting the limit and the boundary, the realm of monsters must also run the
danger of offering a kind of escape-route or site of resistance: “Cave! Hic Dragones!”
The ideal of beauty is contrasted with the monster’s ugliness, wholesome nature with its
unnatural, hybrid deformity, and moral probity with its dangerously unfettered, evil
and/or brutish caprice. In this way, the monster reminds us of who we are or at least
who we should be. At the same time, in its abnormality and strangeness, the monster
depends upon and inevitably animates the human imagination, with its associated
feelings—from empathy to desire—the natural enemy of the conservative, individualist
order. The threat is evidenced in the widespread fascination with monsters, the curiosity
piqued by their strangeness and not least the desire awakened by such symbols and
embodiments of transgression (Lestel 2012). The latter is apparent, not least, in the
vampire genre, with its associations of eroticism, metamorphosis and death. So how 1is
the threat to be contained? The unexpected, unusual and out of place tends to
simultaneously attract and repel. The typical viewer’s social-cultural background, with
its binaries of natural and unnatural, good and evil, nevertheless tends to enhance the
latter reaction.” The ancients, for example, considered a disfigurement to be a mark of
divine displeasure and hence an evil portent (Beagon 2002: 114). In entertaining such an
idea one’s curiosity and desire will more likely give way to fear and disgust, and
thoughts turn from the investigation of otherness to the practicalities of self-preservation
or at least reassurance. This is key to understanding the portrayal of the monster in
popular culture—especially its variations.

? See Mary Douglas’s classic exploration of the logic of human disgust (2002 [1966]).
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The Vampire as Other

Rather than track the monster across the gamut of popular culture, the following
discussion will concentrate—Ilargely but not exclusively—on what is arguably an
especially illustrative genre, horror, emphasising the subgenre of the vampire, as
purveyed in one especially illustrative medium, film. Arguably, this is the archetypal
popular medium and hallmark of the industrial age, most immediately accessible, most
seductive and least literary. Its central place in Western culture is a product of the
importance attached to visualisation and the image, with deep roots in Europe’s early
Judeo-Christian history (Mitchell 1986: 7-46), as well as emerging mechanisms of
commercialism between the world wars (Ewan 1977), and late-20th-century
globalisation as a kind of cultural imperialism (Barber 1996; 2008: 3-37). Vampire film
specifically grew out of Bram Stoker’s seminal reworking of folkloric myths (2013
[1897]), which was itself a development within the already highly popular format of the
Gothic novel (Carroll 1990: 13). The vampire movie-genre exemplifies the monster’s
depiction as simultaneously fascinating and repellent. Moreover, its narrative
management exemplifies the identified normative and normalising practices, reflected in
certain formal conventions, whereby the rank outsider, the dangerously different,
becomes, above all, a problem to be solved. It will be useful to examine such
conventions a little more closely before considering the reworking and disruption
wrought by Interview with the Vampire.

From its early-20th-century infancy the movie industry generated vampire narratives,
including the German silent-era classic, Nosferatu (dir. Friedrich Wilhelm Murnau,
1922) and the early ‘talky’, Dracula (dir. Tod Browning, 1931), reaching a peak in the
heyday of Hammer Film Productions. In the late 1950s and through the 1960s,
‘Hammer Horror’ became a highly recognisable brand, in both cinema and television,
with vampires a notable speciality. Dracula (dir. Terence Fisher, 1958), adapting
Stoker’s novel, was a particular box-office success and spawned a string of sequels. It
was arguably pivotal in distilling and dispersing the cultural archetype of vampirism and
the operative conventions of an increasingly consolidated horror subgenre
(Bordwell/Thompson 2008 [1979]: 329-332). The figure of Dracula, as featured in this
movie and its sequels, is thus a kind of archetype. What follows is not an exhaustive
account or formal analysis of this particular example or the genre as a whole, but an
attempt, more specifically, to distil from ‘vampire practice’ a kind of model of the
monster, its treatment and intended effects, as a strategy of entertainment. The focus is
on Terence Fisher’s take on the infamous Count as exemplifying the visual-narrative
mechanisms at work.

A distance and alienation from the monster is established long before its monstrosity
reveals itself. Dracula is introduced as an aristocrat in a distant foreign country,
occupying a remote labyrinthine mansion. The distancing effect is both spatial and
temporal. We find ourselves in the 19th century with its more conspicuous trappings of
what was—even then—an aristocratic time gone by. His nobility adds to the dissonance
of the malignant atmosphere of scarcely concealed desire and aggression. The Count is
a veritable paragon of civility. The idea of a beast lurking beneath the surface of the
conventions of polite society is a powerful one. Monstrosity is nurtured not only by
difference but also by the terms of its appearance, by being conspicuously out of place
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at the moment of revelation.'® Apprehension of Dracula’s difference—his deformity—is
meant to shock, from the instant of the first baring of his signature fangs. Small
differences, which earlier aroused a vague unease, such as his unwholesome pallor, are
revealed as the hallmarks of an inhuman reality. He is actually a kind of supernatural
creature, once human but now caught in a horrifying immortal limbo, neither alive nor
dead, invisible in reflection, vulnerable to sunlight, and wholly dependent upon a
macabre parody of nourishment: to feed on human blood. The unexpected, erotic yet
murderous bite of the Count, or the temptress masquerading as his prisoner, threatens
death or, worse, inculcation into their own parasitic limbo, to share the fearful plight of
the undead. The narrative’s emergent problematic is how to ascertain who remains one
of us and who has been transformed into one of them. Curiosity about the nature of the
transformation and its creature is tantalisingly stimulated, only to be checked by the
terror and intellectual challenge of deciphering the codes of ab/normality, in order to
safely isolate and eliminate the threat. The character and narrative role of such
ambiguity illustrates a key characteristic of monsterhood.

As noted above, the monster simultaneously, and paradoxically, tends to prompt both
positive and negative reactions. The mechanisms of desire are not hard to decipher.
They reflect the double quality of social norms and constraints as part safe haven, part
prison. Hence, one may long for escape as much as one fears it. The sexual—and
gender—overtones are complex none the less. The connotations of a vampiric desire,
which by nature entails no distinctions, and certainly not with respect to gender, express
a clear ‘queer’ undercurrent in a broadly heteronormative culture (Haggerty 1998; Lau
2018). The ambivalence gains its purchase on an even deeper level, beyond the
constrictions of society to the very cage of mortality. As Jeffrey Jerome Cohen writes:

The same creatures who terrify [...] can evoke potent escape fantasies; the
linking of monstrosity with the forbidden makes the monster all the more
appealing as a temporary egress from constraint. This simultaneous repulsion
and attraction [...] accounts greatly for its continued cultural popularity [...].
We distrust and loathe the monster at the same time we envy its freedom, and
perhaps its sublime despair (1996: 16—-17).

The roots of the contradictory reaction may run deeper still, in aspects of the human
condition per se. Dominique Lestel maintains that the monster expresses innate and/or
emergent human characteristics taken to their logical limit:

Whereas living beings are all biological monsters, humans could be further
qualified as meta-monsters [...]. They are meta-monsters in their ability to
beget monsters and also because they dwell in monstrosity by searching for
human status outside the realm of their species [emphasis in the original]
(2012: 262).

Lestel’s observations echo Hannah Arendt’s (1958) about the peculiarities of human
self-consciousness, especially vis-a-vis mortality: to be a product of nature, with its

' As Van Leavenworth argues, drawing on Jacques Derrida, it is what is unrecognised (at least initially),
which creates the suitably shocking effect (2014: 692).
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cycles of life and death, but disposed to work against their grain, expressed in a
complete inability to ‘act naturally’ (as idealised by Rousseau in his extraordinary
imaginary of an idyllic, beast-like state of nature [1968 (1762)]). These aspects of the
human condition tend to be a source of anxiety and object of repression, however, as the
onerous trappings of displacement, alienation and unstable identity. Through repression,
what really comes from within may appear to belong exclusively to the hostile external
foe. The repressed subject displaces the monster within or, in Freudian terms, projects it
onto the monster without (Murer 2009: 117). This may entail a kind of ‘abjection’,
where a rigid boundary is drawn, placing the strangely familiar ‘other’ irrevocably
beyond the pale as an object of unconditional contempt (115-117). Following Jameson
(1981: 17-23), the reaction to the monster is the contradictory effect of internal conflict
between habituated acceptance of social norms and sublimated alienation as potential
grounds for their rejection.

The relationship between culture and politics is resistant but not immune to social
scientists’ favoured narratives of cause and effect. Hermeneutical connections are
reflexive, subterranean relationships, the stuff of memory and conjecture. We can
speculate but hardly verify, for example, that the atmosphere of Cold-War enmity
generated cultural expressions of anxiety, heightened mortality, and fatalism, themes the
novelist Martin Amis explored at the time in the essay, ‘Thinkability’ (1987). Such an
atmosphere plausibly fuelled the resurgence of the vampire trope, which, in turn, could
have helped heighten and consolidate the transnational attitudes of hostility, which
formed its background. Commentators argue persuasively that the advent of atomic-
cum-nuclear weapons directly influenced popular culture’s post-war monster fixation, in
science fiction (Hendershot 1999) and especially as expressed in a film like Godzilla
(dir. Ishird Honda, 1954) (Miyamoto 2016). Noél Carroll goes further, to speculate that
the intimate experiences of many with outsider status through the hardships of the Great
Depression correlated with relatively sympathetic portrayals of the monster, while
relative prosperity combined with Cold-War enmity stoked its demonization in the
1950s (208-209). The relevance of such connections has hardly waned. Current public
fascination with monsters is exemplified by the continued success of the ‘Alien’
franchise, in the form of Ridley Scott’s prequels Prometheus (2012) and Alien:
Covenant (2017), and the huge popularity of television’s continuing zombie-apocalypse
hybrid, The Walking Dead (created by Frank Darabont and Angela Kang, 2010—). Such
pop-culture preoccupations dovetail with and connect to a global political turn to the
nationalist, jingoist right in the wake of economic and military crisis. Other impulses are
nevertheless observable, intriguing inflections to the traditional narratives. While not
exactly unprecedented, they nonetheless show a marked shift of emphasis and, in some
cases, a pronounced determination to disrupt or unravel the familiar monster figure, be
it a visitor from another planet, a folkloric beast or our old friend—or enemy—the
vampire. That they persist into a period of extraordinary and apparently ever-growing
global political tension is a curiosity deserving further consideration.
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Taming the Monster

The Switch of Perspective

Arguably, the coherence and functioning of the trope depends on maintaining the
delicate tension between what is both strange and familiar in the figure of ostensible
otherness. As such, the monster is an inherently vulnerable form, susceptible to the
vicissitudes of generic over-familiarity, for example. Moreover, there is the risk (and
opportunity) of curiosity or desire overcoming the limits imposed by fear. Curiosity and
desire are in themselves potentially self-limiting, however, threatening to dissolve the
monster and replace it with something else entirely. Determined correction may
eliminate otherness as categorically as any stake through the heart. The following
example of just such ‘de-othering’ is situated at the conventional limits (or beyond) of
the horror genre and partly reflects earlier developments appearing in literary form.
Indeed, the film, not unusually, is adapted from a novel.'' As noted earlier, the
domestication or even humanisation of monsters is not exactly new. Ancient folklore
threw up the occasional gentle giant in contrast to the fearful ogre, and no consideration
of modern horror can overlook the place of curiosity and empathy in Mary Shelley’s
iconic monster (2012 [1818]), something not entirely lost in the swathe of cinematic
adaptations to follow. The inimitable pathos of the ultimate misfit is invariably
preserved, not least in the classic Universal Pictures version.'”> What is interesting about
recent changes wrought in the construction of monstrosity is not so much their novelty
as their illustration of the enduring possibilities and limitations of the Western
encounter with otherness.

A clear fin-de-siecle trend nevertheless emerges: to abandon the conventional
dynamic tension requiring a certain distance, and rather get up close and personal, even
to the point of a categorical shift of perspective—the story of the monster as told by the
monster. The precursors came from Hammer itself as their usual offerings lost favour.
Dracula AD 1972 (dir. Alan Gibson, 1972) and The Satanic Rites of Dracula (dir. Alan
Gibson, 1973) sought to reinvigorate the genre with a touch of self-parody and a more
contemporary, everyday setting. However unsuccessful, they were an intriguing sign of
things to come. A more significant turning-point was the release of Neil Jordan’s
Interview with the Vampire in 1994, with screenplay by Anne Rice, author of the novel
by the same name (1976). A host of vampire stories transposed to contemporary settings
ensued, most notably the irreverent hit TV series, Buffy the Vampire Slayer (created by
Joss Whedon, 1997-2003). The temporal shift is important in narrowing the distance
between spectator and monster, but the perspectival shift is more decisive in practically
uniting them. In Interview with the Vampire it is the creature himself who tells the story,
drawing the spectator deep into his own monstrous world. A number of succeeding
works replicated such a perspectival change in some form and to some degree,
including: Modern Vampires (or Revenant) (dir. Richard Elfman, 1998); The Little
Vampire (dir. Uli Edel, 2000); the animated film, Blood: The Last Vampire (dir.
Hiroyuki Kitakubo, 2000); the short film, Coming Out (dir. Kim Jee-woon, 2000); the
hugely successful ‘Twilight’ series of romantic fantasies—7wilight (dir. Catherine
Hardwicke, 2008), The Twilight Saga: New Moon (dir. Chris Weitz, 2009), The Twilight

" Inquiry into such literary-cinematic connections is beyond the scope of the present study.
'2 Frankenstein (dir. James Whale, 1931).
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Saga: Eclipse (dir. David Slade, 2010), The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn—Part One
(dir. Bill Condon, 2011) and Part Two (dir. Bill Condon, 2012); and, last but not least,
the mockumentary What We Do in the Shadows (dirs. Jemaine Clement and Taika
Waititi, 2014)."

In light of such developments, Interview with the Vampire would appear to be a
pioneering example or, in its prominence, at least a pivotal one. It tells the story of the
vampire ‘in his own words’—for the benefit of an incredulous journalist. Louis
recounts—and the films shows—how the vampire Lestat attacked and transformed him,
and how he subsequently adapted to his new ‘life’ and its extraordinary demands. From
the outset, Jordan employs expressive cinematography to evoke the sense of a very alien
kind of perspective:

[...] [A] swooping camera surveys the nocturnal cityscape as it descends from
on high. At ground level, the camera floats and glides on its quest through the
crowd, a detached yet observant vampiric vision seeing wider and deeper than
mortal eyes can (Powell 2008: 93).

Further devices consolidate the effect as the self-proclaimed vampire draws us into his
world, evoking:

the nostalgia of memory via period mise-en-scene in a pale, washed out palette
of blues and greys. Both landscape and surrounds have been bled, their élan
vital being absorbed by the vampires’ own. The contrast of pallid background
and opulent foreground figures limits actuality to a mere vampiric backdrop.
The real is rendered virtual for the vampire, whose actuality is otherwise
(ibid.).

Moreover, some judicious editing suggests a compression of time consistent with
immortality (96), hence Louis’s surprise—albeit conventional—reappearance to startle
his interviewer, but this is only a prelude to their narrative transition to another world.

The ‘Human’ Narrative

What follows is the ‘how to’ of becoming a vampire, not as a conventional ‘fate worse
than death’ but an unpacking of the logic and practical—albeit horrific—steps entailed,
and the strange, inhuman existence, which awaits. So it is, from the moment the
vampire Lestat de Lioncourt sucks Louis’s blood and shares some of his own, thereby
transforming him, that the genre slippage begins, as Jordan henceforth uses the
conventions of fantasy or science fiction, where the key to an engaging verisimilitude is
the internal consistency of a well-observed imagined universe. The film aims to
stimulate a morbid fascination with the imaginary condition of the vampire in her
(super)natural state. Its horror derives less from the shock encounter with the other, the
genre’s stock-in-trade, and more from how being other is—shockingly enough—
experienced. Having deliberately breached the barriers of fear, customarily containing

'* Moreover, Jordan’s prototype spawned its own spinoffs: the sequel, Queen of the Damned (dir. Michael
Rymer, 2002) and the Vampire Chronicles television series (created by Anne Rice and Christopher Rice,
2020-) now in the pipeline.
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the viewer’s imagination, Jordan takes us on an unpleasant journey to the Conradian
“heart of an immense darkness” (Conrad 1998 [1899]: 43). What is entailed in this
departure from the traditional standpoint of dehumanising what is too disgustingly or
frighteningly ambiguous in its humanity? There is certainly something refreshing and
promising about such a fearless engagement with the monster, to seek understanding
and reconciliation over antagonism, redolent of that definitively liberal aspiration not to
recoil from difference but to embrace it. There is nevertheless an ambivalence to this
encounter, which illustrates the vices as well as the virtues of liberal praxis.

The embrace of the monster hides a multitude of, if not sins, then at least difficulties.
The spectator is encouraged to get close to Louis but is liable to do so with gritted teeth,
figuratively if not literally. Out of curiosity, he is tolerated and accompanied on his
gruesome journey. Toleration has a long pedigree in liberal thought, connected to
arguments for guaranteeing minority rights for example. Its practical applications
nonetheless risk a paradoxical relinquishing of moral responsibility, on the one hand to
allow any violation that is not one’s own concern or, on the other, to dismissively
repudiate what one patronisingly allows. Isaiah Berlin, among others, identifies the
fundamental lack of respect for the (barely) tolerated other contained in the standpoint
of toleration (1969: 184). There are obvious connections between a morally ambivalent
British culture (and theory) of tolerance (Locke 2003 [1689]: 211-256) and the moral
questionability of British imperialism, for example."* It should nevertheless be
acknowledged that the film’s overall effect is to encourage not just toleration but
identification with the vampire’s condition and perspective, to put herself, as it were, in
her shoes. Perhaps nothing is more inclined to pique the spectator’s morbid curiosity in
this regard than the character of the child, Claudia, who Lestat transforms and thus
freezes in her immaturity. The proverbial innocent, she is less troubled than Louis by
what her new nature commands her to do, that is, to satisfy her thirst for human blood.
Her childish yet precocious ferocity, brilliantly portrayed by Kirsten Dunst, provides
some of the film’s most powerful moments. The case of Claudia also illuminates a key
aspect of the film’s portrayal of the other. As the story unfolds and Louis’s hold on
human values weakens, his tolerance of the havoc wrought by, first Lestat, then himself
(against his better judgement) and, finally, Claudia, turns to acceptance. He embraces
what his nature dictates, however heavily it may weigh on his conscience, and it is
through Claudia that we can read most clearly the impetus behind this change of heart.
What Louis—and the spectator with him—are learning as witnesses to Claudia’s plight
are the dictates of nature or super-nature. They learn to live with what super-nature
demands: to drink human blood and, in Claudia’s case, to grow older in terms of
experience while trapped in the body of a child. The figure of the child has an
interesting function in this regard as embodying an innocence, which implies minimal
agency or responsibility. Her conformity to nature paradoxically legitimises Louis’s
adult choice to follow its dictates, read essentially as self-interest. She holds up the
example of necessity; he may thus embrace and justify a paradoxical freedom as

'* This becomes especially clear in the light of specific examples of British imperial tolerance, and the
persistent patterns thus generated. Hence, the toleration of slavery in the colonies in contrast to the
metropole, as documented by Domenico Losurdo’s groundbreaking ‘counter-history’ of liberalism
(2011), can be traced to the post-colonial tributary order, the Commonwealth, which consolidated
exclusive welfare provisions and other racially charged privileges for the metropole’s workforce only
(Bhambra/Holmwood 2018).
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necessity. It is acceptable because it is necessary; it is good because it is the object of
his free will.

Frank Grady reads Rice’s ‘Vampire Chronicles’ series (whose first episode led to this
film adaptation) as a metaphor for and mediation of capitalism. Marx’s notion of capital
as accumulated ‘dead labour’ (Grady 1996: 225) suggests parallels between the parasitic
existence of vampires and those who control the means of production. Though the film
too can certainly be ‘read’ this way, there is more to be gained from focusing on how
this particular vampire tale expresses still deeper aspects of modern, capitalist society,
in terms of the very construction of the human subject. In this regard, the dictates of
nature, with which Louis is doomed to wrestle, are especially revealing. Lestat implores
him to ‘do what it is in your nature to do’, to throw off moral qualms that belong to the
human world they have left behind: “Evil is a point of view. God kills, indiscriminately,
and so shall we” (JMSDb 2010)."> What is ‘natural’ is an imagined analogue of the ‘real
world’, a novel framework with a number of effects worthy of attention. One is a
perverse re-naturing of the monster, whose distinguishing characteristic has been a
disturbing categorical ambiguity. The iteration of a new category cannot extinguish that
ambiguity altogether. Its residue is preserved in the protagonist’s continued inward
moral dialogue, as he struggles to negotiate his sense of self between the mutually
contradictory poles of human and vampire. In this way, ambiguity increasingly cedes
place to dilemma and paradox, however. Thus, an important and dangerous message
emerges implicitly from the vampire’s condition as portrayed: the categorical difference
of the other, and its inherent incompatibility with our utterly different world.

There is nonetheless a paradoxical familiarity to the vampire world. Though
portrayed as incompatible with ‘our own’, implicitly Western, one, ironically enough it
nonetheless mimics it in important respects. The vampires’ struggle is less with horror’s
conventional metamorphosis, more with adaptation, as they respond to their radical
change of circumstance as humans qua modern subjects. The narrator essentially
humanises the monster, even as he regards himself as dehumanised by the monstrous
process to which he has succumbed. Though the three central figures handle the
situation in different ways, they are all learning how to deal rationally with their new
conditions of existence, to identify their own intelligible individual goals, and pursue
them systematically. The film readily presents choice as necessity, for example: to live
rather than die, to consume human blood and thereby thrive rather than make do with
animal substitutes, which promise to undermine the vampire’s quality of ‘life’. The
narrative betrays a clear individualist centre of gravity. Others are of value, but wholly
in reference to the subject, as ultimately exchangeable companions, or objects of
desire—often murderous. The individual’s modus operandi is the classic rational-actor
model of neoclassical economics. Its narrow, instrumentalist frame of reference is the
systematic pursuit of self-serving goals. As widely held norm and self-serving prophesy,

'* The full quotation from Anne Rice’s 1976 novel reads: “Evil is a point of view. We are immortal. And
what we have before us are the rich feasts that conscience cannot appreciate and mortal men cannot know
without regret. God kills, and so shall we; indiscriminately. He takes the richest and the poorest, and so
shall we; for no creatures under God are as we are, none so like Him [sic] as ourselves, dark angels not
confined to the stinking limits of hell but wandering His earth and all its kingdoms” (Rice 1991 [1976]:
88-89). The full quote from Neil Jordan’s 1994 film adaptation reads: “Evil is a point of view. God kills,
indiscriminately, and so shall we. For no creatures under God are as we are, none so like him [sic] as
ourselves” (IMSDb 2010).

115



Tamed Monsters and Human Problems

it is axiomatic to Western culture and its dominant, liberal ideology. The dubious
assumption of autonomous goal-seeking ensures that the goals themselves, and their
extraordinary conformity to the dictates of a thoroughgoing commodification of both
work and pleasure, are never questioned. The hypocritical vision of benign cynicism
does not express the horrors of the vampire world, but rather of capitalist society itself.
The movie reflects and reinforces the paradoxical individualism at the heart of Western
society and culture. It is paradoxical because it heralds freedom as choice and turns
choice into natural necessity. The film thus reproduces the ‘intersubjective meanings’ of
producer-consumer society, where all choices of any value—to find the work you can
and consume the goods you must—are predetermined by the working assumptions of
Protestant work ethic and materialist aspiration.'® These may appear symbolically as
natural necessities but they are the product of what Jameson terms “ideological closure”
(1981: 49). An historically grounded account of symbolic expressions can be
understood in terms of what is structurally active but textually absent: ‘the political
unconscious’. These are the fundamental social relations constituted by the mode of
production as experienced, repressed, and/or resisted by the active subject (41-49).
Kimberly J. Lau identifies the vampiric dimension of resistance lying in its inherent
non-productivity, in its challenge to the reproductive heterosexual norm as well as life
per se as a linear, accumulative process of moving “upward, onward, forward” (3) in
favour of the reverberating repetition of an immortal limbo. The ideological
contradiction this entails should be emphasised, however. Individualism forms the
ideological core of capitalist society, in constant, uneasy tension with those norms of
reciprocity needed to hold the fabric of social relationships together, not least the
dictates of law, human and natural. Interview with the Vampire expresses that tension in
a hedonistic fantasy of release, deeply rooted in the figure of the frightful, wilful villain,
so lovingly nurtured by the Gothic novel (Kilgour 1995: 12).

Furthermore, for all its liberal associations, the film expresses the political dimension
of Western subjectivity in a way that further reinforces the divide between subject and
other. We learn, as the vampiric ‘social order’ takes centre stage, that killing humans is
a natural necessity while killing a vampire is tantamount to an ‘immortal’ sin. Santiago
warns, “[t]here is but one crime... among us vampires here. It is the crime that means
death to any vampire—to kill your own kind” (/MSDb 2010). Such ethical partiality,
depressingly familiar in the history of ethnic groupings, provides the finishing touch to
an unearthly analogue of the Western episteme. Freedom as conformity with the
necessities of species nature is complemented by a further natural law, that is, loyalty to
the natural collective to which each individual necessarily belongs. Logically, the
analogue is not a perfect one, in creating an imaginary divide between qualitatively
different beings, but as such it takes Western values to a further, and not unheard of,
extreme, to equate national-juridical difference with a kind of racial one. A genuine
universalism disappears from this picture in favour of separate racial-species universes
unto themselves. R. B. J. Walker (1993) identifies how the discourse of national
citizenship regularly betrays a kind of doublethink in invoking universal values as the
uncompromising grounds of national ones, selectively ignoring their territorial-bio-
political partiality. Though few would be likely to suggest explicitly that one’s specific

' Max Weber famously analysed the role of the former in capitalist society (2001 [1930]), while Stuart
Ewan explored the roots of contemporary consumerist materialism in interwar America (1977).
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national values monopolise and exhaust the possibilities of a universal humanity, one
might nevertheless become habituated to behaving as though it were the case. This helps
explain liberal political theory’s traditional concentration on the territorial entity as its
utopian project (15-21), as well as the invocation of necessity to protect the territorial
ground of such projects, as realpolitik’s “reason of state” (104—124). Hence, it might
also help explain the resort to the logic of the natural divide between vampire and
human. The contradictions entailed are the natural focus of Gramscian ‘immanent
critique’ or Jamesonesque ‘negative dialectic’. The critique highlights contradictions,
which cannot be entirely eliminated. They persist in the disquiet of the ‘political
unconscious’, a latent resource for the purposes of insurrection and self-enlightenment
(Jameson 1981: 17-22). This casts light on the rich heterogeneity of expressive
responses to social conditions, that the continuing ‘Vampire Chronicles’ coexist with a
burgeoning war on terror, just as a film like The Day the Earth Stood Still (dir. Robert
Wise, 1951) did with an escalating Cold War.

The focus has been on one, seminal case, which heralds a trend in the constitution of
otherness reaching well beyond the realm of the vampire—within limits: the
conventions of the zombie as a body stripped of consciousness, for example, resist such
a move.'” There is nevertheless plenty of evidence of such a trend in a variety of
contexts. The inversion of perspective in the treatment of vampires is alive and kicking
(however unfortunate the expression) in the mockumentary What We Do in the Shadows
for example. Otherwise, the TV series Lucifer provides fresh perspective on what is
arguably the ultimate monster figure of the Judeo-Christian tradition—provoking hostile
reactions from religious groups (Richter 2015). Science-fiction antecedents in films like
The Day the Earth Stood Still, Solaris (dir. Andrei Tarkovsky, 1971) and The Man Who
Fell to Earth (dir. Nicolas Roeg, 1976), paved the way for a more categorical change in
later works like Blade Runner (dir. Ridley Scott, 1982), its sequel, Blade Runner 2049
(dir. Denis Villeneuve, 2017), ET (dir. Steven Spielberg, 1982), Total Recall (dir. Paul
Verhoeven, 1990), and the TV series Battlestar Galactica (created by Glen A. Larson
and Ronald D. Moore, 2004— 2009). It remains a question for further inquiry whether
such work equally falls prey to the tendency to humanise, individualise and westernise
the monster, and thus foreclose the expression of genuine difference or mutability. The
preceding argument, that the tendency is deeply embedded in long-standing Western
cultural practices, at least suggests that the question is worthy of further consideration,
without attributing a misleading determinacy to such practices. Initial consideration of
Lucifer, for example, suggests that the imagined encounter between fallen angel and
human, however flippant, is surprisingly nuanced compared to Interview with the
Vampire. This raises the question of the continued, constraining influence of the
conventions of the vampire subgenre, a line of inquiry also meriting further attention.

Conclusion

Modernist individualist qualities of Western society have shaped the construction and
deconstruction of the monster in popular culture in general and film in particular. The
idea of an historically emergent human nature and its associated norms is key, not

'7 Nevertheless, the scope for interpreting—and reinventing—zombies as a mute symbol of the desperate
revolt of oppressed hordes (Canavan 2011) or, for that matter, of unreflective, commodity-fetishistic
consumers, raises more possibilities than we might initially suppose.
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surprisingly, to the construction of the monster as transgressive. What is less obvious is
the constraining role this Western construction of human nature continues to play in
recent cinematic attempts to approach the monster more closely. The example of
Interview with the Vampire is arguably both influential within—and emblematic of—a
more general trend, especially in the way it dismantles established monster conventions.
By detailing its conditions as a transposition from a natural, human setting to something
otherworldly, it is effectively humanised. In this way, human—read as Western—
qualities are reinforced and salvaged from the disturbing ambivalence of conventional
monstrosity. The spectator observes—and is encouraged to identify with—the logic of
human adaptation to alien conditions. Thus reaffirmed is the paradoxical Western model
of freedom as conformity to nature (Hobbes 2009 [1651]; Locke 2003 [1689]; Rousseau
1968 [1762]). Beyond the individual subject, collective or political subjectivity is
likewise reaffirmed through the idea of a natural order proper to vampires, which
mirrors that of humans. The vampires’ supernatural moral universe prohibits taking
another vampire’s life. The ambiguity of this injunction is a curious echo of that at the
level of world politics. Universalism makes all human life sacrosanct but insofar as such
universalism falls short, through practical organisation into nation-states for example, it
can be inverted. The failure of some actors (at least provisionally) to meet the criteria of
full humanity means the sanctity of human life can become to all intents and purposes
the sanctity of the life of the citizenry (ours) to be protected by all means possible,
whatever the cost to others. The most conspicuously modernist feature of the humanised
vampire—and most important failing—is that its nature, though emergent, is essentially
fixed. The power of the monster trope to symbolise and illustrate the transformative
potential of pliable Aumanity is ironically lost in the very act of a normalising
humanisation. For all its vices, the monster is a powerful symbol of transformative
change but it will take sensitivity and imagination to make it a progressive cultural
force. The key may lie in contemporary cultural impulses challenging the
anthropocentrism of the humanist tradition of thought. The imaginative potential of the
monster to represent humans as embedded in—but not unrealistically determined by—
nature resonates with ‘posthumanist’ ideas challenging deeply ingrained liberal
assumptions of autonomy and exceptionalism (Hayles 1999). What the preceding
analysis illustrates, however, is the robust constraining effect of powerful humanist
ideas whose ideological role we are obliged to continue to take seriously (Badmington
2003).

Cave! Hic dragones.
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VAMPIRIC REMEDIATION—
THE VAMPIRE AS A SELF-REFLEXIVE TECHNIQUE IN DRACULA
(1897), NOSFERATU (1922) AND SHADOW OF THE VAMPIRE (2000)

Alexander Lehner (University of Augsburg)

Abstract: This paper aims at describing the self-reflexive functions of the vampire
through the lens of remediation. First, [ will describe remediation as the central form of
representation used in the novel Dracula (1897). Its epistolary form remediates various
contemporary high-tech media that are compiled as typewritten pages: It uses a
hypermedia strategy. Dracula, the creature, mirrors this technique, since he and his
abilities are an amalgamation of the characteristics of contemporary media. Dracula
tries to remediate itself (that is to rehabilitate) in the shifting media-landscape of the
outgoing 19th century and self-reflexively addresses this through the vampire’s
connection to media. Second, Nosferatu: Eine Symphonie des Grauens (dir. Friedrich
Wilhelm Murnau, 1922) deviates from this hypermedia strategy and argues for film’s
immediacy. However, it also self-consciously addresses its state as an adaptation of
Dracula and clearly acknowledges its medium when vampirism is involved within the
film itself. Nosferatu connects vampirism with cinema and its techniques and,
consequently, presents its vampire, ‘Count Orlok’, as a personification of film instead of
an amalgamation of different media. Shadow of the Vampire (dir. Edmund FElias
Merhige, 2000), then, is a refashioning within the medium: it is Nosferatu’s fictional
making-of. Here, the borders between cinema and vampirism and between medium and
reality collapse, as Shadow of the Vampire not only borrows the style and story of
Nosferatu, but also incorporates the history and the myths surrounding the production
of this seminal vampire movie. Consequently, it argues for film’s failure as a medium of
immediacy facing the new hypermedia-landscape of the beginning 21st century. These
three iterations of the vampire and remediation demonstrate how the vampire has been
functionalized as a self-reflexive technique to speak about the medium it is depicted in,
be it on the brink of a changing media-landscape, at the beginning of movies as the
medium of immediacy, or its existence as an established art form at the emerging digital
age.

Keywords: vampire; remediation; self-conscious[ness]; Dracula (1897); Nosferatu
(1922); Shadow of the Vampire (2000); meta-cinema.

Introduction

I will use the concept of remediation as conceived by Bolter and Grusin in their
monograph Remediation: Understanding New Media (2000 [1999]) to demonstrate that
the vampire has been used as a self-reflexive technique to reflect on the media it is been
portrayed in and how media represent themselves in a shifting media-landscape. Taking
Stoker’s Dracula (1897)' as a starting point, I argue that this novel utilizes a
hypermedia strategy by remediating contemporary high-tech media via a typewriter:

' Quotations taken from Dracula (1897; here: Stoker 1997 [1897]) will be indicated by a [D], followed by
the page number.
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They are transcribed and compiled as the novel the reader holds in their hands. On the
one hand, this hypermedia strategy causes a multiplication of mediation that resembles
the medial life of the contemporaries and therefore a form of reality (cf. Bolter/Grusin
2000 [1999]: 53). On the other hand, the transcription is an eradication of the elements
that connect the texts to their authors’ life, like handwriting, imperfections, and
canceled words. The hypermedia strategy causes the novel to rest in a state between life
(resembling the media-reality) and death (drained from markers of life). Additionally,
the ‘creature Dracula’ mirrors this technique, since he and his abilities are based on the
novel Dracula’s media. The novel’s hypermedia strategy and the vampire, here, become
techniques to speak about the novel’s necessity to remediate new media to rehabilitate
the medium of the novel and to prepare it for the emerging media-landscape.

However, when the vampire enters cinema, the creature becomes a method through
which movies self-reflexively speak about themselves. I will demonstrate this with my
first filmic example—Nosferatu: Eine Symphonie des Grauens (1922). Nosferatu
portrays film as prime example of immediacy by self-consciously addressing its
predecessor Dracula, using real settings, different forms of remediation, and
hypermedia strategies. Further, the vampire is connected to cinema through metaphor
and filmic strategies. This chapter also includes a section that briefly discusses a
plethora of vampire movies and their self-reflexive interpretations. Therefore, the
vampire as a self-reflexive technique is by no means limited to the special cases
analyzed in this article.

In Shadow of the Vampire (2000, then, this separation of medium, reality, and their
corresponding logics collapses in a refashioning of ‘film in film’. As a fictional making-
of it uses the film-within-a-film structure. It addresses the shifting media-environment at
the beginning of the new millennium and the failure of (filmic) immediacy by devaluing
Nosferatu’s aesthetic core.

However, I limit myself to these three iterations: [7] the original novel Dracula, [ii]
Nosferatu as its first adaptation and [iii] Shadow of the Vampire as decidedly meta-
fictional re-iteration. Whereas this study could also include Herzog’s Nosferatu:
Phantom der Nacht (1979), I refrain from including this movie. I chose those three texts
because they mark turning points in their respective media-landscapes that are
aesthetically discussed in these works: [i] the novel rivaling different high-tech media
(Dracula), [ii] the beginning of movies as the medium of the 20th century (Nosferatu),
[7ii]] and the appearance and rise of digital hypermedia that create a new sense of
experiential reality by multiplying the forms of mediation (Shadow of the Vampire).

Dracula—Opus and Creature of Media

In terms of structure and content, the novel Dracula (1897) contains various forms of
media technology that resemble the supernatural powers of the ‘eponymous monster’.*
Since Dracula is an epistolary novel, it is a collage made from textual forms such as

% In English, the translation Nosferatu: A Symphony of Horror is common. Quotations taken from
Nosferatu (1922; here: Murnau 2007 [1922]) will be indicated by an [N], followed by the run time.

3 Quotations taken from Shadow of the Vampire (2000; here: Merhige 2002 [2000]) will be indicated by
an [SV], followed by the run time.

* The connection between technology and the supernatural can also be found in the mind-set of the
contemporaries of the novel Dracula (cf. Abbott 2007: 37-38).
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journal entries, memos, or letters. Alongside these traditional forms there are
contemporary media included as well, like telegrams and newspaper articles. Also,
high-tech means of media-production like the phonograph and the typewriter feature
prominently. The texts are compiled and transcribed by Mina into machine-written
pages: “[I]n all the mass of material of which the record is composed, there is hardly
one authentic document; nothing but a mass of type-writing” (D: 326). The
conventional interpretation of this passage would be in terms of evidence. Through the
typewriter’s remediation of the original documents, they have become mere copies and
lost their former authenticity (Page 2011: 110): “[T]he typewriter is the technology
through which all other technologies in the novel (stenography, phonographic records,
and telegraphed messages) are produced and made accessible [...] to the reader” (Page
2011: 109). In connecting this with Kittler’s claim that “mechanized writing [reduces]
the very forms, differences and frequencies of its letters [...] to formulas™ (Kittler 1999
[1986]: 16), one can also ascertain the lifelessness of writing produced via a typewriter
that Kittler calls a “lack of expression of individuals or the trace of bodies” (ibid.). The
typewriter drains earlier forms of writing from their “traces of the author’s body” (Page
2011: 110) and therefore creates analogies between vampirism and the typewriter as the
central mode of mediation in Dracula: both drain something that was alive before from
their markers of life and create the undead.

Here, I propose an interpretation of this structure in terms of remediation that adds to
this notion. Bolter and Grusin describe remediation as “the representation of one
medium in another” (Bolter/Grusin 2000 [1999]: 45). By remediating various media
within the novel and transcribing them via typewriter, Dracula actually utilizes a
hypermedia strategy to create realism. As Bolter and Grusin state, “digital hypermedia
seek the real by multiplying mediation so as to create a feeling of fullness, a satiety of
experience, which can be taken as reality” (Bolter/Grusin 2000 [1999]: 53). The novel
Dracula uses a similar approach, as it recreates the media fullness and experience at the
end of the 19th century by using a prototypic hypermedia method. A similar claim has
already been made by Kittler, who sees Mina and her typewriting abilities as an
‘Interface’ between specific streams of data, i.e. the different media forming the novel:
handwritten diaries, phonograph-records, newspaper-clippings, telegrams, files and logs
(Kittler 1995 [1985]: 450). However, this does not undermine the traditional
interpretation in terms of authenticity but rather contributes to the ambiguity of Mina’s
statement: Where it drains formerly authentic documents from their markers of life, the
novel recreates the media experience of its contemporaries and, consequently, a form of
reality.

This prototypic hypermedia strategy and the documents drained from markers of life
situate the novel in a state of limbo between life and death and, thus, connect this
structure to the vampire. Additionally, the typewritten pages also connect to the
vampire’s immortality. They are finished products that cannot be changed, contrasting
hand-written text, in which canceled words and alterations belong to the process of
creation. Therefore, the typewritten pages in their drained and inauthentic form can
potentially carry on the same content forever and make the conveyed story of Dracula
virtually immortal.

This connection between vampirism and media is also apparent in the character of
Count Dracula himself. Kittler considers him a being of media: “Dracula, as he pertains
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under technological conditions alone, is merely the stochastic noise of the messaging-
channels themselves™ (Kittler 1993: 50; transl.). Wicke discusses this phenomenon in
her article ‘Vampiric Typewriting’ (1992) which reads Dracula as a “chaotic reaction-
formation in advance of modernism, wildly taking on the imprintings of mass culture”
(Wicke 1992: 469). She claims that “Dracula’s individual powers all have their
analogue in the field of the mass cultural; he comprises the techniques of consumption”
(Wicke 1992: 475). Wicke goes on to connect the phonograph to him calling from afar
and without being bodily present, the telegraph to his telepathic ability, the circulation
of Kodaks (photographs) without the depicted object to the circulation of his blood
without him present, the ubiquity of advertising to him vitiating space, and the
mutability of mass culture itself to the count’s ability to change into a bat or mist at will
(cf. Wicke 1992: 475-476).

This integration of mass media personified in the ‘creature Dracula’ highlights the
interdependence of the novel Dracula and the then new media. As Bolter and Grusin
state, there is no such thing as an isolated medium; they all influence each other: “What
i1s new about new media comes from the particular ways in which they refashion older
media and the ways in which older media refashion themselves to answer the challenges
of new media” (Bolter/Grusin 2000 [1999]: 15).

Dracula tries to situate its medium, the novel, in a shifting media-landscape that
anticipates the technological hypermedia-reality of today (Galini 1986: 4). Kittler sees
Dracula as a story of technical media’s final victory over the vampire (Kittler 1986:
135; Kittler 1999 [1986]: 86) which could be considered a victory over the novel in this
constellation. I would argue that Dracula rather should be categorized in Bolter and
Grusin’s terms as remediating newer forms of media: “Our culture conceives of each
medium or constellation of media as it responds to, competes with, and reforms other
media. [...] No medium, it seems, can now function independently and establish its own
separate and purified space of cultural meaning” (Bolter/Grusin 2000 [1999]: 55). The
vampiric structure of the novel and its personification through the ‘creature Dracula’ in
the novel acknowledge this fact and try to reform its medium (cf. Bolter/Grusin 2000
[1999]: 56, 60-62) by sacrificing the media borders of the novel. Consequently, the
vampire becomes a self-reflexive technique to speak about the situation of the novel in
the emerging media-world of the ending 19th century.

In this chapter, I have addressed the remediation of the contemporary high-tech media
within the structure of the novel Dracula. The typewriter has been characterized as a
vampiric technology of mediation that comprises different media within the body of the
novel but drains them from their markers of life. However, the novel also creates a
prototypic hypermedia structure, creating a resemblance of the media reality. Especially
the ‘creature Dracula’ shows the mutual interdependence of media and becomes a self-
reflexive technique to rehabilitate the novel in a shifting media-environment.

In movies, however, the vampire is not associated with media in general anymore but
film. One of Dracula’s first adaptations, Friedrich Wilhelm [F. W.] Murnau’s Nosferatu
(1922) addresses this shift through techniques of remediation and by deploying the logic
of transparent immediacy. Here, another rhetoric of remediation as reform is employed

> As translated by the author. Original text in German: “Dracula, wie er unter technologischen
Bedingungen einzig iiberdauert, ist nur noch das stochastische Rauschen der Nachrichtenkanéle selber”
(Kittler 1993: 50).
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using the vampire as a self-reflexive technique, stating that film has become the
(alleged) epitome of immediacy. Here, I will address two issues: First, how Nosferatu
reflects on its state as an adaptation and, second, how cinema and vampirism are
connected in Nosferatu.

Nosferatu as Self-Reflexive Adaptation and Plea for Film’s Immediacy

Nosferatu (1922) addresses its connection to the novel Dracula with a note of warning:
“Nosferatu—doesn’t this word sound like the cry of a bird of the dead? Beware of
saying it, otherwise the images of life fade to shadows, ghostly dreams emerge from the
heart and feed on your blood”® (N: 0:03:00; transl.). Here, the process of adapting
Nosferatu from Dracula is alluded to and connected to film’s potential for immediacy.
Therefore, Nosferatu represents remediation as reform (Bolter/Grusin 2000 [1999]: 59—
62). This becomes apparent with Bolter and Grusin’s explanation of the term
‘remediation’: “We have adopted the word to express the way in which one medium is
seen by our culture as forming or improving upon another. [...] The assumption of
reform is so strong that a new medium is now expected to justify itself by improving on
a predecessor” (Bolter/Grusin 2000 [1999]: 59). Nosferatu (‘a film’) tries to medially
overcome its predecessor, Dracula (‘a novel’), and self-reflexively addresses this in this
opening note.

First there is Nosferatu as a word—an allusion to the textual Dracula. Next, this word
shifts into images of life. The former text of Dracula becomes the chosen set of the film
that exists in reality. Filming on actual locations is especially noteworthy, since German
Expressionism heavily relied on studio productions (cf. Ruthner 2006: 29-54; Abbott
2007: 51). Then, the images of life fade to shadows; the images are shot on location and
made into film.

In this textual insert, the steps of adapting Dracula to Nosferatu are alluded to and
also qualified by the level of immediacy. Whereas the word just sounds like the cry of a
vulture, the shadows (representing early film) actually suck the audience’s blood. By
using real settings and qualifying the viewing-experience as almost real, film is
portrayed as a medium that uses the logic of transparent immediacy that tries to (and, in
the aesthetic argumentation of Nosferatu, almost succeeds to) erase its own medium.

Before this insert appears, Nosferatu starts with the literal adaptation of a book into
the medium film: a form of remediation as absorption. Bolter and Grusin describe this
form of remediation as follows: “[T]he new medium can remediate by trying to absorb
the older medium entirely, so that the discontinuities between the two are minimized”
(Bolter/Grusin 2000 [1999]: 47). Nosferatu does this by absorbing the entirety of the
book as a medium.

6 As translated by the author. Original text in German: “Nosferatu—tont dieses Wort nicht wie der
mitterndchtliche Ruf eines Totenvogels? Hiite Dich es zu sagen, sonst verblassen die Bilder des Lebens
zu Schatten, spukhafte Traume steigen aus dem Herzen und nédhren sich von Deinem Blut” (N: 0:03:00).
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Figure 1. This still from Nosferatu shows how real settings were used in the production of the film (N:
0:20:30); screenshot taken by the author.

Nosferatu presents itself as “[t]he account of the Great Death in Wisborg anno Domini
1836”7 (N: 0:02:50; transl.). This text is presented as a real book and not as a
conventional textual insert. It is integrated into film, as described by Bolter and Grusin
in the quotation above. This also adds to the self-reflexive allusion to Nosferatu as an
adaptation from literature, since this book becomes the very origin of the movie: It is the
source of the narrator and renders Nosferatu a kind of manuscript fiction. Other texts
embedded in this filmic structure are the book Of Vampires, Terrifying Ghosts, Sorcery
and the Seven Deadly Sins® (N: 0:16:42; transl.), Hutter’s journal (N: 0:30:10; N:
0:51:40), a newspaper article about the plague epidemic (N: 0:54:40), the log of the
ship’s crew, and a note about the curfew (N: 1:14:50). Consequently, the camera acts
similar to the typewriter in terms of remediation—but rather than to compile the
different texts as typed pages, the film captures them on celluloid. The difference,
however, is that film can show the documents in their typographical as well as medial
characteristics (excluding haptic feedback); the markers of life, despite not being
completely intact, can be shown in filmic representation. Nevertheless, Nosferatu’s

7 As translated by the author. Original text in German: “Die Aufzeichnungen iiber das GroBe Sterben in
Wisborg anno Domini 1836 (N: 0:02:50).

¥ As translated by the author. Original text [‘book title’] in German: Von Vampyren erschrécklichen [sic)
Geistern, Zauberreyen [sic] und den sieben Todsiinden (N: 0:16:42).
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camera also differs from the typewriter in that it is never the center of attention in the
movie: “Dracula movies [were] [...] merely a form of controlling the audience’s
attention, which distracted with all their might [...] from the noise of the apparatus.
What’s never in the frame were Mina Harker’s typewriter and Dr. Seward’s
phonograph. That’s how solidly united they are running with the film-projector’”
(Kittler 1993: 56; transl.). The film itself never acknowledges the technologies used in
Dracula nor does it acknowledge its own media of technical reproduction: the camera
and the projector. It tries to erase its mediation to create immediacy.

Through remediation as absorption, Nosferatu creates an aesthetic argument about the
supremacy of cinema in terms of immediacy. It (predominantly) integrates textual
media and surpasses the typewriter when it comes to reproducing the markers of life.
The film enhances the absorbing component of the typewriter with the ability to
remediate while preserving their visual authenticity. However, I have not addressed how
cinema is connected to vampirism. The next section will therefore discuss the
connection between vampirism and cinema on a metaphorical level and the film’s
connation of hypermediacy with the vampire.

Nosferatu—Cinema and Vampirism

In this section, I will demonstrate that Hutter’s journey into Count Orlok’s realm is
portrayed as a symbolic journey into the realm of cinema, connecting vampirism and
film through diegetic remarks. This connection also extends to the level of style, as the
logic of transparent immediacy is contrasted with sequences deploying the logic of
hypermedia. These portray at the same time Count Orlok’s abilities and render him a
personification of film itself.

In his 1896 report concerning the presentation of Lumicere’s Cinématographe, Maxim
Gorky speaks of the Kingdom of Shadows: “Last night I was in the Kingdom of
Shadows. [...] Tt 1s no life but its shadow, it is not motion but its soundless spectre”
(Gorky 1996: 5). He describes attending a cinematic presentation as a form of entering
the world of ghosts, since the images appear to be just lifeless revenants of their real
counterpart.

The ghostliness of attending cinema in Gorky’s descriptions is already adapted in the
beginning of Nosferatu, as Knock assigns Hutter his task: “Travel fast, travel well,
young friend, into the land of ghosts”'® (NV: 0:09:24; transl.). Hutter repeats this
description of Transylvania as he informs Ellen of his forthcoming journey: “I travel
far[-]far away into the land of thieves and ghosts!”'" (N: 0:09:45; transl.). The ghosts of
this country seem to be such a peculiar element, that the actual name of the destination
does not need to be mentioned. As Hutter travels into the country, he has to cross a
bridge at sundown, which marks the border between his world and the realm of ghosts.
The narrator comments: “As soon as Hutter had crossed the bridge, uncanny visions

° As translated by the author. Original text in German: “Draculafilme [waren] [...] nur eine
Aufmerksamkeitssteuerung, die mit aller Macht [...] vom Surren der Apparatur ablenkte. Was nirgendwo
ins Bild kam, waren Mina Harkers Schreibmaschine und Dr. Sewards Phonograph. So solidarisch mit
ihnen lduft der Filmprojektor” (Kittler 1993: 56).

' As translated by the author. Original text in German: “Reisen Sie schnell, reisen Sie gut, junger Freund,
in das Land der Gespenster” (N: 0:09:24).

"' As translated by the author. Original text in German “Ich reise weitweit [sic] fort in das Land der Diebe
und Gespenster!” (N: 0:09:45).
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took him over, of which he had often told me”'? (N: 0:21:40; transl.). The bridge acts as
a kind of portal to the spirit realm. Together with the beginning of the night and the
sudden appearance of apparitions, it seems to simulate a night at the movies: the
audience enters the cinema, the lights are turned off, and illusions on the silver-screen
begin. Additionally, leaving the cinema is metaphorically mentioned in Nosferatu: “As
soon as the sun rose, the shadows of the night vanished”'® (V: 0:27:48; transl.). The
shadows leave Hutter, like the illusions of the cinema vanish, if the light is turned on
again. Nevertheless, when the lights vanish, the next movie will be played, just like the
shadows inevitably haunt Hutter after sunset: “The ghostly light of the evening seemed
to revive the shadows of the castle again™'* (N: 0:31:54; transl.). This last commentary
moves this discourse even further into the realm of the cinema: Not the darkness casts
the shadows, but the ghostly light of the evening. Thus, the light awakens the shadows
in Nosferatu’s realm, as the projector revives the dead images on celluloid.

That cinema is the realm of the vampire also becomes clear by the plethora of
vampire movies that connect vampirism to cinema, films, and their production. In
Zulueta’s Arrebato (1980), the camera of a frustrated horror-filmmaker appears to
produce red frames, drains its subjects from their life-force, and gains life on its own. In
Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1992) by Francis Ford Coppola, film features prominently on a
fair the Count visits and is shown side by side with its technological predecessors like
the phantasmagoria and shadow plays. Gelder notes in this respect that “filming
Stoker’s novel about Dracula also involves filming the beginnings of film itself”
(Gelder 1994: 89). Jordan’s Interview with the Vampire (1994; [ed.] see also Stuart
Robinson’s article in this Nordlit issue) features the present as a world, where vampires
can experience (electrical) light and even a sunrise in the movies: The protagonist Louis
watches Sunrise: A Song of two Humans (1927) by F. W. Murnau (of course famous for
his own vampire film) and describes this as a sublime experience (cf. Butzer 2015: 25—
26). Recent films still connect cinema and vampirism. Lee and Prowse’s found-footage
horror film Afflicted (2013) shows the two directors filming for their traveling-blog
‘Ends of the Earth’. Here, Lee is infected by a vampire and eventually accepts his new
vampiric nature by using his powers and his hunger against those who deserve to die
(which is a take on the typical origin movie of a superhero-franchise). Kolsch and
Widmyer’s Starry Eyes (2014) depicts the movie-industry as a kind of satanic cult,
turning a young actress into a fabulous, blood-sucking vampire queen of a production
company called Astracus. The vampire becomes a method of self-reflexively speaking
about cinema via movies themselves, with Nosferatu as the first movie that connects
vampirism with cinema (cf. Keppler 2006: 14-23; Gelder 1994: 87-90).

However, until now I have only read Nosferatu on a metaphorical level that connects
cinema and vampirism. Nevertheless, this connection can be and has already been made
also on the film’s formal level, since filmic techniques show the vampiric traits of this
medium (Weinstock 2012: 50; Butzer 2015: 24-26). Abbott, for example, creates a
genealogy of the filmic process that “was informed by nineteenth-century technologies

'2 As translated by the author. Original text in German: “Kaum hatte Hutter die Briicke iiberschritten, da
ergriffen ihn die unheimlichen Gesichte, von denen er mir oft erzihlt hat” (N: 0:21:40).

' As translated by the author. Original text in German: “Sobald die Sonne stieg, wichen auch von Hutter
die Schatten der Nacht” (N: 0:27:48).

'* As translated by the author. Original text in German: “Das gespenstische Licht des Abends schien die
Schatten des Schlosses wiederum zu beleben” (N: 0:31:54).
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that bridged the gap between the scientific and the supernatural and were absorbed into
the film language of Nosferatu to become a defining part of the vampire film’s
cinematic heritage” (Abbott 2007: 45).

I would read the vampire in terms of ‘remediation’. This means that whenever
Nosferatu’s strategy shifts from immediacy to hypermediacy, the vampire is present
and, therefore, connected to film. This shift from the logic of transparent immediacy to
the logic of hypermedia is a precursor of the Hollywood style, in which “transparency is
mental balance, while hypermediacy is mental dysfunction” (Bolter/Grusin 2000
[1999]: 152). Similarly, the vampire as deviant here is characterized by hypermediacy
and, thus, a disruption of Nosferatu’s logic of transparent immediacy.

Before Hutter travels to Count Orlok, the film only used simple fade-ins and fade-
outs. This, however, changes to an excessive use of the medial potential of film. Most
peculiar are the filmic effects that display the Count’s abilities. His carriage moves with
supernatural speed, which is realized through a lesser framerate (cf. Weinstock 2012:
80). Further, Hutter’s entrance into the realm of shadows is illustrated by cutting in
negatives that invert the film’s colors (cf. Abbott 2007: 52; Butzer 2015: 25): Hutter
travels from the bright world of light into the dark world of shadows. Furthermore, the
Count has no spatial boundaries as he disappears once with his carriage and reappears
seconds later in front of Hutter. Even though this ability is not clearly named, it shows
the power of the filmic cut that allows Orlok to teleport himself (cf. Abbott 2007: 53—
54). Similar cases are the autonomously opening and closing doors. Nosferatu hides the
real cause of these movements through pre-planned shots and the doors seem to be
moving on their own.

Consequently, the powers and abilities of the vampire depend on the technical
circumstances of film. The act of watching a film (and creating worlds through visuals
composed by cuts and framing) differs from the real act of everyday seeing, as the
monstrous creature of the vampire deviates from reality: both movie and vampire act
outside the rules of space, time, and causality (cf. Keppler 2006: 17). Count Orlok only
exists in this form because of these circumstances that render him a purely filmic-
technical entity (cf. Weinstock 2012: 82). The vampire, thus, contradicts the logic of
transparent immediacy and marks moments of hypermediacy within Nosferatu.
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Figure 2. ‘Count Orlok’ emerges from the dark, simulating the beginning of a film’s projection (N:
0:22:35); screenshot taken by the author.

The most famous image of Nosferatu is that of his shadow (cf. Weinstock 2012: 81). It
is a creation of Murnau himself and cannot be found in the original novel (cf. Joslin
2006 [1999]: 17), but it adapts Dracula’s lack of corporeality (cf. Ruthner 2006: 42).
The shadow directly illustrates the connection between vampire and cinema (Kaes
2014: 38; Butzer 2015: 24), since it is only the projection of a body on a white surface
as the cinema is only a projection of light (cf. Weinstock 2012: 81-82). An addition in
comparison to the novel is the inevitable destruction of the vampire through sunlight
(Joslin 2006 [1999]: 17). This characteristic connects Orlok directly to cinema and its
material form: celluloid is instantly destroyed, if overexposed to direct sunlight (Gelder
1994: 97).
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Figure 3. In Nosferatu, the ‘Count’ transforms into a shadow. This is one addition to the vampire
compared to Dracula and highlights the vampire’s self-reflexive potential concerning film (N: 0:32:50);
screenshot taken by the author.

The destruction of the creature is closely associated with what Bolter and Grusin call a
contact point: “The common feature of all these forms [of immediacy] is the belief in
some necessary contact points between the medium and what it represents. For those
who believe in the immediacy of photography [...] the contact point is the light that is
reflected from the objects on to the film” (Bolter/Grusin 2000 [1999]: 30). Film’s point
of contact is also light. Nosferatu is destroyed by his contact to reality, as a
personification of the logic of hypermediacy. This perspective renders Nosferatu’s death
a strong rejection of hypermediacy in favor of film’s potential for immediacy. The
vampire (as a personification of the medium film) must eventually vanish for filmic
transparency and immediacy to prolong. It is an almost literal erasure of the medium.
Nosferatu stages the act of going to the cinema as a journey into the realm of shadows
and ghosts created through the film and directed according to its rules. The vampire
himself is presented as a technical-filmic entity, which gains and defines its existence
through the technical circumstances of the medium film. The parallels between Hutter’s
journey and cinema combined with the portrayal of vampirism by hypermediacy
(making the audience aware of the medium film) render film deeply connected to
vampirism. An awareness of the medium, however, is characterized as deviant by
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association with the vampire and, through the final destruction by sunlight, rendered an
irrelevant logic (at least in the argumentation of Nosferatu).

In the next section I will address a vampire movie situated in an emerging
hypermedia environment: Shadow of the Vampire (2000). This movie acknowledges
that contemporary hypermedia-structures seem to form a reality on their own. However,
it uses the form of a fictional making of—a remediation within the medium that “does
not violate the presumed sanctity of the medium” (Bolter/Grusin 2000 [1999]: 49).
Hypermedia strife for the real in “the viewer’s experience [...] by multiplying
mediation” and create an experience that resembles being in a hypermedia world
(Bolter/Grusin 2000 [1999]: 53). However, in opposition to Dracula, Shadow of the
Vampire does not try to remediate itself. Rather it deconstructs Nosferatu’s implied
claim of immediacy and reflects on the changing relation between media and reality in
the 21st century.

Shadow of the Vampire as Reflection on Nosferatu’s Immediacy

Shadow of the Vampire (2000) is a remediation “within a single medium—for example,
when a film borrows from an earlier film [...] or when a painting incorporates another
paining” (Bolter/Grusin 2000 [1999]: 49). Shadow of the Vampire borrows, most
obviously, from Nosferatu: its storyline, its rendition of Murnau’s aesthetics, and the
characterization of Murnau and Schreck based on extra-filmic discourses. Here, Shadow
of the Vampire self-reflexively addresses Nosferatu’s claim for immediacy and devalues
it by mixing historical facts (the production of the movie Nosferatu) with fiction
(Nosferatu’s actual plot, aesthetics, and the myths surrounding it).

First, Shadow of the Vampire adapts the story of Nosferatu into the story of its
production. Here, Murnau is the central figure and functionalized as a version of
Nosferatu’s Knock (cf. Houswitschka 2005: 65). Murnau initiates the journey to
Czechoslovakia and thus acts like Knock who initiates Hutter’s journey to Transylvania.
They are also parallelized through their similar travels: they change from train to horse-
carriage, like Hutter did in Nosferatu. Since the film-team shoots on real substitutes for
the actual settings, they are always situated on the same location as their fictional
characters. This parallel becomes apparent through the scenes in the hostelry. It is not
only a setting, but also a shelter for Murnau’s team; it is functionalized similarly to the
diegetic world of Nosferatu (cf. SV: 0:16:00). Further, Max Schreck’s role resembles
Orlok’s, for they are both vampires pretending to be humans. Consequently, Nosferatu’s
story also transforms into the (fictional) story of its production and they become almost
indistinguishable within Shadow of the Vampire’s diegesis.

Second, Shadow of the Vampire adapts Murnau’s aesthetics of immediacy which I
have described in the section on Nosferatu. This perspective of film as the medium of
immediacy becomes Murnau’s destructive obsession in Shadow of the Vampire, as the
film clearly states through an insert: “F. W. Murnau then creates the most realistic
vampire film ever made and establishes himself amongst the greatest directors of all
time” (SV: 0:05:40). This is also reflected in the dustcoats and sunglasses used in the
film. Historically, these served as a precaution from the strong light on contemporary
sets. ' Here, it renders Murnau a mad scientist that Houswitschka reads as one cause for

'> Safety glasses were obligatory, since the film used at this time was less sensitive to light than its
modern counterpart and, thus, a stronger light irradiation was utilized (cf. Houswitschka 2005: 65).
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a shift from an aesthetic discourse to a quasi-scientific one (Houswitschka 2005: 64—
65). However, one could also relate this to immediacy as Murnau’s aesthetic principle,
if we consider his short manifesto:

Because we have the moving picture, our paintings will grow and recede. Our
poetry will be shadows that lengthen and conceal. Our light will play across
living faces that laugh and agonize. And our music will linger and finally
overwhelm because it will have a context as certain as the grave. We are
scientists engaged in the creation of memory, but our memory will neither blur
nor fade (SV: 0:14:00).

This is an adaptation of Nosferatu’s perspective on film as the prime medium of
immediacy of its time. Here, Murnau describes film as the logical consequence and
improvement on various media (painting, poetry, music) and a connection of apparent
dichotomies (grow-recede, lengthen-conceal, laugh-agonize, linger-overwhelm) that all
become re-experienceable like a memory that “neither blur[s] nor fade[s]” (ibid.).
Movies become an immediate entry point to an experience resembling life in an
untainted way that is endlessly repeatable.

Finally, the diegetic story of Nosferatu is complemented by myths surrounding
Murnau, Schreck, and the production of the real movie. Here, the breach between reality
and fiction does not occur within the diegesis (i.e. Nosferatu and its fictional
production), but rather with discourses from outside the narrative. Shadow of the
Vampire primarily refers to a common characterization of Murnau popular in the 1990s,
which depicted him as a perfectionist and “dictator on the set” (Houswitschka 2005:
66).

Further, the myths surrounding Max Schreck are integrated. Since the mid-1980s
rumors spread that Schreck had ‘really been’ a vampire. According to Thomas
Elsaesser, this theory is based on the amalgamation of the vampire as a metaphor for the
attitude of a star as well as the mysterious and barely recognizable person of Max
Schreck underneath the make-up (Elsaesser 2009: 90). His ‘telling name’'® might be a
reason for the uncertainty concerning his persona, which is also considered a source for
suspicion in Shadow of the Vampire: “His name is Schreck. Max Schreck. [...]
Schreck? You’re sure you have the name right? [...] I’ve never heard of any Max
Schreck in the Reinhard Company” (SV: 0:10:50). Consequently, reality is also
questioned on the conceptual level of Shadow of the Vampire. These discourses based
on myths and rumors oppose the setting of a making-of and alleged re-enactments of the
historical figures of Murnau and Schreck.

Shadow of the Vampire uses remediation within a single medium to question the
borders between fiction and reality and, in doing so, questions the core-concept of
immediacy deployed in the real Nosferatu. Through the mixture of Nosferatu’s plot with
the story of its production, the integration of the logic of immediacy as the fictional
Murnau’s agenda, and the integration of the myths surrounding the real personas of

' The German actor’s (1879—1936) name could also be ‘translated’ into ‘Max Fear’ or ‘Max Horror’,
since the German term ‘Schreck’ refers to [English:] fear; fright; shock; scare; horror. Indeed, the German
expression ‘Oh Schreck!” can be translated into [English:] ‘Horror of horrors!’. By sheer coincidence,
Schreck’s forename Max adds additional emphasis, as in [English:] ‘max[-imal/-imum]’.
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Schreck and Murnau, Shadow of the Vampire argues against the immediacy of film as
its prime feature.

In the next section, then, I will address the relation between Murnau and Schreck in
Shadow of the Vampire. Despite Murnau’s attempt at creating realism through film, he
eventually suffers from film’s impact on reality. This inversion explains how media,
exemplified by film, rather form a reality than depict it in a contemporary
understanding.

Murnau and Schreck as ‘Doppelgéinger’ and the Failure of Immediacy in Film

Murnau and Schreck are ‘Doppelgénger’ that connect film (‘Murnau’) and vampirism
(‘Schreck’) through their resemblance of each other. This also addresses the relation
between reality and film, since Murnau (a historical figure and cipher for reality) is
influenced by the vampire and film. He tries to create the most realistic vampire movie
ever made, but in Shadow of the Vampire, the opposite is true. Instead of creating a film
that resembles reality much akin to a virtual reality (cf. Bolter/Grusin 2000 [1999]: 21),
reality starts to resemble the movie he tries to shoot: Instead of creating immediacy,
Murnau is taken over by his vision and his film and, eventually, becomes vampiric
himself.

Murnau resembles the vampire first on a metaphoric level: he deliberately sacrifices
his crew to prevail. He absorbs the life of his team into his filmic vision and thus acts
like a vampire (cf. Houswitschka 2005: 65). Consequently, the similarities of Schreck
and Murnau become even more apparent; whereas Murnau only subsists metaphorically
on his team, Schreck feeds quite literally on them.

Murnau resembles Schreck further on a formal level through filmic techniques.
Arriving at the castle, they film the first encounter of Hutter and Count Orlok. Here,
Murnau utters the following stage direction: “You are afraid. Who is the person who
brought you?” (SV: 0:22:00). In the corresponding scene from Nosferatu, Hutter also
turns around and sees the Count riding away (N: 0:23:45 onwards). In Shadow of the
Vampire, the camera does not cut to this image, but Murnau standing behind Gustav (cf.
Baeva 2014: 265). His question also emphasizes the connection between these images,
as Murnau actually brought him there, just like the Count brought Hutter to his castle.
Murnau is depicted as vampiric, since he essentially acts as Orlok’s ‘Doppelgénger’.
The use of shadows also connects Murnau with Schreck and is borrowed from
Nosferatu (N: 1:28:18).

However, there is another element connecting the vampire and the director: the
camera as a vampiric device. First, there is its functionality, as “it gives immortality by
taking away the flesh and blood of its subjects [...] and transform[s] them into enduring
spectres and shadows on screen” (Baeva 2014: 269). This idea can be seen in the make-
up used for the actors on the fictitious set of Nosferatu, as they look like skulls (Baeva
2014: 269). Also, the cameraman Wolf seems to be drained off life every time he rolls
the camera. Thus, the camera itself seems to be the vampire, especially since Max
Schreck is never shown sucking his blood. Greta even comments on the life-draining
power of the camera (Baeva 2014: 269): “A theatrical audience gives me life, while
this... thing... merely takes it from me” (SV: 0:08:19; emphasis added).
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Figures 4a—4d. Here, Murnau (bottom; left and right) in Shadow of the Vampire is characterized as
vampiric by using the same style of depiction that was used for Nosferatu’s vampire and Max Schreck
(top; left and right), the movie’s ‘actual’ vampire. By using the same shadow-technique to represent both
the vampire and the director, the ‘Doppelgénger’ motif is enacted on the level of style (SV: 0:18:23 and
SV 0:34:45 for Murnau; SV: 1:04:31 and SV: 1:05:35 for Schreck); screenshots taken by the author.

The last scene reveals the vampirism of the camera as well, as Murnau films the death
of his remaining crew (cf. SV: 1:20:00 onwards). The cuts in the lens of the camera
increase, while it reflects more and more light and the life seems to be drained from
Murnau’s eyes and face.

At the same moment, Schreck also dies by a filmic mechanism: the admittance of
light through the opening of a gate equals the exposure of film (Baeva 2014: 269),
which already appeared in the original Nosferatu (Gelder 1994: 97). Additionally,
Schreck’s death is portrayed as a burning and crumbling stripe of celluloid, which
connects it directly to the medium film and the connection to Bolter and Grusin’s
contact points becomes even clearer. Here, the former metaphorical overexposure of
film in Nosferatu becomes a depiction of a literal overexposure within a filmic
mechanism. Since light in this conception becomes a marker of immediacy and
connection to reality, the vampire as personification of film is destroyed by an
overexposure of reality. Whereas in Nosferatu the destruction of the vampire through
light signified the victory of immediacy over hypermediacy, here it signifies the failure
of this concept. The vampire has been defeated and the presumably most realistic
vampire film is finished. However, for Murnau this obsession with immediacy ends
tragic. His destiny is hinted at in a conversation between Grau and Galeen about
Stoker’s Dracula: “It made me sad. [...] Dracula hasn’t had servants for 400 years” (SV-
0:49:20). As Dracula or Orlok before him, Murnau remains alone. As the vampire is
without servants, the director is without his crew.
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Shadow of the Vampire not only borrows the story of Nosferatu and its production as
well as its aesthetics, but it dissolves the borders between fiction and reality and, in turn,
between medium and vampire. The vampire here becomes a method of addressing the
hypermedia world in which cinema is now integrated and that is defined by an inverted
relation between media and reality: “Transparent digital applications seek to get to the
real by bravely denying the fact of mediation; digital hypermedia seek the real by
multiplying mediation so as to create a feeling of fullness, a satiety of experience, which
can be taken as reality” (Bolter/Grusin 2000 [1999]: 53). Trenchantly formulated by the
fictional Murnau, this means that, “If it’s not in the frame, it doesn’t exist!” (SV:
1:21:50). Whereas media of immediacy strive for the erasure of their mediation,
hypermedia strive for a recreation of audience’s feeling of being in a world defined by
its media.

Conclusion

I demonstrated that Dracula uses a structure akin to an early or prototypic hypermedia
strategy in order to remediate itself during the emergence of technical and mass-media.
This is accompanied by the ‘creature Dracula’ as a personification of the novel’s
structure and the media it incorporates and displays. Both the novel and the vampire
thrive on the new media emerging at this time and acknowledge the need for an open
form of media and their borders to prolong the existence of the novel. The vampire
becomes a technique to reflect on the medium he is portrayed in.

With entering the cinema, the vampire becomes a filmic creature. Nosferatu here
engages in a narrative of film as the medium that can provide immediacy. Through
remediation as absorption it incorporates textual media and addresses its condition as a
filmic adaption of its predecessor Dracula. Deploying similar strategies, Nosferatu
considers film the logical continuation of the novel and an improvement in terms of
immediacy. In Nosferatu, the vampire is connected to the logic of hypermedia that
brings to the fore its own mediation through diegetic remarks and filmic techniques.
However, the destruction of the vampire through sunlight (the contact point between
film and reality) renders this logic irrelevant and undisrupted immediacy pertains.

Finally, Shadow of the Vampire addresses the situation of film in a hypermedia
environment that does not depict reality but strives to achieve the real by re-creating the
experience of being in a world dominated by media. As a fictional making-of it first
devalues Nosferatu’s claim of immediacy by questioning the very potential of film to
even depict the real. The inversion from film depicting the real to reality being
influenced by film is portrayed through the relation of (the fictional versions of) Murnau
and Schreck. Through the narrative and the filmic aesthetics, Murnau is compared to a
vampire and shows vampiric traits through his obsession with his project’s realism. His
endeavor ends in tragedy: The final scene of Orlok’s defeat in Nosferatu is re-enacted
but its meaning changes: The vampire dies from overexposure of reality but leaves
Murnau alone like Dracula and Schreck have been before him. This shows that the
obsession with film’s alleged immediacy is destined to fail in a new media world where
media influence reality rather than the opposite.

I have addressed several instances of remediation within vampire-media in different
times and turning points in media-history. The vampire becomes a technique to speak
self-reflexively about the medium itself and its standing in each contemporary media-
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landscape. Remediation has proven to be a well-suited terminology to describe the
relation of these different media in their respective environments: Be it to remediate as
in to rehabilitate like in Dracula, remediation as reform to ascertain the supremacy of
one medium over the other like in Nosferatu, or remediation within one medium as this
supremacy is receding with the emergence of digital hypermedia like in Shadow of the
Vampire.
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Abstract: This article offers an analysis of Kon Satoshi’s use of monsters in his 2004
animated television series Paranoia Agent (Mo0so Dairinin). Focussing on the bat-
wielding figure of Shonen Batto and a cuddly pink doll called Maromi, it is shown how
Kon Satoshi uses these figures to critique a range of fatalistic discourses on Japan'’s
decline that have emerged since the bursting of Japan’s economic bubble in the early
1990s. I argue Kon repackages the ‘vague sense of anxiety’ prevalent in post-bubble
Japan as monster in order to access the psychic realities of Japan, and as a tool for
developing a critique of Japan'’s fear of and fascination with social monsters. Through
analysis of key scenes, the article shows how Kon develops a rich dialectical
understanding of Japan’s on-going search for monsters, while also forwarding his own
humanist view of social responsibility as method of navigating the ever-changing social
environment of late-modern Japan.

Keywords: Kon Satoshi; anime; monsters; spectacle; media; Japan; lost decades.

Introduction

This article' offers an analysis of Kon Satoshi’s use of monsters in his 2004 animated
television series Paranoia Agent (Maso Dairinin; Kon 2010 [2004]).2 However, the two
monsters in question do not immediately strike the viewer as particularly monstrous.
One is a teenage boy wearing inline skates and holding a crooked baseball bat known as
Shonen Batto (see figure 1b), the other is a cuddly pink doll called Maromi (see figure
la). At first glance these two characters have little to do with each other. However, as
will be shown, Kon Satoshi uses these figures to critique fatalistic discourses of the
nation since the bursting of Japan’s economic bubble in the early 1990s, and the
clamour to escape from the anxieties of the post-bubble age. After providing some
background on Japan’s postwar monsters in the city, I draw upon the work of Smits
(2006) to conceptualise cultural monsters as the product of mismatches between extant
categories of understanding and emerging social phenomena. I then move on to analyse
Kon’s monsters in Paranoia Agent in the context of this framework, arguing that Kon
repackages what David Leheny (2006) has termed the ‘vague sense of anxiety’
prevalent in post-bubble Japan as monster as both a method of cognition and a tool for
developing critique of the anxiety discourse. Through this dual mechanism Kon
develops a rich dialectical understanding of Japan’s fear of and fascination with
monsters, while also forwarding his own humanist view of social responsibility in late-
modern Japan.

" All translations are my own unless stated otherwise. Japanese names are provided in surname, forename
format.

? This is the official rendering for the English language release of the televisions series. Paranoia Agent
was released in North America and Europe between 2004 and 2005 by Geneon, and the series was also
broadcast on the cable channel Adult Swim in 2006.

Nordlit 42: Manufacturing Monsters, 2019. Digital object identifier: https://doi.org/10.7557/13.5009.

© 2019 Chris Perkins. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly credited.
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J

Figures 1a—1b. Maromi and Shonen Batto. Copyright: MVM Entertainment.

Japan’s Monsters in the City

Japan has a well-known history of monsters in the city, and although the use of
monsters for social critique stretches back to at least the Meiji Period (Figal 1999), it is
Japan’s post-war monsters that immediately spring to mind. These monsters have also
tended to be rather destructive. Godzilla, perhaps Japan’s most famous postwar monster,
is a prime example. In his own inimitable city-trampling style, Godzilla was a direct
response to Japanese anxieties regarding Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the developing
Cold War order, as well as a visual manifestation of anger at America’s Bikini Atoll
nuclear tests in 1954. This test of a hydrogen bomb codenamed Bravo in the Marshall
Islands showered 23 crewmen of the Japanese fishing boat Lucky Dragon with
radioactive ash, resulting in one death and many hospitalisations (Dusinberre/Aldrich
2011: 5; Shun’ya/Loh 2012: 319-331). However, as Napier (1993: 332) argues, rather
than a simple critique of the growing Cold War pact developing between the Japanese
and Americans, Godzilla played a number of roles, tapping into nuclear anxieties but
also, by having Japanese science defeat the evil monster, offering “its immediate
postwar Japanese audience an experience that was both cathartic and compensatory”.
Fast forward thirty years and Napier draws attention to another monster, this time in
the form of the demonised teenager. Now it is the biker (bosozoku), Tetsuo, in Otomo
Katushiro’s 1988 animated film Akira, whose body becomes a site of Japanese anxieties
regarding its youth, the relentless integration of technology into society (see Morris-
Suzuki 1988) and the ever-present nuclear blast, which haunts the narrative and acts as a
metonym for Japan’s long postwar (Harootunian 2006). Like Godzilla, Tetsuo unleashes
destruction on (neo) Tokyo; but unlike Godzilla, science cannot come to the rescue—
indeed it is science itself that produces a monster outside the human capacity to
understand, prescient of the ‘beyond all expectations’ (soteigai), discourse maintained
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by Tepco in the wake of the Fukushima Dai-ichi meltdown.> And like that ongoing
disaster there is no catharsis, only the potential for reinventing the nation inherent in
destruction (Dudden 2012).

In 1988, as the cells in Tetsuo’s body multiplied out of control on Japan’s cinema
screens, the Japanese economy appeared to follow suit. From the 1960s Japan
experienced unprecedented economic growth under the Ikeda plan and apparently sage
stewardship by the technocratic elite; in the 1970s Japan seemed to weather the
economic turmoil brought about by OPEC induced oil shocks better than the established
Western powers; and in the 1980s Japan looked set to dislodge the US from its number
one slot, at least in economic terms. However, in contrast to the delirious bubble years
of the mid to late 1980s, when the Nikkei index shot up into the stratosphere and, like
Tetsuo’s mutated form, a speculative property bubble grew out of all proportion, the
1990s and 2000s were marked by profound unease. After the 1989 stock market crash,
commentators, politicians, and the media began discussing the end of a particular idea
of Japan. Out of the institutional wreckage left by the bubble crept monsters which
started to gnaw away at the accepted truths of Japanese society—that it was
harmonious, peaceful, hardworking and equal. As Leheny (2006) has argued, in the
1990s and 2000s (known in Japan as the two ‘lost’ decades) Japan learned to ‘think
global’ but ‘fear local’. However, what were people scared of? Two monsters spring to
mind, although I use the term loosely as they were not the monsters of Japanese folk
tradition, but people rendered monstrous in the context of a Japan seemingly in national
crisis.

The first was the bloated figure of Asahara Shoko, the leader of Aum Shinriky.* In
1995, fearing a police raid on their base of operations Aum took plastic bags wrapped
with newspaper and packed with the neural toxin sarin onto the Tokyo underground,
which spreads underneath the city like a vascular system. They then stabbed the bags
with the sharpened tips of umbrellas, letting the poison leak into the city’s blood stream,
killing 13 and affecting a thousand more. What made this act even more monstrous was
the fact that Aum counted many members of the educated elite within its ranks:
members of the class which was supposed to lead the nation into the future seemed to be
intent on bringing that future to an end. There was also something otherworldly in its
subterranean menace; as the novelist Murakami Haruki (Murakami 2000: 237) put it the
Aum incident was a “nightmarish eruption from beneath our feet—from underground—
that threw all the latent contradictions and weak points of our society into frighteningly
high relief”. It was also an event that unleashed monsters which appeared in his earlier
novel Hard-Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World: “the five Aum ‘agents’ who
punctured those bags of sarin with the sharpened tips of their umbrellas unleashed
swarms of INKlings beneath the streets of Tokyo” (Murakami 2000: 241).°

3 After March 11, 2011, Tokyo Electric Power Company Holdings (TEPCO), the Japanese electricity
company that built the Fukushima nuclear plant, argued that the earthquake and tsunami could not be
predicted and therefore could not be prevented. See Pulvers (2012).

* Aum Shinrikyd, known as Aleph, was a Japanese new religion lead by Asahara Shoko. The group was
responsible for a number of murders, in the 1990s cumulating in the 1995 sarin gas attack on the Tokyo
subway system. For more see Reader (2000).

° Murakami’s INKlings feature in his novel Hard-Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World
(Murakami 2003) in which they are described as dangerous sewer-dwelling monsters.
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The second monster was the juvenile murderer Shonen A. In 1997 Shonen, or Youth
A, committed a series of attacks against elementary school children in Kobe, a city that
was only beginning to recover from its own subterranean nightmare in the form of the
great Hanshin Earthquake in 1995. His attacks culminated in him murdering one child
and placing the head on his school gate. A note accompanied the head, in which Shonen
A taunted the police and swore revenge on the school system that he said had ‘robbed
him of his existence’. Like the Aum incident, this child-come-monster came to represent
national anxieties in the wake of the bubble economy. According to Andrea Arai (2000:
848), attempts to delve into the inner recesses of his mind “echoed back on the problems
of its nurture, and from here to that which is naturally supposed to emerge as the end
result of this process of development, the adult subject, and from there to a national
subjectivity”. However, the search for explanations at the national level only served to
heighten the social anxieties produced by the event. Shonen A was rendered monstrous
by the fact that he seemed to be unknowable: He had stepped out of society’s life course
schematic, out of the institutions and value-laden categories used to make sense of
children’s actions.’

What draws these monsters together? As Arai has already pointed out, there is
something here about unknowability. But this explanation only begs the question: What
does it mean to know something and what does this have to do with monsters?

The ‘monster theory’ of Martijntje Smits (2006) is helpful for answering these
questions. In explaining the cultural use of monster metaphors in the context of
scientific and technological developments, Smits argues that technology becomes
monstrous when it problematises the basic categories underpinning a society’s symbolic
order. Drawing on the work of Mary Douglas (2002 [1966]), Smits suggests that
monsters emerge from the gaps between the cultural categories that form the
precondition for our perception of the world, and new phenomena that do not fit neatly
into those categories (2006: 494). Unknowability, thus, comes from a failure of fit
between categories of knowing, which establish a society’s symbolic order, and
emergent phenomena, such as technological change, which call that symbolic order into
question.

Important for the discussion to follow is Smits’ observation that culturally produced
monsters—as an unknowable challenge to the symbolic order—provoke two seemingly
contradictory but nevertheless concurrent reactions. The first is fear: the unknowable
leads to uncertainty and ambiguity, and a challenge to our security. The second reaction,
however, is fascination and reverence. Those phenomena that transcend our categories
of knowledge offer salvation, the promise of the new, and the excitement of the
untamed. Furthermore, it is perfectly possible for these two dispositions towards the
monster to be held at the same time. Just as monsters are the product of categorical
breakdown, our dispositions towards the monster also defy simple categorization (Smits
2006: 493-495).

Indeed, we see this duality of fascination and fear in all the examples of Japanese
monsters discussed above. With Godzilla, there is both the terrible destructive power of
science, and the potential for limitless energy and technological salvation. The same is
also true of Tetsuo’s embodiment of technological development and the rampant market
economy. If Aum and Asahara were simple objects of fear, it would be hard to explain

% For details of the ideology of childhood as seen in Japanese schools see Fukuzawa (2007): 61-86.
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the media frenzy that followed the Aum incident, and subsequent attempts to engage
with Aum as an object of fascination. This is because Aum was an example of category
confusion: Educated, intelligent middle-class people who should progress through the
standard life course instead renounced the world and eventually tried to bring about its
end. The category confusion then produced incessant attempts at explanation as a
method of suturing up the symbolic order. Shonen A’s monstrosity also came from
broken categories—Japanese school children should be cheerful, buoyant, diligent and
rule abiding (Fukuzawa 2007: 71). Shonen A made children unknowable by disproving
the universal applicability of these descriptive categories. To return to Arai (2000: 852):
“[c]hildren that commit crimes like adults, who want what adults want, are thus
incomprehensible, and this lack in knowledge leads to the production of the monstrous™.

Thus, these monsters, as well as numerous other moral scares in the mid to late
1990s, were both produced by, and went on to fuel, the vague sense of anxiety in Japan
brought on by recognition that the grand-national narratives of the second half of the
twentieth century could no longer be sustained. Both Aum and Shonen A committed
their brutal attacks at a point when Japan was experiencing shocks that shook the
foundations of institutional realities carefully instigated and maintained throughout the
postwar period: the family, gender roles, Japan’s middle-class society, the school
system, banking and the political apparatus all became problematic.

As will be discussed below, Kon’s approach to Japan’s contemporary cultural
monsters recognises the duality of fear and fascination. In Paranoia Agent, two
apparently distinct monsters, one which strikes terror into the hearts of the Japanese,
and another that promises salvation, are shown to be the two faces of the same
phenomenon. But more than simply showing us the true face of Japan’s new monsters
in the city, with Paranoia Agent Kon challenges us to move past the duality to look for
a certainty grounded in humanist ethics, and by doing so find the stability needed to
resist succumbing to the temptations of fear and fascination.

Kon’s Monsters in the City

Kon’s films were all released in the context of a Japan in the social, economic and
political doldrums depicted above: A discursive situation that provides a point of
reference for his civic conscience (Napier 2006). It is important to emphasise that this
was a discursive situation above and beyond anything else, by most objective measures
Japan was, and still is, a safe, hi-tech nation with a well-educated workforce and
enviably low unemployment. This is not to downplay the very real human and material
devastation of the events described in the preceding pages, but as Leheny (2006: 46)
reminds us, “people create their own reality; whether there were real witches in Salem
was less important, at least in terms of consequences for the town than people’s belief
that there were”. This was something Kon was acutely aware of, and we can plausibly
read Paranoia Agent as a sustained attempt to represent this discursively produced
reality as well as the consequences for the ‘Townspeople’ of Japan. This goal is also
hinted at by the Japanese title of the series: although admittedly not as catchy, a more
literal translation would be ‘Agent of Delusion’.

Each of the stories deals with a particular national point of concern: youth violence,
bullying, child molestation, online suicide groups and issues of gender roles—the

145



Kon Satoshi and Japan’s Monsters in the City

monsters creeping from the cracks in Japan’s ailing institutions.” The 13-part television
series is linked together by our first monster: a baseball bat wielding teenager known in
English translation as ‘Lil Slugger’ but in the original Japanese as Shonen Batto. In each
episode, a character or group of characters experiencing anxiety or fear are attacked by
Shonen Batto and knocked into peaceful unconsciousness. His first victim is Sagi, a
timid toy designer struggling to create a new cartoon character to capitalise on the
success of our second monster, Maromi: a cuddly pink teddy bear/dog like character,
who was a big financial success for Sagi’s company.® After a day of relentless pressure
from her boss and bullying from her jealous colleagues, Shonen Batto suddenly appears
and attacks Sagi in a car park. Two police officers, Ikari and Maniwa, are assigned to
investigate the incident but they make little progress: the mysterious bat-wielding boy
attacks more and more people, all of who seem to be suffering from anxieties.

After a suspect dies in custody, Ikari and Maniwa are struck off. Ikari goes on to work
as a security guard on a construction site, while Maniwa becomes obsessed with the
case. The attacks continue and the series becomes frantic: Shonen Batto grows in
power, while at the same time anticipation over new animated series featuring Maromi
turns into mass hysteria. As Shonen Batto becomes more powerful, Ikari and Maniwa
confront Sagi, who reveals that Maromi is based on a puppy she had as a child.
However, Sagi had let go of the puppy’s leash and it had run into traffic and died.
Scared of what her father would say, Sagi invented Shonen Batto to account for the
puppy’s death. At this point in the narrative it becomes clear that Shonen Batto returned
to save the now adult Sagi from the pressures of creating a new character at work.
Shonen Batto’s ‘attack’ gave Sagi the excuse she needed to avoid the pressure placed
upon her by her boss and colleagues. However, once the concept of Shonen Batto got
out via the mass media other people began to draw on him as an escape route from the
pressures they were experiencing. When Sagi admits the truth in the final scenes of the
series Shonen Batto is defeated.

As Gerald Figal (2012) has also argued, Maromi and Shonen Batto illustrate how
Japanese society has created methods to simplify and sanitise human emotional
reactions to events, and thus avoid dealing with those events head on. Furthermore, by
linking the two together, Kon argues that they share the same cause. As with Leheny’s
observation about the Salem witch trials above, Shonen Batto is a discursively produced
monster: Or more accurately he is the teenager rendered monstrous. However,
consistent with the duality of fear and salvation discussed above, this production of the
monstrous is, for Kon, an escape mechanism. Sagi invents him in order to escape from
the reality of her pressured life, but once Shonen Batto is let loose into the world,
subject to media debate, gossip and speculation, he becomes a resource for others and
takes on a life of his own. In this sense Kon’s monstrous teenager further illustrates the
flimsy divide between private and public demonstrated by Arai’s discussion of Shonen
A, whereby an isolated incident concerning particular victims and their families quickly
evolved into a national level crisis pointing to a breakdown in the structure of Japan
itself. In much the same way, Shonen Batto acts as a conduit to facilitate the
transference of individual anxiety to the nation, lifting responsibility for dealing with

7 The following plot summary is based on the one found in Perkins (2012: 126).
¥ The name ‘Maromi’ does not have a direct translation into English, but the name implies something
round and soft.
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the causes of such anxiety from the shoulders of the characters and placing with the
nebulous realm of the national. The point of attack is the point of transference, with
unconsciousness akin to the delegation of thought to the nation itself. Shonen Batto’s
monstrous reality is thus enacted and maintained through performance, with his
ontological status the product of cumulative constitutive speech acts that have become
routinised through everyday usage and propagated through media spectacle.” As Debord
argued, the media as spectacle goes beyond simple representation to become “a social
relation between people that is mediated by images” and in this meditational capacity,
the spectacle of images has tangible social effects: “[...] when the real world is
transformed into mere images, mere images become real things—dynamic figments that
provide the direct motivations for hypnotic behaviour” (Debord 2009: 24-25).
Therefore, it does not matter that Shonen Batto is a figment of Sagi’s childish
imagination or that he has no physical reality per se. It is enough that he has a psychic
reality and as such can, and does, motivate ‘hypnotic’ behaviour.

Shonen Batto has a mutually constitutive relationship with our second monster,
Maromi, who is also a product of the spectacle, also able to provide the motivations for
hypnotic behaviour. If the baseball bat-wielding monster offers escape through
unconsciousness, Maromi offers the same solace through another mechanism: The soft
reassurance of consumption and play. Thus, while some have drawn attention to the
cathartic and communal aspects of consumption in Japanese society (Stevens 2010),
Kon draws equivalence between Shonen Batto’s physical violence and what he sees as a
problematic relationship between the Japanese and their media industries.

In this, as I have argued elsewhere (Perkins 2012: 130), Kon’s message appears
similar to that of Japanese postmodern theorist Asada Akira (1989), who has argued for
a critical appraisal of Japan as postmodern playground. According to his analysis, after
the social and political turmoil of the 1960s, Japanese society embarked on a process of
infantilisation; the development of a ‘playful utopia’ typified by a society carried away
by wordplay, parody and “other childlike games of differentiation” (Asada 1989: 275).
However, this utopia is “at the same time a terrible ‘dystopia’, stemming from the
underlying ideology of Japanese-ness that acts as the ‘protection’ to enable the “children
to ‘play freely’” (Asada 1989: 276). Infantilisation seems to be a component of Kon’s
diagnosis of Japan’s search for monsters as well. Shonen Batto is a monster produced
by a child trying to avoid responsibility for her actions (Sagi), a monster that grows in
strength (and efficacy) when used by others who are also trying to avoid engagement
with themselves and others. Like Shonen Batto, Maromi is a product of a mutually
constitutive relationship between the media and the consumers who use media products
as a means of escape.

The relationship between anxiety, production of the monstrous and escape is
elaborated in episode 11 of the series. This episode begins with a sickly woman
explaining to a doctor that she cannot afford an operation that might save her life. As
she walks through the waiting room we see Sagi on a morning television show
discussing the upcoming Maromi animated series. Asked how she feels about Maromi’s
success, Sagi replies:

%I draw on the discussion of ‘performativity” in Butler (1988).
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Maromi has been brought up by everybody’s love. How can I put this, I hope
that from this point on her circle of peace will continue through this animated
series (Kon 2010 [2004]: 0:02:00-0:02:11 [Paranoia Agent, episode 11]; my
emphasis).

As Sagi hopes for peace through Maromi’s soporific calming presence, the next scenes
show Shonen Batto mania at an all-time high. A succession of people speculate on his
appearance: a transformation from teenager to rock monster, to muscle bound freak to
hideously scarred demon. One gossiping middle-aged woman finishes the sequence by
exclaiming, “He’s not a human being but a monster, a monster!” (Kon 2010 [2004]:
0:02:51-0:02:53 [Paranoia Agent, episode 11]) and we are presented with a tusked boar
holding the signature crooked baseball bat. These scenes are juxtaposed with shots of
the frail-looking woman walking through the streets. When she returns home a panting,
Shonen Batto—seemingly eager to send her into unconsciousness—greets her. The
woman then starts to speak to the monster:

I know you. Why are you here? I also called you, didn’t I? Yes, I did think
about it, that I wanted to die. That I didn’t want to continue living by having
that surgery [at this point Shonen Batto takes one step forward in preparation to
strike]. But I was wrong. Wrong to think, even for a moment, that I want to die.
If I did, that would mean I had betrayed him, my husband (Kon 2010 [2004]:
0:03:10-0:03:47 [Paranoia Agent, episode 11]).

The woman’s husband is Ikari Keiichi, the police officer charged with solving the
Shonen Batto cases, and who is struck off the force after a suspect dies in custody.
Ikari’s wife tells Shonen Batto of her illness, her self-loathing and feelings of guilt, but
how her husband had urged her to ‘accept reality’ (genjitsu wo ukeireyo). Shonen Batto
becomes more and more aggravated as he hears this story: when Ikari’s wife appears to
doubt her husband, he grows into a muscle-bound monster, only to swing ineffectually
when it becomes clear that Ikari’s wife takes responsibility herself. As the episode
progresses Shonen Batto becomes more and more frustrated by Ikari’s wife. At its
climax, it is the wife that takes on a monstrous appearance. Her head appears blurred
and distorted on a black background as she tells Shonen Batto that human beings have
the power to stand up to reality. Shonen Batto then throws a television onto the tatami
mat floor, at which point Maromi’s pink face appears on the screen. Although originally
Ikari’s wife’s lecture was directed at Shonen Batto, it is now reframed by shots of
Maromi’s new series, of families entranced by the screen:

You can’t understand for you are not human. You merely hurt people and
believe that you have relieved their suffering. How sly of you. Feeling euphoria
over things like this is the best you can manage. Your very existence is
deception. Yes, you’re the same as this Maromi creature that deludes people
with ad hoc relief (Kon 2010 [2004]: 0:17:16-0:17:42 [Paranoia Agent,
episode 11]).
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Shonen Batto and Maromi are our two principle monsters, but perhaps one more lurks
beneath the surface: the ideology of Japanese-ness that Asada Akira drew attention to
above. The previous scenes were intercut with shots of Ikari himself, but it appears he is
not the steadfast man his wife makes him out to be. Indeed, Ikari is not immune to the
siren song of delusion. However, his retreat is neither Shonen Batto, nor Maromi, but
instead a nostalgic postwar fairground ride where people play their roles in a predictable
way, unlike the ‘real’ world that Ikari has withdrawn from. However, this world is
haunted by his wife’s presence and as she lies dying on an operating table he starts
destroying the 2D world around him with a baseball bat. Maromi tries to stop him as he
does this, pleading that if he continues he will destroy his world and as such his place of
belonging. Nevertheless, as Ikari destroys the world around him little Maromi dolls
appear, demonstrating Ikari’s nostalgic retreat is of the same origin as that provided by
the mass media spectacle of Maromi and the monstrous form of Shonen Batto (Perkins
2012: 129). They are all methods of escaping the pressures of human interaction, of
dealing with the present and for avoiding responsibility for action.

Conclusion

This article has argued that Kon Satoshi’s animated television series Paranoia Agent is
an investigation into the psychic reality of Japan’s city dwelling denizens that seeks to
uncover and problematise the status of Japan’s monsters in the city. In doing so, Kon
shows us a process of performative construction of the monstrous as people reach out to
monsters in order to alleviate the pressures of the everyday. But, once propelled by the
media spectacle, the monsters conjured up in Paranoia Agent go beyond individuals’
ability to control them, and end up running rampage across the city. Kon’s is thus a
cautionary tale about the dangers of producing monsters that, while figments of the
collective imagination, can still wreck material havoc, and cause us to disengage with
actuality of everyday experience.

In episode 11, we see lkari standing on a train. Three students sit behind him
complaining about their exams, one of them hopes that Shonen Batto will come along
and ‘smash up the school’. It is a short scene, but there is something telling about this
destructive urge, an urge to call upon monsters that will shake the foundations of society
and turn everything upside down. This hope for creative destruction can be found in
some commentary on the 2011 earthquake, tsunami and nuclear disaster, which I
touched upon in the opening discussion of this article. For example, on March 16, 2011,
the philosopher Karatani Kojin wrote that the disaster held potential for Japan to step
outside the framework of capitalist economic development and competition, and that

[1]t is not Japan’s demise that the earthquake has produced, but rather the
possibility of its rebirth. It may be that only amid the ruins can people gain the
courage to stride down a new path (Karatani/Lippit 2011: n. p.).

I wonder what Kon would have made of this statement. It is clear he would have faith in
the capacity of the people affected to face the seemingly overwhelming challenges
ahead of them. However, I also think he would be suspicious: both of nihilistic yearning
for change through disaster and of what Leheny (2011) has termed Japan’s new
‘disaster nationalism’, which appropriates the /ocal suffering of the people of Tohoku
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and presents it as a condition for national recovery and integrates the disaster into
premade political projects regardless of the wants and needs of the victims (Dudden
2012: 348). For this articulation, and the national discussions that follow, might also be
considered delusions that detract from engagement with reality.
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EXPLORING CULTURAL MEMORY THROUGH POLITICAL
ECONOMY—MANUFACTURING HISTORY IN THE DOCUMENTARY
THE BATTLE FOR HITLER’S SUPERSHIP (2005)

Juliane C. Bockwoldt (UiT The Arctic University of Norway)

Abstract: This article suggests supplementing Astrid Erll’s framework for analysis of
memory making media with key insights from Herman and Chomsky’s propaganda
model. An analysis of the documentary The Battle for Hitler’s Supership that portrays
the story of the German battleship Tirpitz, which the British Royal Air Force sunk in
Tromso in 1944, will illustrate the benefits of this approach. The combination of a
formal analysis with an examination of the structural conditions that predispose the
medium’s appearance provide valuable insights into how and why a specific dominant
message that is conveyed by the documentary emerges. I show that the political
economy behind the TV production has an impact on the documentary’s content and
form and argue that the evolving narrative not only depicts a story about the specific
events of November 1944 but also about current national self-perceptions and self-
presentations.

Keywords: documentary; cultural memory; propaganda model, meaning potentials;
World War II; Tirpitz.
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Figure 1. The camera looks up to the bow of a battleship (Quinn 2005: 0:00:03); screenshot taken by the
author.
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Exploring Cultural Memory Through Political Economy

Introduction

The screen is filled with darkness that gradually recedes and reveals the bow of a ship.
The ship appears massive as it is depicted from below, indicating the perspective of a
viewer at ground level. Four low-pitched accords accompany this image and underline a
menacing character.

These are the first seconds of the British documentary The Battle for Hitler’s
Supership (Quinn 2005) that recounts the story of the German battleship Tirpitz. These
seconds already set the tone for what Astrid Erll (2008) refers to as an antagonistic
rhetorical mode of memory-making: black and white, good and evil, big and small—a
mode that is retained throughout the entire documentary.

In this paper, I analyse the documentary The Battle for Hitler’s Supership with an eye
on how the battleship Tirpitz is constructed as a stand-in for Nazi Germany. | show how
the ship is framed as monstrous and how this framing matters not only for an
understanding of history, but also for discourses on contemporary conflicts. In the
beginning, I address the first seconds of the above-mentioned opening sequence in
detail, then I analyse an interview scene that constructs the perception of an evil enemy,
and finally I examine an outstanding cross-clipping sequence that reveals the tone and
the ideological position of the documentary as a whole.

I take recourse to the analytical framework of Astrid Erll (2008) that distinguishes
between intra-, inter- and pluri-medial levels. Specifically, I focus on how pluri-medial
dynamics might be affected by the structural conditions behind the medium, meaning by
those who hold power, capital and authority to predispose processes of production,
distribution and reception. To achieve this and add a critical dimension to Erll’s (2008)
framework, I combine her work with Herman and Chomsky’s propaganda model
(Herman/Chomsky 2002 [1988]) that introduces a series of filters that guide news media
production and coverage. Their model is primarily designed to analyse the political
economy of, meaning the structural conditions behind, news media. In the following
article, I demonstrate its applicability to another genre, the war documentary.

I suggest supplementing Erll’s (2008) experiential, mythical, antagonistic and
reflexive rhetorical modes and levels of analysis with an emphasis on the political
economy of cultural expressions. Such a development of Erll’s approach to media
analysis has to my knowledge not been attempted before, and that is why an application
of it to this historical documentary can be particularly valuable.

The antagonistic mode of rhetoric, meaning that two parties oppose each other, in the
opening sequence is created by using music, cutting and footage selection. The opening
sequence of the documentary mediates the antagonistic theme of the overall narrative,
but what are the reasons for the antagonistic theme in the documentary? Which
conditions based on ownership and authority behind the medium predispose the
reproduction of a dominant narrative of World War II in this documentary? What
implications does this predisposition hold for an understanding of British political and
moral position during and after World War 11, and for the United Kingdom’s standing in
current world politics?

The presentation of historical events in popular media is not only about what
happened in the past, but also about how the presented parties might want to be seen in
contemporary situations and conflicts. Marita Sturken, for example, addresses the
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important question that, if history is overwritten by fiction, then fiction is the source of
what audiences remember about historical events:

[...] [T]he relationship of mass culture to memory has often addressed
concerns about how popular culture and mass media can co-opt memories and
reconfigure histories in the name of entertainment—what has become known,
for better or for worse, as the ‘Spielberg style’ of history, in which simplistic
narratives are deployed to evoke particular empathetic responses in viewers,
and through which memory texts are fashioned (Sturken 2008: 75).

What Marita Sturken describes here is what I explore with the example of the
documentary The Battle for Hitler’s Supership. 1 analyse three specific scenes to
determine if the combination of Erll’s analytical approach with Herman and Chomsky’s
propaganda model offers new and unexpected insights.

Combining Theories

Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky developed the propaganda model in
Manufacturing Consent in 1988. They state that every mass mediated news coverage
needs to go through five ‘filters’ to become a part of a mainstream media discourse. The
first filter is about ownership and refers to that many mass media belong to few large
media conglomerates. The second filter depicts that companies that are funding medial
representations will want to profit from the medium’s success. The support by experts in
the field that is reported about is part of the third filter. The fourth filter is about
strategies to discredit critical voices towards the promoted mass-mediated message.
Finally, the fifth filter addresses the framing of an evil other, originally communism,
that is accepted by the audience and that can function as antagonist (Herman/Chomsky
2002 [1988]: 3-31).

According to Herman and Chomsky, most US news items emanate from companies
bound by economic goals and incentives. These news items are dependent upon factors
such as advertisements, authentication and legitimisation by accepted experts. These
factors often shape the narrative in correspondence with accepted and hegemonic
frames. Most representations that gain status within the mass media system and within
public discourse have to satisfy these filters. The aim of the propaganda model is to test
“the performance of the mass media of the United States” (Herman/Chomsky 2002
[1988]: lix)—not without highlighting that their model could potentially be adapted to
phenomena in other mass-media environments.

Other mass-media environments could be, for instance, historical feature films or
historical documentaries that deal with past events. This is where the question of
authentic presentation of historical events and the medial presentation of individual and
collective memories becomes significant. Film and cultural memory are tightly
interconnected (Erll 2008) and it is therefore important to examine the political
economic background for the medial representation of historical events.

Carl Plantinga observes that “nonfiction moving pictures [...] have no unitary
ideological effect, central function, or singular purpose, but a multitude of effects and
purposes, depending on use, context, audience and other factors” (1997: 4). Following
this thought, I argue that this multitude of effects and purposes might be predisposed by
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the production processes and by the pluri-medial networks that frame reception and the
position of the film in discursive environments.

Matthew Alford (2011) establishes a ‘Hollywood Propaganda Model’ where he
applies Herman and Chomsky’s five filters to the Hollywood genre. Astrid Erll and
Stephanie Wodianka introduce the term Erinnerungsfilm (2008), memory movie. They
write that a movie is not an Erinnerungsfilm in itself, but rather is part of a network of
cultural and media dynamics that selectively frame certain films as historically relevant
and others as not.

As a specific form of the Erinnerungsfilm, the war movie has the implied fictionality
and creative freedom on its side while it can play with different strategies of
“documentariness” (Corner 1999: 36), meaning strategies derived from the documentary
genre. In contrast to this, the genre of the war documentary is primarily inscribed with
assumptions about truth, facts and authenticity. At the same time, however, this genre
also draws on narratives and cinematographic patterns of fictional movies. In the words
of Edward Branigan (1992),

[a]lthough somewhat surprising, we will discover that the purest instance of a
narrative scene may be found in the classical documentary film which seeks to
make the past immediate for the spectator by compressing and reducing the
levels of narration (xiv).

While the main interest of narratologists such as Branigan is an immediacy between
medium and viewer, film scholars also address the aspect of affect connected to the
documentary genre: “Like the dramatic film, the documentary wants you to feel and
care deeply about the events and people of the past” (Rosenstone 2006: 74). Similarly,
Bill Nichols (1991) describes a difference between the plot in fiction as a world of
imagination and the propositional world of a documentary. Documentaries do not differ
from fiction films in their constructedness as texts, but in the relation between the
representations they make and a preceding real world.

Some documentaries make strong use of practices or conventions, such as
scripting, staging, reenactment, rehearsal, and performance, for example, that
we often associate with fiction. Some fiction makes strong use of practices or
conventions, such as location shooting, the use of non-actors, hand-held
cameras, improvisation, and found footage (footage not shot by the filmmaker)
that we often associate with non-fiction or documentary (Nichols 2010 [2001]:
x1).

Additionally, Nichols states that “[a]t the heart of documentary is less a sfory and its
imaginary world than an argument about the historical world” (Nichols 1991: 111;
emphasis in original). In contrast to fiction, the documentary form works with
conventions that call for evidence drawn from historical sources (ibid.: 117) such as
files, footage and original artefacts (Jones 2012: 204). Documentaries often make
claims about historical truth, but should, according to Jill Godmilow and Ann-Louise
Shapiro, rather engage the audiences “in a discussion about ideological constructions
buried in representations of history” (1997: 83) to reflect about histories.
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Moving back to the framework of Astrid Erll, the intra-medial perspective focuses on
various ‘rhetorics of collective memory’. Erll (2008) divides these rhetorics into an
experiential, mythical, antagonistic and reflexive mode (390). The medium’s formal
elements create these modes of rhetoric. This implies that the formal elements are
crucial for establishing memory-making potentials of a medium. For example, a
documentary might employ elements like the selection, editing and compilation of
original, contemporary and fictional footage, support the narrative by means of music
and sound effects, or use rhetorical tools such as a narrator’s voice to invite certain
memory-making potentials.

When examining the inter-medial constellations of a medium, the focus is on the
cross-references, interrelations and reciprocal influences between the medium under
scrutiny and various other media. Intertextuality (Brunow 2015: 145), recognisable
elements, and received narrative figures and tropes can contribute to an impression of
authenticity—a feeling of familiarity and realism of the depicted events. A specific
representation seems to neatly align to what we know, or believe we know, about the
mediated past, and thus makes it more easily digestible and understandable through
reliance upon specific inter-medial references. This inter-medial level also guides and
predisposes reception by connecting the intra-medial meaning potentials to certain
discursive frames that then tacitly guide and facilitate the activation of these potentials.

At an intra- and inter-medial level, a medium builds up potentials for meaning (Erll
2008: 395). According to Erll, these potentials are then selectively activated, negotiated,
or possibly subverted in and through situated processes of reception (2008: 396). To
increase acceptability with mainstream audiences, a medium’s intra- and inter-medial
levels need to correspond to established narrative patterns—the often-hegemonic frames
of a genre. Berthold Molden’s statement can support this hypothesis:

In terms of memory studies, hegemony is built by prioritizing some memories
over others according to the specific power constellations of a given society.
There is no one history because every historical event can have different
meanings, can be ignored, or interpreted from radically different perspectives
(2016: 128).

Hegemonic cultural expressions systematically invite dominant meaning potentials
through specific formal means. Formal means that may express dominant antagonistic
modes of rhetorics in documentaries that supposingly deal with true events.

Memory potentials can be identified at an intra- and inter-medial level. Only a pluri-
medial level of analysis, however, enables insights into how these potentials are
negotiated, channelled, disseminated, or suppressed. Erll proposes that a pluri-medial
network is needed to understand the position of a medium within a specific discourse
and its actual impacts as a memory-making medium. The cultural reception of a
medium is the key for its memory potential to become actualised. It needs reviews in
magazines, special features on TV, educational packages and merchandise strategies,
among other measures, to “lead reception along certain paths, open up and channel
public discussion, and thus endow films with their memorial meaning” (Erll 2008: 396).

There are a few issues that Erll’s framework does not sufficiently account for. For
instance, it lacks attention to affect in media analysis. Therefore, in addition to Erll’s
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analytical levels, the authenticating strategies identified by Sara Jones are also of
importance. Jones distinguishes between two major trajectories of authentication in
film: “[...] the first relating to the referentiality of events and objects, and the second to
the affective response of the viewer” (Jones 2012: 196). These authenticating strategies
can be found in documentaries as well as in fiction films. Within the referential strategy,
the use of familiar pictures, sounds and stories helps to form the narrative and to create
an authentic appearance. On the one hand, monochrome footage might be seen as
mediating the representation of an authentic past. Such footage has characteristics that
audiences with a certain genre competence might perceive as authentic. On the other
hand, re-enacted footage, shot with a shaky camera and coloured with a sepia filter
invites connections with what we might know from early war journalism. “[...] [R]e-
enactments are an example of experiential authenticity: the images are felt to be
authentic even where they are not originals” (Jones 2012: 205). Such tools are deployed
at an inter-medial level, where the references between media are highlighted and
contribute to producing a medium’s memory-making potentials (Erll 2008).

Analysing Three Forms of Constructing Evil

It is said (Asmussen/Akra 2015 [2006]; Quinn 2005) that Winston Churchill, the Prime
Minister of the United Kingdom during World War II, called the German battleship
Tirpitz ‘the Beast’ and defined her destruction as objective with highest priority for the
British Royal Air Force. This phrase is used prominently in The Battle for Hitler’s
Supership and it functions as an important narrative device when constructing Tirpitz as
evil in the first seconds of the presentation. The position of the person where the quote
allegedly emanates from holds prominence and authority—Churchill is mostly
recognised by the audience as an important historical figure. His utterance might
therefore be accepted as true and trustworthy.

I start with the historical background on the documentary’s major theme—the Tirpitz.
Commissioned on 25 February 1941, the ship operated mainly in Northern Norwegian
waters and was a major threat to the Allied convoys between Murmansk and the United
Kingdom. After various Allied attacks against the ship, and long repair stops in the
Kéfjord close to Alta, the Tirpitz was moved to the Sandnessund close to Tromsg. This
is where the British Royal Air Force destroyed it with Tallboy bombs on 12 November
1944 (for a detailed account, see for instance Asmussen/Akra 2015 [2006]).

The documentary The Battle for Hitler’s Supership portrays a story of Tirpitz. The
paratextual frame of the documentary, meaning the genre category, the selection of
footage, and the appearance of eyewitnesses, lets the viewers assume that they are
watching a reliable representation of past events (on paratextual frame, see Nichols
2010 [2001]: 20; on genre expectations, see Quinn 2013: 289). Authenticating strategies
in this documentary help to mediate a coherent and believable story about a real past
event to audiences (Jones 2012: 196). Looking more closely at how a narrative with a
classic evil main adversary is constructed, I trace the formal elements through which
The Battle for Hitler’s Supership manufactures an ultimate ‘other’. An other that can be
presented as a virtual enemy with insurmountable features based on historical events
(Der Derian 2009 [2001]).

I show how the formal and referential cinematic strategies described above pull the
audience to an accepted, uncritical narrative about World War II. The authenticating
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strategies and the rhetorical tools for the selection and compilation of images, the
convincing use of speech, sound and music contribute to creating this historical
documentary’s specific memory-making potential (Erll 2008) of an uncritical World
War II narrative. The antagonistic rhetorical mode (ibid.) creates a particular,
ideological bias to this nationalistic memory-making potential and to the different
elements of ‘anti-ism’ (Herman/Chomsky 2002 [1988]).

Eyewitnesses from the British, Norwegian and German side provide their
observations on Tirpitz in various interview surroundings in this documentary. Jones
(2012) writes on the use of eyewitnesses in documentaries in general:

[Their] testimonies are embedded in the film in a particular way that creates
further links between past and present, and which is likely to generate a
specific emotional, physical and cognitive response in the viewer (197).

Therefore, eyewitnesses can also serve as a referential authenticating strategy in a
documentary, as well as an affective one. In particular, I explore the staging of one
eyewitness further, and investigate how stylistic elements in The Battle for Hitler’s
Supership create the impression of opposing an evil other in this scene.

The interview scene I chose for this paper is especially significant because of the
documentary’s introduction of the eyewitness that recalibrates the relation between what
the viewer sees, and the information that the viewer receives. The eyewitness mentioned
here is a former member of the Norwegian resistance, Terje Jacobsen. He appears twice
in the documentary.

How do music and sound effects support and strengthen the setting, and help to create
the main narrative of the documentary with the Tirpitz and Nazi Germany as the
monster that has to be fought? Is it true that music has become a pedagogic commentary
to point to the narratives most important moments (Larsen 2013 [2005]: 172)? What
role does text play in the eyewitness scenes, by the interviewee and by the narrator?

Expository documentaries rely heavily on an informing logic carried by the
spoken word. In a reversal of the tradition emphasis in film, images serve a
supporting role. They illustrate, illuminate, evoke, or act in counterpoint to
what is said (Nichols 2010 [2001]: 107).

Before the first sequence with the eyewitness Jacobsen (Quinn 2005: 0:14:20-0:15:11),
battleships are shown at sea and the British narrator speaks about the Allied convoys
that require protection from the German battleship Tirpitz. This presentation claims the
significance of the convoys for the outcome of the war and emphasises the menace
posed by the battleship. On an inter-medial level, a visual style resembling original war
footage reminds viewers of World War II reports that create an impression of
authenticity and that visually support the statements made by the narrator. The narrator
announces: “The mere threat of the Tirpitz was tying up much of the whole [British]
fleet”.

The next scene is filmed from below something that seems to be a tower on a
construction site and moves down to ground level in a shaking manner. The sky behind
the tower resembles dawn or dusk light (see figure 2).
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Figure 2. The sky behind the tower resembles dawn or dusk light (Quinn 2005: 0:14:24); screenshot
taken by the author.

What little light there is comes from behind a person and makes only its contours visible
between the buildings and structures. The narrator states “Churchill had been
outmanoeuvred [...]”. The person is observed from below. The camera work is shaky
and sometimes parts of structures cross the view. It seems like the viewer is observing
from a hiding place. Against the light, it is visible that the figure is wearing a hat and a
coat. The person bows their head slightly. The camera angle changes and the viewer can
recognise the person as a man. The narrator introduces the man with “Spies like Terje
Jacobsen risked their lives every day.” After this sentence, the camera observes
Jacobsen while he is disappearing behind the barely lit structures. Similar to the first
sequence of the documentary when the screen gradually reveals a big ship, the
documentary here again works with contours that slowly become visible, employing
darkness and light to indicate opposition, and spoken words by the narrator to anchor
the scene (on relation of text and image, see Barthes/Heath 1977: 156). The presentation
of Jacobsen relies on cinematographic patterns from fiction films genre such as spy
movies, with the camera filming from a supposedly hidden position, a meeting set ‘at
dawn’, and the depicted person’s old fashioned, dark clothing. The eyewitness who
experienced the actual event, but who the viewer sees in his late 80s, mediates the
impression of time and the passing of time; he embodies a connection between past
events and present day to echo Jones.

The sound is remarkable during this scene: A basso ostinato, a permanent low-
pitched recurring melodic pattern lies under a gentle melody of a melancholic wind
instrument and the approaching footsteps of what emerges as Jacobsen can be heard.
This principal structural element of the music composition mediates a menacing
atmosphere that supports the hidden position of the camera perspective. The function of
the music is to emphasise the presence of a potential threat, in this case Nazi Germany
in the 1940s (on function of music in general, see Helseth/Maasg 2008: 80). On the one
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hand, the music in this scene works as a referential authenticating strategy that
corresponds to familiar musical patterns known from the motion picture genre
mediating suspense. On the other hand, the music, combined with the images and the
narration, invite the audience to feel a yet to be revealed threat, to be seen by some
vaguely defined evil (on music in documentary in general, see Jones 2012). These
observations point to additional insights that an approach combining Erll’s concepts
with a focus on the evocation of affect can bring.

The next scene is an interview, where the aforementioned Jacobsen is sitting in what
appears to be a basement with lighting from a small door behind him (see figure 3).

Terje Jacobsen
Norwegian Resistance

Figure 3. Terje Jacobsen is sitting in what appears to be a basement with lighting from a small door
behind him (Quinn 2005: 0:14:45); screenshot taken by the author.

It is dark in the room except behind the man where the stairs he is sitting on seemingly
lead to the light. The wall behind Jacobsen looks old. He is wearing a shirt and tie under
his coat, and fine black shoes that reflect the bit of light from the door behind him. His
hands are lying in one another. The camera is filming from below up to Jacobsen and
towards the light. The Norwegian speaking of Jacobsen can vaguely be heard under the
voice-over, as is practiced in every interview sequence of non-English speaking
interviewees in this documentary. The voice-over of Jacobsen has a slightly smoky,
rough and elderly sound, fitting to the bold role of the spy that he is mediating.
Jacobsen’s name and ‘Norwegian Resistance’ appear at the bottom of the screen in a
faded newspaper typewriting style. Jacobsen’s voice-over says:

One day some men asked me to come to a secret meeting. I met three people
and they asked me ‘Are you willing to join the resistance?’ At the time, I was
living 20 kilometres away from Tirpitz. I would get up early every morning
and go down to the fjord to watch her. Sometimes, [ would stay there all day.
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The introductory sentence of the documentary’s narrator is rather dramatic, while the
content of the text of Jacobsen himself is less surprising: a spy who observed the
Tirpitz, and stayed there for a while. The description by Jacobsen of “go[ing] down to
the fjord” might evoke an aesthetic impression. The active movement from one level
‘down’ to another depicts a certain engagement of the spy and his commitment to the
cause. However, the little content of his comment seems to be compensated by his
dramatic introduction, the staging of his entry to the scene and by the composition of the
interview scene.

After the interview, the camera films Jacobsen outside and leaving the scene. The
camera remains in a hidden place. Jacobsen is again walking against the pink light of
the sky, with a bowed head. The viewer can faintly hear his steps on metal, while the
narrator states that in 1942, Norwegian spies sent an urgent message to the United
Kingdom and reported that the Tirpitz was ready to depart for the convoys. Following
this message, the British Royal Navy abandoned a convoy heading to Murmansk and
German submarines and planes attacked it. When the Tirpitz arrived, the attack had
already ended. Within the documentary, this attack seems to have the role of a justifying
narrative because it is the main occasion where the Tirpitz, though indirectly, was
responsible for the death of many British citizens. After this story of the attack, the
Tirpitz is not only a symbolical threat but has become a real target for revenge. The
story can work as “evil deed” (P6tzsch 2013: 130) that justifies both the attacks on the
battleship and the acceptance of about 1000 dead soldiers on the wreck of the Tirpitz
after the last attack.

According to Jones (2012), the combination of both strategies, the referential and the
affective one, is what makes the documentary appear authentic. In addition, Owen
Evans emphasises the importance of the connection between authenticity and affect: “It
is the careful orchestration of these melodramatic elements [...] that creates what we
might call an authenticity of affect [...]” (2010: 173). Even though he refers to the
motion picture Das Leben der Anderen (Henckel von Donnersmarck 2006), his
observation retains relevance to this documentary. The concepts describing fiction films
can also be used to analyse documentaries because of the inherently narratological
framing of past events applied in both genres (see Nichols 1991). To gain acceptance
and to attract wider audiences, documentaries and fiction films often do not challenge
established patterns of good and evil and frame ‘the other’ in lighting, music and by
visualizing and narrating terms like ‘the Beast’ in opposition to the positively connoted
‘us’. These media draw upon both referential and affective authenticating strategies to
re-tell and strengthen hegemonic narratives that might prepare the way for arguments on
a contemporary and global scale about participation in conflicts and military
intervention based on a civil duty.

Stylistic elements such as mystic music, a camera angle from a hidden perspective,
and the support of the secret atmosphere by a dawn-like coloured sky, which might be
familiar from fiction film, were combined and help to portray the narrative of Terje, the
spy. This scene featured the real Terje Jacobsen. Aged over 80, he climbs down into a
barely lit bunker at dawn, wearing a coat, to say one paragraph about his position during
World War II. Even though this interview situation is implausible, the documentary’s
producers decided to stage Terje to illustrate the situation of the Norwegian resistance in
historical times. These elements do not correspond with Jacobsen’s current life situation
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in a rational way, but invite us to identify with the presented story, accept the framed
good and bad, and experience the event with the eyewitness. Terje Jacobsen also has the
function of an expert (Herman/Chomsky 2002 [1988]: 19-25) who testifies the truth of
the reported events. His personal report strengthens the claim for authenticity of the
documentary’s narrative and contributes to the dominance of the generated meaning
potential.

This scene with Terje, the spy, in The Battle for Hitler’s Supership invites the
audience to feel like a confidant of the secret activities the eyewitness was a part of
more than 70 years ago. On an intra-medial level (Erll 2008: 390), the stylistic tools
described above, establish an experiential rhetoric of collective memory. The audience
receives historical information filtered through the experiences of the expert, Terje
Jacobsen. At the same time, an intimacy between spy and audience is invited that
charges the representation with affective value.

The second part of my investigation on this documentary concerns the hypothesis that
the documentary itself has an overall antagonistic mode of rhetoric of collective
memory (Erll 2008: 390) on several levels. On a superficial level, Winston Churchill is
the protagonist and the Tirpitz is the antagonist; man against machine that points to an
imbalance of powers. The ship as emotionless and overwhelming enemy incorporates
the inhumane other as mighty antagonist. The sympathy of the audience is
systematically directed to the human, to the known ‘us’, and against the unknown, evil
‘other’, the machine. As I mentioned at the start of this article, the overwhelming
character of the battleship emerges immediately in the initial seconds of the
documentary. The camera looks up to the bow of a battleship; a perspective that makes
the (human) audiences feel small and weak when confronted with the size of the ship
(see figure 1) when the screen is filled with darkness that gradually recedes and reveals
the bow of a ship. Within three seconds, the viewer reaches an understanding from
being literally ‘in the dark’ to knowing the reason for the darkened screen—the massive
ship. The literal darkness on screen resembles the metaphorical darkness of National
Socialism and Fascism that is made to appear threatening, on the advance and
potentially all-embracing, but then moves away. The light pushes aside the darkness,
and the diffuse menace gets the recognisable, defined shape of a ship—a machine—
which is a concrete enemy that can be discovered, seen and attacked. On the one hand,
evil appears as eerily menacing without concrete source, musically illustrated when
revealing the contours of the ship in the opening sequence. On the other hand, evil
becomes discernible as something material that can be targeted and ultimately
destroyed.

Like the viewer, Churchill is opposed to this monstrous battleship in the overarching
narrative of the documentary. The music supports this message by four dark accords
that are repeated several times when the battleship is introduced from 0:00:00 to 0:00:25
(Quinn 2005). This dark music has the function of creating a menacing atmosphere and
a mood that helps to illustrate its evil throughout the introduction (on music’s function
in film, see Iversen/Tiller 2014: 46f.). The narrator’s speech is not yet required in this
situation. Image and music both mediate an overshadowing evil that the viewer learns to
identify as a huge ship.

Thus, on a deeper level, the antagonistic mode of rhetoric is established as a dominant
frame that tacitly colours all other depicted people, settings and events. Churchill is
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brought forth as the democrat of the common people who does not want to bear the
burden of war but is forced to do so, facing the evil threatening to devour the world. On
the opposing side, we see the Tirpitz and Hitler, the Chancellor of Germany from 1933
to 1945, representing the full strength of technical and social power of National
Socialism, linked to an antagonist that apparently has all the odds on his side. This
narrative is supported in various ways throughout the documentary. One occasion is the
opening sequence of this documentary that works as a transit from the world of the
spectator to the world of the film.'

Figure 4. The introduction of Hitler (Quinn 2005: 0:00:30); screenshot taken by the author.

The introduction of Hitler and Churchill (Quinn 2005: 0:00:30-0:00:38) makes the
relationship of these two understandable to the viewers. Hitler is walking from the left
to right, accompanied by a group of his officers. He is wearing his uniform and is easily
recognisable by his body language, mimic and moustache. The soldiers on his left are
standing in a row and he passes them. The camera perspective is from an angle at breast
height, which enables Hitler to seem taller. The group of soldiers, guided by Hitler, is
walking towards the light. The scene mediates a picture of power, strength, military
efficiency and unity—resembling a well-functioning machine rather than a group of
human beings.

' On opening sequences in contemporary American and British war films, see Pétzsch 2012.
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In contrast, Churchill is depicted in civilian attire as he crosses a street from the right
to the left. He is accompanied by his wife, Clementine, who is walking one step behind
him. There is no entourage of soldiers accompanying him and he is presented as the
common, average person. He is wearing his characteristic coat and hat, not a uniform.
His body language and slightly crooked position makes him easily identifiable.
Churchill is not surrounded by his officers and he is instead presented as a tired yet
determined man who has to face the threat on a mission to protect the so-called free
world.

Figure 5. The introduction of Churchill (Quinn 2005: 0:00:35); screenshot taken by the author.

The presentation of these opposing characters points to ideological differences between
an individualistic conservative liberal democracy with values such as family and the
burden of office as central tenets, and a machine-like national body of National
Socialism that seems powerful and insurmountable.

The visual presentation of these two historical figures is supported by the auditive
arrangement of the scene. The music changes when Hitler and Churchill appear on the
screen. Both men apparently move towards each other and the music gets a forward-
pushing, cascading tone. The text spoken by the narrator, who is identifying them as
Hitler and Churchill, anchors the images (on relation of text and image, see
Barthes/Heath 1977: 156). Picture, music and text interplay on intra- and inter-medial
level and mediate a strong impression of the relations of power and of strength between
Hitler and Churchill.

Emerging Meaning Potentials

This short analysis of selected scenes from the documentary The Battle for Hitler’s
Supership shows various elements that contribute to dominant meaning potentials and
the principal antagonistic mode of collective memory. I am interested in how an
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eyewitness expert, satisfying the third filter of the propaganda model, and footage from
the 1930s—1940s are atmospherically arranged to identify and intra- and inter-medially
present a form of undisputed evil in the documentary’s narrative that answers to the fifth
filter established by Herman and Chomsky.

What structural conditions behind the documentary that correspond to the filters for
mass-mediated messages presuppose this presentation of the World War Il event? Apart
from the definition of the positions during World War II, what is more interesting here
are implications that the documentary’s narrative can be seen to have for contemporary
attitudes, actions and perceptions of states on a global arena. What picture of the Allied
forces does the documentary mediate and why is this relevant for today?

The documentary The Battle for Hitler’s Supership was jointly released by Channel 4
International, Channel 5 [2002-2011: Five], The History Channel and NDR
(Norddeutscher Rundfunk [Northern German Broadcasting]) in 2005, in conjunction
with the 60th anniversary of the end of World War II. Channel 4 and Channel 5 are part
of the same network, are largely commercially self-funded, and have a public mission
(Catterall 2013). The History Channel functions commercially and is owned by A&E
Networks (Taves 2001). NDR is a public and regional German channel (NDR 2005
[1991]). Tigress Productions, which has made many documentary films, produced The
Battle for Hitler’s Supership (Tigress Productions 2018). Piers Gibbon, an award-
winning narrator in television programmes, gave his voice to the documentary (Gibbon
2018). Its director James Quinn is known for various television documentaries for
British channels. He works as a lecturer, author and creative director (SIDF 2015).

In which way do these structural conditions regarding ownership and distributing
channels that form the base for this documentary production predispose the formal
patterns that I described above? Most of the producing channels finance the film
commercially by selling productions and time for commercials. To make a film—
including a documentary—attractive for the media market, it needs to correspond to
accepted conventions, narrative patterns and popular medial representations (Marich
2013 [2005]). Hence, the expectations of the intended audience need to be fulfilled.
These expectations are grounded in the channel’s programme and in its broadcasting
patterns, and the audience’s general knowledge about World War II. The audiences who
choose this channel because of its characteristic outlook may be attracted by a certain
genre of programmes—a genre that recounts established and accepted narratives about
history and about the status of the participating parties. Furthermore, audiences might
expect a particular flow of affect from threatened underdog to winner, which is
reminiscent of basic Hollywood scripts. The stylistic elements of the documentary,
which are well known from motion picture genres, invite audiences to affectively
engage with the narrative, and not to rationally question it. Suspense, emotion,
identification and alignment with people and topics that the programme portrays seem
to direct the narrative towards accepted patterns defined by a mnemonic hegemony of
Churchill being the moral underdog fighting the ultimate enemy.

One remarkable narrative pattern appears on several occasions in the documentary:
The British do not surrender to an apparently insurmountable antagonist, but make use
of their virtues such as endurance, optimism and effectiveness to take actions and
change their destiny. The strategy to give the British the image of the underlying only
enlarges their victory in the end.
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The above-mentioned scene involving the former member of the Norwegian
resistance Terje Jacobsen shows the tools with which the makers of The Battle for
Hitler’s Supership invite the audience to identify and align with the spy by fulfilling the
‘expert-filter’ of the propaganda model. The music in the introductory scene of Hitler
and Churchill provides reading instruction to audiences regarding antagonistic mode of
rhetorics by clear formally created ‘anti-ism’, in terms of how the situation of two
opposing parties, Hitler and his war machinery against Churchill and civilians, should
be understood.

The dominant meaning potentials in these examples seem to be clear: the war
machine of Nazi Germany and Hitler is presented as one uniform unit; an inhumane and
invincible machine-like enemy. Opposite to this enemy, Churchill and the civilian
British army face the battle reluctantly. As the liberal hero and family man, Churchill
invites the narrative to draw on a David and Goliath story, pulling the sympathy of the
viewer to the underlying ‘David’ Churchill.

Formally, this narrative of the leader as a common man is constructed by the selection
of footage and its arrangement, and by affective and referential authenticating strategies
that are applied by music, cutting and recognisable patterns, as I showed above.

The targeted audiences of this documentary are rather limited—a specific group
interested in World War II events. Still, the documentary’s paratextual frame (Genette
1997) and thereby its pluri-medial network creates an environment that can nourish the
medium’s memory potential. The documentary’s ownership and distribution channels
facilitate memory potentials for interested audiences. The documentary’s well-known
director and narrator contribute to the film’s appearance as a trustworthy and fact-based
articulation. The accessibility of the documentary channels such as Channel 4 makes it
potentially widely accessible, possibly increasing its range of address beyond the
immediately envisioned core group.

The observations above show that Herman and Chomsky’s filters can be applied to
this documentary: the ownership by among others the private company Channel 4
proposes an alignment with economic profit by advertisements in breaks during and
after the screening and by size and segment of the targeted audience. Adequate experts
such as Terje, the spy, testify to and confirm the truth value of presented events and
support the authentic appearance of the documentary. The narrative is constructed
stringently with the help of old footage, eyewitness reports and the narrator’s
commentaries, which leaves little space for questions and an ambiguous interpretation
of the narrative. The last filter from the 1988 model, described as ‘anti-communism’,
but here more generally interpreted as ‘anti-ism’, is definitely satisfied in this
documentary, creating a monstrous ‘other’ of the Nazi German battleship Tirpitz and its
master, Hitler.

Conclusion

The analysed scenes support accepted historical narratives of the Norwegian resistance
that was in hiding because of an evil threat to the world, National Socialism and the
battleship Tirpitz, and of the British population led by Churchill who had to fight an
over-powerful enemy.

In this case, the structural conditions of the documentary’s production, distribution
and reception represent a part of a media complex. This media complex of influential
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owners impacts on which histories are produced, how they are mediated, who has
access to them, and how they will be received in the public discourse.

Although several potentials of meaning for different audiences can be created, there is
often one established dominant meaning potential (P6tzsch 2013: 134) that needs to be
examined with a critical view. In The Battle for Hitler’s Supership, the two
authenticating strategies of affect and reference, as well as an antagonistic mode of
memory-making, help to create a good versus evil narrative, ‘us’ versus ‘them’. The
narrative is structured around the image of an emotionless machine directed against the
common British—and Churchill, their reluctant leader. One might stretch this thought to
‘Nazi German autocracy versus British liberal democracy’.

Additionally, the conditions of a documentary’s production, distribution and
reception are of importance when analysing a medium’s potential influence and
purpose. Putting the spotlight on the affective strategies that are used in a medium, be it
documentary or fictional movie, might provide insights in its meaning potentials for
influence and the goals of its message. Consequently, the inclusion of elements of
political economy in media analysis can be crucial. Questions of ownership, funding,
expertise, and handling of reception can point to possible reasons explaining the
relentless creation of mnemonic hegemony on the formal level of any medium.

Potential impacts of the memory-making potential of The Battle for Hitler’s
Supership, however, are limited. The pluri-medial networks (Erll 2008) within which
the production is embedded are restricted to the respective channels where the
documentary and others of its kind are shown. Nevertheless, this documentary embraces
and celebrates established narratives, and might therefore contribute to and strengthen
hegemonic discourses about World War II.

As Molden writes: “Hegemony thus establishes one particular narrative as a quasi-
natural universality and delegitimises alternative forms of reasoning” (2016: 126). The
rhetoric in the selected sequences of The Battle for Hitler’s Supership are part of this
‘quasi-natural universality’. The representations of good and evil in this documentary
are accepted by the audiences, they do not contradict what intended audiences already
expect. They confirm opinions and strengthen the non-nuanced division into a moral
protagonist and an ultimate evil antagonist. The representations in this documentary also
invite the audience to accept ‘necessary wars’, as Churchill and the British society had
to fight during World War II. This mnemonic pattern for the past event might function
as a lens for current conflicts and prepare the audience to accept contemporary military
actions against a (medially) framed evil.

The ‘anti-ism’ in The Battle for Hitler’s Supership is distinctive and the selection and
compilation of footage, sounds and music, and the narrator’s text establish an
antagonistic mode of rhetoric. A critical examination of created ‘anti-isms’ in a
documentary can contribute to a more differentiated look on the constructed modes of
rhetoric and allow questioning of the dominant meaning potentials of film, and media in
general.
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A TALE OF TWO VERSIONS—
1AM LEGEND (2007) AND THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF CULTURAL
PRODUCTION

Holger Potzsch (UiT The Arctic University of Norway)

Abstract: Based on a comparative reading of the officially released version and the
director’s cut of Francis Lawrence’s movie I Am Legend (2007a; 2007b), the present
contribution interrogates possible connections between the political economy of film
production and aesthetic form. Drawing upon theoretical frameworks such as Herman
and Chomsky’s propaganda model and Artz’ critical study of global entertainment
industries, and combining these with an analysis of Lawrence’s two versions, I argue
that profit-oriented adaptations to implied market pressures are not neutral endeavours,
but inherently political acts that shape aesthetic form to, often-tacitly, reiterate a
received hegemonic status quo.

Keywords: 1 Am Legend (2007); propaganda model; Hollywood; cultural production;
othering; test-screenings; liminal space.

Introduction

The present tale of two versions is essentially a story of emphasis. Contrasting the
officially released version of Francis Lawrence’s Hollywood action-flic I Am Legend
(2007a) with a director’s cut that has only subsequently been made available on a DVD
edition, I investigate, how the profit-orientation of a global film industry translates into
aesthetic form that then invites hegemonic potentials of meaning and practice. Last-
minute alterations to the cinema version of Lawrence’s film were aimed at making the
product digestible to mainstream audiences thus securing financial revenues. In
addition, however, these changes also align the narrative to hegemonic discursive
frames of othering and violent exclusion proving that market-oriented adaptations of
cultural products are not politically neutral endeavours.

Hence, a focus on emphasis. The title of the film—/ Am Legend—is also the last
sentence in Matheson’s 1954 novel upon which Lawrence’s film is based: “[I am] a new
superstition entering the unassailable fortress of forever. I am legend” (Matheson 1954:
160). I argue that the officially released version puts emphasis on ‘I’—/ am legend—to
reiterate the importance of the individual hero of the story who, in this particular
version, sacrifices himself to save humankind. In contrast, the director’s cut puts
emphasis on the last word—I am legend—to highlight, in line with the novel’s original
narrative, the dawning awareness of the main protagonist that, rather than being the hero
in a Manichean struggle for survival against an evil enemy, in reality he himself acted as
the legendary demon killing apparently monstrous, yet still living and thinking beings in
their sleep. The following text is the story of this shift in emphasis, its probable reasons,
and potential implications.
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The Political Economy of Cultural Production

Ever since Stuart Hall’s (1977) studies on how received discourses, available
technologies, and established relations of power and production predispose both form
and reception of cultural expressions, it has been accepted wisdom that material
conditions and political economy matter for artistic creations and their possible
implications and effects—that the fields of aesthetics, economy, and politics are
intrinsically intertwined. According to Hall, the formal features of television
programmes are shaped and understood in complex contexts that tie down the freedom
of active producers and audiences, but do not determine their activities in the last
instance. However neatly structured and composed a specific cultural expression might
be, it can always be read against the grain or placed in new and potentially subversive
contexts. Hall develops an understanding of production and reception as active and
situated processes that are influenced by a variety of factors. In the present contribution,
I show how the political economy of contemporary Hollywood cinema impacts upon
aesthetic form, and investigate the role of pre-screenings with test audiences in these
processes.

In his critique of the ideological implications of transnational media corporations,
Artz (2015) writes that

any music, movie, art, political discourse, or social commentary that passes
through corporate media filters must meet the prerequisites of mass
entertainment and profit, thereby weakening and undermining any political
edge, class independence, or democratic potential (13).

Arguing that “all entertainment carries kernels of cultural values, social norms, and
political ideology” (4), Artz asserts a fundamental significance of cultural expressions
for politics and democracy at a global scale. Throughout his book, he shows among
other things how mainstream media take part in establishing and maintaining a cultural
form of hegemony that can productively harness, for instance, issues of diversity yet at
an underlying level rearticulates these in individualist terms as such leaving pressing
questions of ownership, economic exploitation, power, and collective action untouched.
As a result, argues Artz, mainstream culture predominantly reiterates a received status
quo in political and economic terms.

Given his theme and overall critical outlook regarding the material conditions for
media production in global capitalism, it is surprising that Artz (2015) refrains from
referring to the work of Herman and Chomsky (2002 [1988]) who have made similar
points before and who have developed a terminology centred precisely on the term filter
invoked by Artz (2015) in the quote above. The reason for this omission can possibly be
found in the fact that Herman and Chomsky (2002 [1988]) focused on the political
economy of news production and dissemination with main focus on the US, while Artz
(2015) directs attention to global entertainment industries (mainstream television and
film).

Herman and Chomsky (2002 [1988]) studied the institutional logics behind what they
perceive as a significant political bias of major US news media. Providing wide
empirical evidence for imbalanced reporting, they identify five filters through which
potential news items need to pass and that influence both form and content of the
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disseminated messages—[/] ownership, size and profit-orientation of the production
company, [2] the economic importance of advertising, [3] sourcing, [4] flak, and [J]
anti-*ism. In their studies, they show how each filter operates and how they interact to
reproduce a hegemonic image of capitalism, US foreign policy and military
interventions, as well as political, economic, and cultural elites as inherently benevolent
factors and as subservient to an allegedly universal greater good. In spite of sustained
criticism (e.g. Brahm 2006), the model is today widely acknowledged as a viable
analytical tool enabling a critical understanding of the role of mainstream media in
capitalist systems (Kriiger 2013; Robinson 2015; Zollmann 2018).

In line with the arguments offered by Alford (2011; 2015), I believe that Herman and
Chomsky’s approach can be used to throw light upon the conditions of emergence of
ideological biases not only of supposedly factual news items, but also of mainstream
fiction film and, indeed, cultural expressions in general. Through a combination of the
propaganda model with the works of Artz and Alford, I take up the question of how the
profit orientation of global entertainment industries translates into artistic form that then
builds up and disseminates certain potentials for meaning in line with dominant
interests.

The identified dynamic is an effect of the structural conditions under which the
contemporary mainstream film industry operates and brings to light a form of power
that is not wielded by distinct autonomous actors but that still serves particular interests.
This form of power is hegemonic—it is “constituted organically |[...] throughout
society” (Mosco 2009 [1996]: 206; emphasis in original) and is based on largely-
implicit consent rather than coercion. It is reproduced through intrinsic mechanisms
such as profit-orientation and return-of-investment calculations based on the assumed
tastes of specific mainstream audiences rather than through open censorship or overt
political directives.

Through an analysis that compares and contrasts the officially released version of the
Hollywood action movie I Am Legend (Lawrence 2007a) with a director’s cut that was
made available via a later DVD edition, I will demonstrate how economic
considerations streamline commercial cultural products and illustrate how the filters
profit orientation and anti-*ism operate in practice.

Self and Other in Hollywood Cinema (and Beyond)

Hegemonic mainstream tastes, including their political and ideological biases, constitute
narrow frames for allegedly creative industries. Today, any divergence from tested and
tried conventions that might alienate hegemonic audiences implies a financial risk that
few major studios are willing to take (Artz 2015; Alford 2011; Alford 2015). Major
productions are regularly submitted to various forms of corporate pre-testing and pre-
screening leading to often severe changes in manuscripts and final products that might
radically break with the intentions of directors and script writers. In spite of overall
differences in outlook, both Artz (2015) and Marich (2013) agree that, in the industry,
the financial bottom-line predisposes both content and aesthetic form. However, while
Marich’s (2013) merely instrumental approach remains oblivious of the politico-
ideological implications of this profit-orientation, Artz (2015) show how the political
economy of a globalised entertainment sector constantly pushes products into
maintaining and reiterating a received status quo.
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In his book, Artz (2015: 200-213) shows how economic considerations impact upon
form and content of commercial mainstream cinema. He identifies five key thematic
threads prevalent in most of the released films’ narratives: [/] the imminent presence of
severe threats and dangers, [2] citizens as inherently powerless victims, [3] individual
heroes who [4] exert a justified form of violence, and [5] thereby reassert a received
status quo in the end usually reinforcing conservative gender roles, family relations, as
well as established political and economic conditions. According to Artz, adherence to
these genre templates not only adjusts works to assumed audience expectations thus
reducing the financial risks of film production, but also ideologically and politically re-
aligns them to the very hegemonic order from which the product emerged in the first
place.

And, the discursive and cultural frames set by mainstream cinema matter. Misek
(2008: 123), for instance, connects the Hollywood war film’s genre conventions to the
cultural frames legitimating actual wars. He writes that generic war films “restrict
themselves to one point-of-view” and thereby “propagate the unnatural divisions that
cause war in the first place”. In a similar manner, Der Derian (2002: 110) asserted that
“more than rational calculations of interests take us to war. People go to war because of
how they see, perceive, picture, imagine, and speak of others; that is, how they construct
the difference of others as well as the sameness of themselves through representation”.
In a critique of Hollywood war and action cinema, I concluded in a similar manner
arguing that the genres offer easily accessible “interpretative schemata that inform
political discourse in that they tacitly order and disambiguate confusing and complex
political environments and challenges” (Ptzsch 2013: 142).!

In sum, it can be argued that popular culture functions like an implicit background of
meaning—a horizon of plausibility—that makes certain understandings and options for
action appear viable and sound while others are brought to emerge as strange, less
convincing, or outright ridiculous. As such, cultural expressions do not determine
subjects. Rather, they resemble tacit patterns of support and restraint that offer
apparently valid and easily applicable, familiar frames for understanding and, this way,
incrementally move the entire system of interpretation into a particular direction.
Factors at the level of political economy play a key role in these processes of
maintaining and reinforcing a cultural form of hegemony.

As among others Hall (1977) has reminded us, cultural expressions merely offer
potentials for meaning and understanding that are actively negotiated in situated
contexts of reception. As such, any mainstream film can, with some effort, be enlisted in
progressive political projects. However, this endeavour takes an amount of energy and
dedication the average leisure-seeking spectator might not be able or willing to invest.
Therefore, to suggest that a majority of spectators will be inclined to passively
reproduce the dominant meaning potentials that are systematically invited through
mainstream culture does not imply the assumption that spectators are slavishly bound by
an ideological cinematic apparatus. Hegemonic frames of meaning and practice can
always be challenged. Such a challenge, however, is not invited by mainstream culture’s

' All the authors mentioned in the section above interrogate special cases of orientalism—the institutional
and discursive construction of a Western self in opposition to a narrowly framed largely imaginary
Eastern other—that has been identified and described in detail by Said (1978).
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aesthetic form and therefore demands an active spectatorship with the necessary
resources to deconstruct implied messages and content (Hall 1977; Kellner/Ryan 1990).

How do hegemonic frames for meaning and interpretation emerge? In earlier studies
inspired by neo-formalist film analysis (e.g. Thompson 1988; Bordwell 2006), I have
analysed how Hollywood war and action films strategically deploy a variety of formal
devices to constantly reiterate a basic story template centred upon a particular relation
between what is framed as an honest and true soldier-self and an inherently evil,
threatening, and incomprehensible enemy-other (Potzsch 2010; Potzsch 2013). Based
on Smith’s (1995) studies of character engagement in film, I have shown that narrative
tropes such as the evil deed committed by a de-humanised enemy or the unexpected
event enforcing direct violent encounters between self and other, together with an
uneven distribution of such techniques as slow motion, dwelling close-ups, flashback
sequences, focalisation, and sad or valorising music among others give rise to a biased
structure of engagement that systematically motivates audience sympathy and empathy
with one side of the conflict. Meanwhile, the enemy-other is confined to an inaccessible
beyond cordoned off by an ‘epistemological barrier’ that precludes access to the
alternative perspectives, the individuality, and indeed humanity of the opponents
(Potzsch 2010: 69; Potzsch 2013: 129-131). Drawing upon the work of Butler (2009), I
have argued that this specific aesthetics of mainstream cinema plays into cognitive and
discursive frames of war, rendering implicit plausibility to political articulations
presenting all kinds of others as ungrievable and therefore disposable life—a form of
anti-*ism producing monstrous adversaries and unworthy victims in the terms of
Hermann and Chomsky (2002).

Filmmaking in Hollywood is an industry-style endeavour. However, also the
Hollywood studio system can produce works at odds with received hegemonic frames
and this way problematise its own genre conventions and their relation to politics (see
for instance Misek 2008). In earlier studies, I have identified liminal characters and
liminal spaces as key devices of estrangement” inviting for such a critical dismantling of
generic forms of othering in mainstream film (P6tzsch 2010: 72—77). The term liminal
here refers to border-crossing individuals and shared locations in the diegetic universes
of war and action films. Both can estrange, and thereby question and challenge, received
frames of de-humanisation and exclusion in that they enable the voice and identity of
the previously confined other to emerge and assert its relevance. Locations that make
possible direct non-violent encounters between self and other and characters that can
provide inside perspectives on the rationalities and considerations of both opposing
groups invite mutual understanding and an acceptance of the other as fellow human
being. As such, these tropes subvert the epistemological barriers of the genre that
present the other as “ubiquitously absent” (P6tzsch 2013: 135-137, 139-140, 142)—as
inaccessible and hardly ever seen, yet still a potentially omnipresent deadly threat—
thereby inviting for a problematisation of violence and de-humanisation in film and
beyond.

> The term estrangement is derived from Russian formalism and in particular the work of Viktor
Shklovsky (1965 [1919]). It denotes the capacity of art to surprise the viewer and thereby enforce a de-
habitualisation of the apparently well-known thus facilitating a new and more reflected seeing. Thompson
(1988) has used the term for a neo-formalist analysis of Hollywood film.
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The following readings are guided by these considerations and apply the
methodological template introduced above to an analysis of Lawrence’s [ Am Legend. 1
show how both versions set up and negotiate epistemological barriers and liminal
elements, and flesh out the opposing meaning potentials invited by their respective
cinematic forms. The identified differences will then be connected back to the economy
and politics of Hollywood filmmaking.

“They Won’t Stop!”—Demonising the Other in the Officially Released Version of
Lawrence’s I Am Legend (2007)

The film 7 Am Legend (Lawrence 2007a) follows elite military scientist Robert Neville
(played by Will Smith), the presumably last human survivor on Earth, in his struggle to
find a cure against a virus that has killed virtually all of mankind and transformed most
of those remaining into sinister vampires preying upon the living during night time.
Lawrence’s movie is the last in a series of adaptations of Richard Matheson’s 1954
novel I Am Legend and has been greeted as a straightforward genre movie fulfilling the
related expectations.’ Interestingly, the movie has been officially released in a version
that not only entails severe narrative inconsistencies, but also breaks with key elements
of Matheson’s novel.

In Lawrence’s film, the story is focalised through main character Robert Neville—the
lone survivor of the plague—who, accompanied by a German shepherd dog, follows his
daily routines in an apparently de-populated New York. Hiding in his fortified home
during night time, he uses the days to gather supplies and catch vampire specimen for
his experiments aimed at eradicating the disease. According to Moya and Lopez (2017:
5), this setting brings forth Lawrence’s Neville as a “Cartesian figure, [...] a Crusoe and
a Dr. Frankenstein figure at the same time”.

During the course of two earlier screen adaptations—Ubaldo Ragona’s dark and
haunting The Last Man on Earth (1964) and Boris Sagal’s action-flic The Omega Man
(1971)—and culminating in the cinema version of Lawrence’s film, a gradual
militarisation and ‘elitisation’ of the main protagonist can be observed. As such, Neville
transforms from a plant worker in Matheson’s book to a scientist in Ragona’s movie, a
military doctor in Sagal’s adaptation and, finally, an elite military scientist in
Lawrence’s film. In spite of Lawrence’s refreshing move of casting a non-white actor as
Neville, Roberts’ (2016) observations of a gradual transition of the main character
“from anomaly to messiah” (42) is correct and leads the consecutive screen adaptations
further and further away from the disruptive tone and unsettling plot of the original
novel. As will be shown in the following sections, however, this trend is only valid for
the officially released version of Lawrence’s movie and is reversed in the director’s cut
that realigns the film with the critical and subversive narrative of Matheson’s book.

3 It has been noted that Will Smith is the first black American to act as the last man on earth (see for
instance Brayton 2011). Previous adaptations of Matheson’s novel such as Ubaldo Ragona’s The Last
Man on Earth (2008 [1964]) and Boris Sagal’s The Omega Man (2003 [1971]) starred white actors—
Vincent Price and Charlton Heston—in the lead role as Morgan and Neville respectively. Steve Niles and
Elman Brown’s graphic novel I Am Legend (2007 [1991]) follows the same convention and presents
Neville as a white male—this in spite of the fact that Matheson’s novel does not specifically mark Neville
as white.
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In the officially released version of I Am Legend, a logic of mutual exclusivity is
predominant from the beginning and maintained throughout the entire narrative. The
audience is systematically invited to align and ally with Neville alone. Devices such as
close-ups on his face, flashback sequences, sad or valorising musical tunes, and
monologues among other things make his feelings and considerations accessible to
spectators and thus strongly invite allegiance and empathy with his character. In
contrast, the vampires remain largely in the shadows, hidden in the dark or only briefly
captured in quick cuts and quivering long-shots. Once they appear, they are narrowly
framed as posing an immediate and deadly threat that has to be disposed of under the
application of all means available, thus rendering implied legitimacy to the severely
violent measures taken by the main protagonist. Negotiation, retreat, and even surrender
are excluded as viable alternatives due to the completely inhumane nature of what is
framed as an incomprehensibly aggressive, monstrous opponent.

When presented as object for Neville’s scientific experiments, the vampires are
reduced to the status of pacified, clinical exhibits. The scenes are set in a clean and
neatly organised high-tech laboratory in the basement of Neville’s stronghold. The other
is depicted as tied to a stretcher and connected to various instruments monitoring its
biological (mal)functions (see figure 1). The specimen do not have names, but are
distinguished by the code for the experimental serum they are exposed to. Rather than
constituting an alternative subjectivity the movie’s hegemonic discourse frames the
other as deadly threat and dangerous symptom of a terrible disease. Neville’s activities
in the laboratory are presented as the determined and well-organised endeavours of a
professional scientist working for an unquestionably good cause. This cause and the
clinical atmosphere of calm professionalism discourages possible sympathy with the
suffering and dying other.

Figure 1. The other as scientific exhibit in the officially released version of I Am Legend (2007);
screenshot taken by the author.

The officially released version of Lawrence’s film maintains a form of de-humanisation
and de-subjectification of an objectified and “unambiguously not human” (Hantke 2011:
170) enemy-other even at the cost of obvious narrative inconsistencies. For instance, the
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film leaves the apparent development of the enemy’s intellectual capacities and
organisational skills throughout the narrative unexplained, and as such refrains from
further inquiring into the sudden ability of the vampires to implement coordinated
attacks, or to construct a sophisticated trap to capture Neville. As Bowring (2015)
argues, this overall outlook is in line with the beginning of Matheson’s novel where
Neville “displays many classic attributes of the dominant self over a foreign other”
(132), but decisively breaks with the book’s ending that witnesses a re-humanisation of
the opponents and entails a “complete reversal of position of self and other” (134).

After the death of his only companion, the German shepherd dog, a despairing
Neville tries to commit suicide by openly attacking the vampires during night-time, but
is rescued by Anna and Ethan, a woman and a boy exhibiting the same inexplicable
immunity to the deadly virus as he does himself. As the two adults cautiously start to
communicate, a fundamental disagreement emerges between them. While Neville puts
his trust into science and almost manically works on developing a cure (to the human-
created disease), the woman claims to be following the voice of God leading her to a
colony of survivors. The character of Anna also opens an estranging gaze on the
vampiric other that grows out of an apparently religiously motivated form of
compassion and, thus, constitutes an alternative to the militarist logics and cold
scientific calculations of Neville. How the film towards the end negotiates the opposing
view-points and philosophical positions of Anna and Neville is key for the overall
ideological outlook of the work and constitutes a crucial difference between the cinema
version and the subsequent director’s cut.

The end of / Am Legend (in its officially released version) depicts Neville, Anna, and
Ethan trapped in the laboratory. Only a wall made of security glass—the classical trope
of a protective topographical barrier coinciding with an epistemological one—divides
them from the monstrous enemy’s massive onslaught. Sequences of quivering mid-shots
on the anonymous mass of aggressively attacking vampires are juxtaposed with close-
ups on the slowly cracking protective barrier, and on the three human survivors. When
the enemy is about to break through, Neville hands the cure—a serum he had just
extracted from one of his objects of experimentation—to Anna, and hides her and the
boy in a small safe room attached to the laboratory. During a last conversation, Neville
says he is doing what he is doing because he “started listening”. In the officially
released version this implies that he was convinced by Anna and started to follow the
voice of God supposedly speaking through her. In addition, he states that “they won’t
stop” reiterating once more the complete impossibility of any solution to the conflict
except a total annihilation of either self or other. Then, Neville uses a grenade and
heroically sacrifices his own life to stop the menacing advance of the vampires,
obliterating the estranging potentials of Anna’s emerging compassionate outlook on the
other in the process.

The final sequence of the officially released version completes this moral
dichotomisation of the narrative. The scenes show the woman and the boy arriving at an
uninfected safe haven. A massive steel portal slowly opens and the camera catches a
white wooden church, an American flag, and armed men in uniform—the classical
insignia of US religious conservativism (see figure 2). As the woman and the boy enter
the village, a voice-over recounts Neville’s heroic deed stating that he became legend
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because he successfully developed a cure and saved their lives while sacrificing his
own.

Figure 2. Wall, church, flag, and soldier-self: Connoting safety in the officially released version of 7 Am
Legend (2007); screenshot taken by the author.

As among others Bowring (2015) and Degouveia (2017) have pointed out, the ending of
the cinematic release decisively breaks with the tone of Matheson’s novel that explicitly
disconnects the figure of the vampire from tropes of evil and precludes the emergence
of a dichotomous moral universe. In the officially released version of Lawrence’s
movie, this critical perspective is reversed, as the ending completes the transition of the
main protagonist from “anomaly to messiah” identified by Roberts (2016: 42). This
move, again, invites a connection between the film and mainstream political narratives
in the US that often rearticulate complex real-world struggles and contradictions
through simplistic frames of epic battles between good and evil centred upon the violent
male hero.

The icons of rural, religious conservativism and American patriotism deployed in the
final sequence of the film to connote safety and a new start, the idea of following the
implied will of God, and the way the coloured main protagonist sacrifices his life
combating a completely dehumanised, aggressive enemy, all resonate with a religiously
inspired populist rhetoric positing a predominantly US self against evil opponents
threatening their lives and freedom without apparent reason. In particular these factors
have led Hantke (2011) to categorise the film as “a key text of the final period of the
Bush years” (166) that relocates the future to the Republican ideal of rural, small town
America (168) and prompted Moreman (2012) to assert that Lawrence’s film favoured
“conservative Christian moralizing” rather than staying close to Matheson’s original
focus on “alternative spirituality” (130). In a similar manner, Heyes (2017) claims that
the officially released version “recodes the vampiric dark-seekers as radical Islamic
terrorists” (1), while Boyle (2009) describes the film as reiterating a “neoconservative
combination of religious and market fundamentalism with an aggressive foreign policy”

(1).
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Some authors have directed attention to ambivalent and critical aspects of the
officially released version. Hwang (2015), for instance, argues that Lawrence’s film
“draws a clear boundary between humans and the monsters”, but at the same time finds
that the film, in its officially released version, “reveals the instability of the border
between us and them” (2). In a similar manner, Bowring (2015) makes the argument
that the theatre-version of / Am Legend retains some critical potentials in that it frames
Neville’s death as due to his inability of understanding the humanness of the other
(135-136). However, she also concedes that for instance Hantke’s (2011) critical
reading of the other in the film as “insect-like invasion” (135) has its merits. According
to Brayton (2011), Will Smith’s starring as a “black Christ” (69) somewhat alleviates
the most accentuated messianic right-wing elements of the narrative, as such pointing to
a common trade-off between identity issues on the one hand, and politics and economy
on the other that was identified by Artz (2015) as typical for mainstream US culture.

As the remainders of the article will show, I agree with Hantke (2011), Moreman
(2012), Boyle (2009), Zizek (2010), Heyes (2017), and others who have pointed to the
conservative, militarist, and at times outright reactionary ideological subtext of the
officially released version. In contrast to all the authors mentioned above, however, |
put a critical reading of the hegemonic version of / Am Legend up against the significant
subversive potentials for meaning invited by a director’s cut that openly interrogates and
directly challenges received generic Hollywood conventions thereby estranging
received discursive frames of othering and exclusion.

In contrast to the officially released version, the director’s cut of Lawrence’s movie
sticks far closer to the original narrative of the novel the film is based on. Accordingly,
this ‘unofficial’ release not only provides answers to the unresolved questions
concerning the sudden intellectual and organisational capabilities of the enemy, but in
the end also fundamentally redistributes the roles of good and evil. This happens
through the successful activation of the subversive potentials vested in the shared,
‘liminal space’ (Potzsch 2010) of the laboratory during the final sequence of the film.
As I will show below, this alternative ending counters the dominant tendency of
meaning of the officially released version entirely and makes the film resonate strongly
with an oppositional discourse critical of populist framings of complex and
contradictory real-world struggles as simplistic wars against evil.

“Did All of Them Die?”—Recalibrating Self and Other in the Director’s Cut of
Lawrence’s I Am Legend (2007)

The director’s cut of Lawrence’s I Am Legend fundamentally changes the film’s
narrative. By means of a new ending and a few changed scenes, this alternative version
effectively punctuates the discursive logic of polarisation that remains constitutive of
the official release. This is achieved on the liminal location of Neville’s laboratory that
has been transformed from a field of battle to a shared space enabling communication
and peaceful exchange. Surprisingly, neither Heyes (2017), Moreman (2012), Boyle
(2009), Hantke (2011), Zizek (2010), or Moya and Lépez (2017) take this alternative
version into account when criticising [/ Am Legend’s inherently conservative,
reactionary, militarist, and religious ideological subtexts, and the film’s incapability of
addressing issues of third spaces, cultural hybridity, and peaceful coexistence.
Degouveia (2017: 143) briefly acknowledges the existence of an alternative version of
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the film, while Bowring (2015) mentions the director’s cut in an endnote conceding that
it “dwells much more on the encounter between Neville and the Dark Seeker” (142,
note 6). Unfortunately, neither of them subjects this original version to any closer
scrutiny.

The director’s cut consciously plays with and gradually explains the various cues
deployed throughout the film to tacitly imply a possible evolution of the vampiric other.
When Neville for instance captures a ‘female specimen’ for his experiments, a male
appears in the door and exposes himself to the light of the sun that is deadly for
vampires before retreating with a scream. Neville is unable to interpret this behaviour as
caused by possible care for the captured individual, but mechanically records this event
as due to a complete breakdown of human capacities for reasoning, effectively reducing
the enemy to the status of merely vegetative life. Later, the main protagonist is caught in
a sophisticated trap that the enemy-other has put into place by copying the mechanism
Neville himself uses to get hold of specimen for his experiments. The stunning fact that
the vampires have developed the skills to construct such a device, and to ensnare its
victim by distributing shop window dummies in the area, remains unacknowledged by
the main character—and by the officially released version of the film.

Neville remains positioned by a hegemonic discourse of war that makes the other
inconceivable as anything but a dehumanised deadly threat, or an objectified symptom
of disease. In contrast to the officially released version, however, the director’s cut
makes this ‘epistemological barrier’ (P6tzsch 2010; Potzsch 2013) that confines the
other and effectively prevents its emergence as a conscious and living being, the overt
theme of the subsequent narrative. As such, the film interrogates the very conventions
of its own genre and, through a carefully devised storyline, subverts these eventually.
After the arrival of the human survivors, Anna and Ethan, the barrier stabilising the
hegemonic subject-position of the soldier-scientist, slowly starts to crack, and during a
final showdown on the liminal grounds of the laboratory, it dissolves entirely.

One scene is crucial for the denaturalisation of Neville’s hegemonic discursive
position as a scientist and military man. As he shows Anna his laboratory, she catches
sight of the female vampire Neville had newly caught. Anna approaches the other tied
to a stretcher and a close-up on her face reveals that she watches the creature intensely,
before asking: “Will that [the test serum] cure her?”” Neville replies with a matter of fact
voice that “[...] no, this will almost certainly kill it”. When Anna turns away the camera
follows her movement filming over her shoulder to indicate her point of view. It finally
catches sight of hundreds of black and white photographs covering the entire back wall
of the laboratory (see figure 3). All the images show the faces of vampires and are
marked with various information written in tiny letters under each image. Anna stands
paralysed for a few second before she asks: “Did all of them die?” Neville answers
without looking up with a brief and simple “yes”, whereupon Anna utters an
exasperated “My God...”.
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Figure 3. “Did all of them die?”—Re-Humanising the objectified other in the director’s cut of 7 Am
Legend (2007); screenshot taken by the author.

This sequence clearly shows the degree of dehumanisation of the other characteristic of
Neville’s hegemonic subject position and has led Degouveia (2017) to speculate about a
deliberate iconographic connection between a “genocidal magnitude” (145) of Neville’s
experiments and the activities taking place in the ‘laboratories’ of Nazi death camps. As
will be explained later, this comparison is viable, but only in relation to the director’s
cut that, unfortunately, has been disregarded by Degouveia. In only focusing on the
officially released version, the suggested analogy would make an implied Dr. Mengele
the main hero of the narrative who, in the end, sacrifices himself to amend his sins and
save mankind from his victims now re-framed as a deadly threat. This interpretation, of
course, is deeply problematic and only attention to the director’s cut can alleviate this
aporic conclusion.

In both versions of I Am Legend, the character of Anna opens potential new
perspectives on the confined other. Only in the director’s cut, however, this alternative
gaze comes to fruition enabling a fundamental challenge of received Hollywood tropes
and the hegemonic discursive position of the main hero.

Anna’s inclusive position emerges from her use of the personal pronouns ‘he’ or ‘she’
as opposed to Neville’s ‘it when referring to the vampires. Such verbal re-articulations
of the other as inherently human are visually supported by a different gaze that enables
an individualisation of the enemy, and that does not only challenge Neville’s hegemonic
point of view, but also brings the discursive frames constituting both self and other to
the sudden awareness of the audience.

Neville, however, remains insensitive to this potential repositioning. He is unable to
accept Anna’s articulation for what it really is; a re-framing of the enemy-other as a
fellow human being. Therefore, Neville snaps back into his scientific mindset by
targeting the element of religion in Anna’s speech, effectively circumventing an
engagement with the subversive potentials emanating from her compassionate inclusion
of the other. Neville simply states that “God didn’t do this, Anna. We did”, implying a
repetition of his mantra ‘I can still fix this’, thus reiterating the received Hollywood
trope of the individual male hero saving the day. The director’s cut, however,
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fundamentally subverts this position in the end precisely by re-articulating and
including the previously confined other on the liminal space of the laboratory.

In the following night, Neville’s stronghold is attacked by a ravaging mass of
extremely aggressive vampires. During the struggle, Neville, Anna, and Ethan are
forced to retreat into the laboratory. In the end, only the transparent security glass of the
quarantine section where also the female specimen Neville had captured earlier is
located, protects them from the onslaught of their enemies. While the officially released
version defuses this potential liminal situation by annihilating both Neville and all his
opponents in the blast of an explosive device triggered by the main protagonist to save
Anna and Ethan, the director’s cut presents a surprising turn of events.

The subsequent scenes witness a subtle change in focalisation towards balancing the
perspectives of Neville and his main adversary. A series of shot/reverse shot sequences
alternate between the point of view of Neville who wields a pistol and exclaims that he
can save everybody because his serum works, and the vantage point of the vampires’
leader reacting with apparent outrage repeatedly throwing himself against the security
glass that slowly starts to crack. Then, a series of close-ups shows the two opponents
facing one another, before the vampire suddenly smears what appears to be a butterfly
on the glass wall and retreats (see figure 4a). Neville’s face, filmed in a close-up,
reveals his dawning understanding as he slowly turns around the body of the female he
had been experimenting with and reveals the tattoo of a butterfly on her shoulder. The
shock this sudden discovery of the enemy-other’s humanity and subjectivity entails is
clearly reflected on the main protagonist’s face that turns ash-grey. The transparent
barrier formerly protecting the self against an apparently inhumane other has suddenly
been transformed into a medium of communication and non-violent exchange.

Neville slowly puts the gun down, carefully removes the tabs and tubes that insert the
serum into the woman’s body and tells Anna to open the door. When she asks what he is
doing, Neville answers: “I start listening”. In this case, however, this does not imply that
Neville starts to listen to the voice of God implying a successful repositioning within a
hegemonic religious discourse, but that he now engages in a first-to-second person
dialogue with the enemy. Neville has started listening to the previously confined voice
of the other. This evolving communication with the vampires is enabled on the shared
liminal location of the laboratory that had been blown to pieces—and thereby deprived
of its subversive potentials—in the officially released version of the film.

Neville then leaves the quarantine section with the female vampire lying on a
stretcher. Dwelling close-ups and mid-shots on the two vampires now reunited are
supported by low music. Their gestures reveal mutual affection, care, and love, and
strongly invite audience empathy with their evolving characters. The male vampire then
carries the woman outside leaving Neville, Anna, and Ethan behind without harming
them. A last eyeline match that indicates Neville’s perspective focuses once again on
the hundreds of black and white photographs covering the laboratory wall (see figures
4b—4c). This time, Neville (and the audience with him) perceive the depicted specimen
as individuals, and indeed his victims, effectively indicating Neville’s adoption of a
different gaze, and the successful dislodging of the hegemonic identity of the soldier-
scientist.
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Figures 4a—4c. Dislodging mutually exclusive identities of war: liminal grounds in the director’s cut of /
Am Legend (2007); screenshots taken by the author.

Throughout the sequences in the laboratory, the enemy-other has been re-humanised
and re-subjectified. The other emerges not only as an alternative discursive identity, but,
in contrast to Matheson’s novel, also as a morally and ethically superior agent who
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refrains from avenging the terrible sufferings Neville had been subjecting their species
to during his experiments. At this point, Degouveia’s (2017) observations regarding the
Neville-Mengele analogy become relevant and can be sustained throughout the
remaining narrative that refrains from absolving Neville of his sins and denies him the
honours of heroic self-sacrifice.

The iconography of the laboratory with the meticulously recorded mass murder
committed for a presumably good cause against victims that had been discursively
reduced to mere vegetative life, indeed uncannily reminds the viewer of imageries
connected to Nazi death camps during World War II. This choice of style draws a chain
of equivalence between the narrative’s main protagonist with whom the audience is
aligned and allied, and the ‘physicians’ experimenting in the camps. By these means,
the film underlines the extreme consequences of discursive constructions of the other as
less than human and issues a damning critique of the dominant ideology of generic
Hollywood war and action cinema as inviting precisely such forms and practices of de-
humanisation.

In the last scene of the film, the breaking up of formerly sedimented hegemonic
subject-positions is visually emphasised through the spatial movement of the main
protagonists who leave the (crushed) topographical barriers of Neville’s home behind
and head into an unascertained beyond. The movement of their car across a bridge into
the unknown illustrates a dislodging of Neville’s and Anna’s discursive identities. In the
end, both military-scientific and religious, hegemonic frames are unsettled through a
“performative encounter” (Rosello 2005: 1) with the allegedly evil and deadly
dangerous other that enables new, nonviolent subject positions, inclusion, and mutual
understanding. The contrast to the officially released version that reinstitutes an
inherently patriotic and religious discourse as a hegemonic diegetic frame that
necessitates the total annihilation of the other could hardly be more striking.

This closure brings the director’s cut into close proximity to the narrative in
Matheson’s 1954 novel that, according to Faizi (2015), is a study about the terrible
consequences of “dialogue annihilation” (40). In the novel, the main protagonist’s final
exclamation “I am legend” (160) serves to indicate his sudden realisation that while
having lived in the profound belief of having fought evil, in reality he himself had acted
like the legendary monster killing infected yet still human beings in their sleep: “he
[Neville] was anathema and black terror to be destroyed” (Matheson 1954: 160).*
Published in the US at the height of McCarthyan cold war paranoia, it can be argued
that Matheson’s novel represents a comment on the predominant hegemonic discourse
of its time that is comparable to the way Lawrence’s director’s cut reframes the global
war on terror and its various strategies of populist othering and exclusion.

Such connections to political discourse are in line with much of the criticism levelled
against the theatre version of Lawrence’s film. Walliss and Aston (2011), for instance,
state that “[t]he decision to release a more straightforward, unambiguous version [of /
Am Legend] that resituated Manichean concepts of good and evil, represents the
contestation and difficulty in addressing such themes in a post-9/11 world where socio-
political turbulence, military conflict and the War on Terror engendered a divisive
terrain of meaning and representation” (62). Arguing in a related direction, Bowring
(2015) comments that “[i]t is notable that the post 9/11 adaptation [of Matheson’s / Am

* For a thoughtful comparison of novel and film versions, see for instance Bowring (2015).
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Legend] 1s the adaptation which refuses the most forcibly to shift perspective in the way
Matheson’s novel did [...] which indicates much about contemporary perspectives and
accounts of selfhood and alterity” (135). In a similar manner, Zizek (2010) laments the
loss of the original narrative’s “authentically multicultural experience” (63) in that the
“hero’s death reasserts [...] his lost community” (64) rather than fundamentally
questioning received perceptions of the other. According to Zizek, this makes
Lawrence’s I Am Legend indicative of a reactionary turn in US politics and culture after
9/11. It 1s surprising that none of the above-mentioned authors takes the director’s cut of
Lawrence’s movie into consideration, or addresses the timely question of why the
accomplished and thoughtful narrative of the original film had been transformed into
shallow and unconvincing mainstream entertainment prior to its cinematic release.

Profit-Orientation Turned into Artistic Form—I Am Legend and the Political
Economy of Art and Entertainment

In his handbook for movie productions, Marich (2013) presents a series of strategies and
tactics that can be used to ensure the economic viability and success of film projects.
Detailing among other things established best practices for poster design and placement,
the use of trailers, pre-screenings, tracking surveys and end surveys, as well as single-
and transmedia marketing, he shows what producers and directors can, and according to
him indeed should, do to make their products economically sustainable and profitable.

In his endeavour, Marich (2013) constantly subsumes aesthetic and political
considerations under the allegedly overarching logic and requirements of an economic
marketplace were cultural products’ main function is to vie for the attention of
mainstream audiences with the main purpose of achieving economic gains. As such, the
strategies and tactics he presents are apparently located above politics as they, in an
allegedly neutral fashion, describe the very means necessary to survive the severe
competition characteristic of the cultural sector. However, as among others Artz (2015)
or Alford (2015) have shown, the decision to simply accept the peculiar tastes and
preferences of mainstream audiences and various subsegments of this category as the
only viable measure of success is a problematic move that disregards the inherently
political and power-laden character of hegemonic positions and outlooks. Established
frames and predominant tastes are reified—treated as a natural state of affairs that then
pre-structures and predisposes the further production process. By these means, content
and form of mainstream cultural products are systematically pushed to neglect non-
normative audiences and to reinforce already dominant positions.

The tale-of-two-versions recounted above reflects the operation of such a hegemonic
apparatus of production. According to among others Lambie (2011) and Lunte (2015),
the changes made to Lawrence’s movie prior to its official release were the result of
pre-screenings of the completed film with test audiences who had rejected the original
narrative and demanded a more morally straightforward and up-beat ending to the story.
In an interview he recently gave to Screen Rant (Cotter 2018), the director himself
conceded that economic constraints made him refrain from his original wish to do “the
story of the novella [/ Am Legend] straight up” (n. p.). In continuation, Lawrence asserts
the superior quality of the original ending and explains the subsequent changes with
conventional genre expectations of targeted audiences:
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I agree it’s [the director’s cut is] the better ending. I mean, it’s the more
philosophical version of the end, but in terms of story math we’re doing
everything you’re not supposed to do, right? The hero doesn’t find the cure,
right? They drive off into the unknown and the creatures you’ve been saying
are the bad ones the whole time you learn actually have humanity and aren’t
the bad ones—the hero’s the bad one. And so you’ve basically turned
everything on its head. We tested it twice and it got wildly rejected, wildly
rejected, which is why we came out with the other one (in Cotter 2018).

This makes apparent that expected box-office numbers undermined the critical outlook
of the original work and instead led to a film that reiterates, even at the cost of
significant narrative inconsistencies, a received Hollywood story template centred upon
a Manichean struggle between good and evil.

Through the case of I Am Legend, the pre-screening of movies with hegemonic test-
audiences becomes conceivable as a key mechanism of a Hollywood propaganda model
in the sense of Alford (2011; 2015). Through this technique, Herman and Chomsky’s
(2002 [1988]) first filte—ownership and profit orientation—becomes operational and
successfully plays into the fourth and fifth one—an avoidance of possible flak and the
invocation of a generic anti-*ism. As the readings of the two versions conducted above
suggest, in adapting aesthetic form to genre conventions and assumed mainstream
tastes, Lawrence not only ensured economic success of his title, but in the process also
recalibrated I Am Legend’s overall ideological outlook aligning it to hegemonic
discursive and cultural frames centred upon perpetuated struggles against allegedly
inhumane and disposable, ungrievable (Butler 2009) others.

In contrast to the released version, the director’s cut of / Am Legend profoundly
challenges such a reified hegemonic world view prevalent in the contemporary US. In
its original form, the film re-ambiguates an apparently dichotomous and mutually
exclusive moral universe and relentlessly exposes the brutality and inhumanity
underlying received generic conventions and dominant discursive frames of war. With
its new ending, the film lost most of its challenging and troubling aspects, thus
becoming politically docile as well as digestible and sellable to key audiences. This
shows that economically motivated changes and alterations of cultural expressions are
never unpolitical, but imply an often unintended and implicit, but nevertheless powerful,
reification and reproduction of a received hegemonic status quo.

Conclusion

Making movies is an expensive business promising significant revenues, but also
holding considerable potentials for economic failures and financial loss. In a market-
oriented cultural sector predominantly oriented towards returns of investment, aesthetic,
political, societal, and other considerations regularly loose out to allegedly natural
market logics that streamline cultural expression with the objective to tailor them to the
specific tastes and preferences of hegemonic audiences.

Through a comparative reading and subsequent contextualisation of the officially
released version and the director’s cut of Francis Lawrence’s I Am Legend, this article
has shown that such practices of adaptation to assumed mainstream tastes are never
innocent or located above the messy realms of politics. On the contrary, as the present
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tale about a shift in emphasis has illustrated, allegedly neutral, economically motivated
changes to manuscripts and whole films not only increase a particular work’s range of
address, but also imply an, often-tacit, realignment to received power structures and
hegemonic frames for practice and understanding.

In highlighting this connection, I intended to contribute to a better understanding of
the inherent connection between media content and messages on the one hand, and the
political economy of their production and distribution on the other. After all, when
profit-orientation turns into aesthetic form, this form will hardly invite for the
dismantling or subversion of the very structures and frames predisposing its emergence
in the first place. As among others’ Stuart Hall’s (1977) seminal work has shown,
critical media scholarship needs to take the connections and mutual interferences
between the realms of meaning and material production into account to be able to
adequately describe, and intervene in, the politics of contemporary popular culture.

Bibliography

Alford, Matthew. 2011. “Why Not a Propaganda Model for Hollywood?”, in Screens of Terror:
Representations of War and Terrorism in Film and Television Since 9/11, edited by Philip Hammond.
Bury St. Edmunds: Arima Publishing, 71-88.

. 2015. “How Useful Is a Propaganda Model for Screen Entertainment?”, in Noam
Chomsky, edited by Alison Edgley. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 141-164. Digital object
identifier: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-32021-6_8.

Artz, Lee. 2015. Global Entertainment Media: A Critical Introduction. Oxford: Wiley Blackwell.

Bordwell, David. 2006. The Way Hollywood Tells It: Story and Style in Modern Movies. Berkeley:
University of California Press.

Bowring, Nicola. 2015. “Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend: Colonization and Adaptation”, Adaptation
8:1, 130-144. Digital object identifier: https://doi.org/10.1093/adaptation/apv001.

Boyle, Kirk. 2009. “Children of Men and I Am Legend: The Disaster-Capitalism Complex Hits
Hollywood”, Jump Cut—A Review of Contemporary Media 51:1, 1-26. Digital object identifier not
available: https://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/jc51.2009/ChildrenMenLegend/index.html [October 31,
2019].

Brahm, Gabriel N. 2006. “Understanding Noam Chomsky: A Reconsideration”, Critical Studies in Media
Communication 23:5, 453-461. Digital object identifier: https://doi.org/10.1080/07393180601046279.

Brayton, Sean. 2011. “The Racial Politics of Disaster and Dystopia in I Am Legend”, The Velvet Light
Trap 67:1, 66-76. Digital object identifier: https://doi.org/10.1353/v1t.2011.0005.

Butler, Judith. 2009. Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? London: Verso.

Cotter, Padraig. 2018. “I Am Legend Director Reveals the Movie He Wishes He’d Made”, Screen Rant—
Movie News, January 22. Available online: https://screenrant.com/i-am-legend-ending-approach/ [link
defunct as of December 22, 2018].

Degouveia, Tony. 2017. “I Am Omega Man: Religious Repositioning of the Secular Apocalypse Film in /
Am Legend”, in Science Fiction, Ethics and the Human Condition, edited by Christian Baron, Peter
Nicolai Halvorsen, and Christine Cornea. Cham: Springer International Publishing, 137-154. Digital
object identifier: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-56577-4_9.

Der Derian, James. 2002. “In Terrorem: Before and After 9/11”, in Worlds in Collision: Terror and the
Future of Global Order, edited by Ken Booth and Tim Dunne. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 101—
117.

188



Holger Potzsch

Faizi, Hamed. 2015. “Distorted Dialogue in Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend: A Bakhtinian
Perspective”, Advances in Language and Literary Studies 6:4, 36—40. Digital object identifier:
https://doi.org/10.7575/aiac.alls.v.6n.4p.36.

Hall, Stuart. 1977. “Encoding/Decoding”, in The Cultural Studies Reader, edited by Simon During.
London: Routledge, 91-103.

Hantke, Steffen. 2011. “Historicizing the Bush Years: Politics, Horror Film, and Francis Lawrence’s I Am
Legend”, in Horror After 9/11: World of Fear, Cinema of Terror, edited by Aviva Briefel and Sam J.
Miller. Austin: University of Texas Press, 165—185.

Herman, Edward S., and Noam Chomsky. 2002 [1988]. Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy
of the Mass Media. Reprint edition with a new introduction. New York: Pantheon Books.

Heyes, Michael E. 2017. “Fixing Ground Zero: Race and Religion in Francis Lawrence’s I Am Legend”,
Journal of Religion & Film 21:2, 1-27. Digital object identifier not available:
https://digitalcommons.unomaha.edu/jrf/vol21/iss2/13 [October 31, 2019].

Hwang, Eunju. 2015. “Stateless Within the States: American Homeland Security After 9/11 and Francis
Lawrence’s I Am Legend”, European Journal of American Studies 10:2, 1-29. Digital object identifier:
https://doi.org/10.4000/ejas.11117.

Kellner, Douglas, and Michael Ryan. 1990. Camera Politica: The Politics and Ideology of Contemporary
Hollywood Film. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Kriiger, Uwe. 2013. Meinungsmacht—Der Einfluss von Eliten auf Leitmedien und Alpha-Journalisten:
Eine kritische Netzwerkanalyse. KoIn: Herbert-von-Halem-Verlag.

Lambie, Ryan. 2011. “Exclusive: Director Francis Lawrence on What Went Wrong with I Am Legend”,
denofgeek.com, May 4. Available online: http://www.denofgeek.com/movies/17405/exclusive-
director-francis-lawrence-on-what-went-wrong-with-i-am-legend [March 15, 2018].

Lawrence, Francis (dir.). 2007a. I Am Legend. Feature film. DVD. Burbank: Warner Home Video.

(dir.). 2007b. I Am Legend. Director’s Cut. Feature film. DVD. Burbank: Warner Home
Video.

Lunte, Kathryn. 2015. “Screening Success: Marketing Research for Movies”, Film and Digital Media—A
Multi-Authored Discussion of the Creative Industries in the Digital Age, February 28. Available
online: https://filmanddigitalmedia.wordpress.com/2015/02/28/assessing-the-marketplace-research-in-
film/ [February 12, 2018].

Marich, Robert. 2013 [2005]. Marketing to Moviegoers: A Handbook of Strategies and Tactics. Third
edition. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press.

Matheson, Richard. 1954. I Am Legend. New York: Fawcett Publications.

Misek, Richard. 2008. “Exploding Binaries: Point-of-View and Combat in The Thin Red Line”, Quarterly
Review of  Film & Video 25:2, 116-123. Digital object identifier:
https://doi.org/10.1080/10509200601074710.

Moreman, Christopher M. 2012. “Let this Hell Be Our Heaven: Richard Matheson’s Spirituality and Its
Hollywood Distortions”, Journal of Religion and Popular Culture 24:1, 130-147. Digital object
identifier: https://doi.org/10.1353/rpc.2012.0004.

Mosco, Vincent. 2009 [1996]. The Political Economy of Communication. Second edition. London: Sage.
Digital object identifier: https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446279946.

Moya, Ana, and Gemma Lépez. 2017. “Looking Back: Versions of the Post-Apocalypse in Contemporary
North-American  Cinema”,  Film  Criticism  41:1, 1-17. Digital object identifier:
https://doi.org/10.3998/fc.13761232.0041.102.

Niles, Steve, and Elman Brown. 2007 [1991]. I Am Legend. San Diego: IDW Publishing.

189



A Tale of Two Versions

Potzsch, Holger. 2010. “Challenging the Border as Barrier: Liminality in Terrence Malick’s The Thin Red
Line”, Journal of Borderlands  Studies 25:1, 67-80. Digital object identifier:
https://doi.org/10.1080/08865655.2010.9695752.

————— 2013. “Ubiquitous Absence: Character Engagement in the Contemporary War Film”,
Nordicom Review 34:1, 125—-144. Digital object identifier: https://doi.org/10.2478/nor-2013-0047.

Roberts, Justin J. 2016. “Transforming the Hero of I Am Legend”, Journal of Popular Film & Television
44:1, 42-50. Digital object identifier: https://doi.org/10.1080/01956051.2015.1074155.

Robinson, Piers. 2015. “The Propaganda Model: Still Relevant Today?”, in Noam Chomsky, edited by
Alison Edgley. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 77-96. Digital object identifier:
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-137-32021-6 5.

Rosello, Mireille. 2005. France and the Maghreb: Performative Encounters. Gainesville: University
Press of Florida.

Sagal, Boris (dir.). 2003 [1971]. The Omega Man. Feature film. DVD. Burbank: Warner Home Video.

Said, Edward W. 1978. Orientalism. London: Routledge.

Shklovsky, Viktor. 1965 [1919]. “Art as Technique”, in Russian Formalist Criticism: Four Essays, edited
by Lee T. Lemon and Marion J. Reis. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 3—-24.

Smith, Murray. 1995. Engaging Characters: Fiction, Emotion, and the Cinema. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Thompson, Kristin. 1988. Breaking the Glass Armor: Neoformalist Film Analysis. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

Ubaldo, Ragona (dir.). 2008 [1964]. The Last Man on Earth. Feature film. DVD. Healdsburg:
Cornerstone Media.

Walliss, John, and James Aston. 2011. “Doomsday America: The Pessimistic Turn of Post 9/11
Apocalyptic Cinema”, Journal of Religion and Popular Culture 23:1, 53—64. Digital object identifier:
https://doi.org/10.3138/jrpc.23.1.53.

Zizek, Slavoj. 2010. Living in the End Times. London: Verso.

Zollmann, Florian. 2018. “Corporate-Market Power and Ideological Domination: The Propaganda Model
after 30 Years—Relevance and Further Application”, in The Propaganda Model Today: Filtering
Perception and Awareness, edited by Joan Pedro-Carafiana, Daniel Broudy, and Jeffery Klaehn.
London:  University of  Westminster  Press, 223-236.  Digital object identifier:
https://doi.org/10.16997/book27 .n.

Biographical Note

Holger Po6tzsch, PhD, is Associate Professor of Media and Documentation Studies at
UiT The Arctic University of Norway. His main research interest is the intersection
between media and conflict. He has published on war films, war games, memory and
conflict, the politics and economy of digital networks, and border culture and
technology. He currently coordinates the research networks ‘Manufacturing Monsters’
and WAR/GAME.

190



“HOW LUCKY YOU ARE NEVER TO KNOW WHAT IT IS TO GROW
OLD”—WITCH AS FOURTH-WAVE FEMINIST MONSTER IN
CONTEMPORARY FANTASY FILM

Rikke Schubart (University of Southern Denmark)

Abstract: This article focuses on the figure of an aging and powerful witch pitted
against younger women in three contemporary fairy-tale movie adaptations: Snow
White and the Huntsman (dir. Rupert Sanders, 2012), Hansel & Gretel: Witch Hunters
(dir. Tommy Wirkola, 2013), and Maleticent (dir. Robert Stromberg, 2014). Each film
transforms the aging witch from stock villain to a more nuanced character. This revi-
sion is intriguing for its concern with power and gender and for a reflection of contem-
porary debates about age and power within so-called wave feminism. The article uses
two frames. The first is feminism and ageism, focusing on wave feminism and aging,
and the second is the trope of the witch, drawing from fairy-tale studies, social history,
and social anthropology. The article reads conflict between an aging witch and a young
woman as a clash of feminist waves, and the witch’s ‘monstrosity” as her refusal to be
sidelined in a world obsessed with youth.

Keywords: witch; fairy-tale film; fantasy film; monster; gender; fourth-wave feminism
ageism; Snow White and the Huntsman (2012); Hansel & Gretel: Witch Hunters (2013);
Maleficent (2014).

Introduction

“You don’t even realize how lucky you are never to know what it is to grow old”
(1:33:18-1:33:26), the Queen tells Snow White before attempting to kill her in Snow
White and the Huntsman (dir. Rupert Sanders, 2012). Ravenna is an old witch, and to
stay young and powerful she drains young women of life. If she takes Snow White’s
heart, she will have eternal youth and power.

Among monster tropes, the witch stands out for a link to misogyny, sexism, and age-
ism. In earliest historical records from Mesopotamia (circa 3,000 BC) a witch was a
priest-magician (Henderson 2016: 22) whom society believed had magical powers.
Such magical abilities, and thus persons, could have various forms—be a magician, a
sorcerer, a diviner, and more. Then in Medieval time the witch was re-interpreted as
female and targeted in witch-hunts, and in modern time, finally, is also site for enter-
tainment and feminist protest. The witch is a polyvocal monster, both fiction character,
cultural trope, and a threat used today to terrorize women (Federici 2018: [Kindle loc.]
841-1246). The witch invokes victimization and agency, fear and fascination, femicide
and feminism, fact and fiction. In this matrix of significations, this article focuses on the
aging and powerful witch pitted against younger women in three recent fairy-tale movie
adaptations: Snow White and the Huntsman (from here on Snow White), Hansel &
Gretel: Witch Hunters (dir. Tommy Wirkola, 2013; from here on Hansel & Gretel), and
Maleficent (dir. Robert Stromberg, 2014). Each film transforms the witch from stock
villain to a more complex character. I find this revision intriguing for its concern with
gender and for a reflection of contemporary debates about age and power within wave
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feminism. The article uses two frames. The first is feminism and ageism, focusing on
wave feminism and aging, and the second is the witch trope, drawing from fairy-tale
studies, social history, and social anthropology. To put the argument in a nutshell, I see
the conflict between an aging witch and a young woman as a clash of feminist waves,
where the witch’s ‘monstrosity’ is her refusal to be sidelined in a world obsessed with
youth.

Feminist Waves and Ageism

In my use of ‘feminism’ I take bell hooks’ often-quoted definition: “[F]eminism is a
movement to end sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression” (2014: 7). In this view,
the opponent is not the male gender or men as individuals, but the ideology of “white
supremacist capitalist patriarchy” based on oppression of women and other minorities
(8). hooks rejects narrower versions of feminism because they create privileges and di-
vide women. Instead she wants solidarity. “Sisterhood could not be powerful as long as
women were competitively at war with one another” (8).

The wave metaphor starts with Martha Weinman Lear’s 1968 article ‘The Second
Feminist Wave’ discussing sixties’ feminism as second wave and a suffragist struggle
(from 1848 to 1920) as first wave. Since then, the metaphor remains contested. Does
‘wave’ mean transformation of a feminist movement or a new generation of feminists?
A third wave was launched with Rebecca Walker’s article ‘Becoming the Third Wave’
which concludes, “I am not a post-feminism feminist. I am the Third Wave” (2006
[1992]: 5). Postfeminism was in the eighties and nineties embraced as individualism,
choice, and multiple femininities.' The third-wave feminists reject postfeminism as neo-
liberal, and where postfeminism and the third wave overlap in time, the first is associat-
ed with a naive embrace of popular culture, the latter with a critical stance. Also, by
naming itself ‘third’, feminists distanced themselves from a second wave. Where first
and second waves understood themselves as shared and inclusive, the third wave was “a
generational phenomenon raising the question [...] to what extent the rising generation
must rebel against the earlier” (Spencer 2007: 299). The third wave critiqued the second
wave, their mother generation, for favorizing white, middle-class, Western women, and
it would focus on minorities and formulate the theory of intersectionality, developed by
lawyer and professor Kimberl¢ Williams Crenshaw:

[Intersectionality is] a theoretical framework that posits that multiple social
categories [...] intersect at the micro level of individual experience to reflect
multiple interlocking systems of privilege and oppression at the macro, social-
structural level (e.g., racism, sexism, heterosexism, compulsory heterosexuali-
ty, hetero-normativity, ableism) (Launius/Hassel 2015: 114; emphasis in origi-
nal).

A fourth wave, named by journalist Pythia Peay (2005) and author and activist Jennifer
Baumgardner (2011), begins between 2005 and 2008. Like the third wave, the fourth
wave focuses on minorities, especially LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender)

' For a discussion of postfeminism, see for example Sarah Projansky, Watching Rape: Film and Televi-
sion in Postfeminist Culture (New York: New York University Press, 2001). [External reference, there-
fore not listed in the bibliography.]
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and people with alternative bodies. The difference between third and fourth wave is a
use of social media and online activism. “[A] distinctive trait of the fourth wave move-
ment is its reliance and usage of technology and media to connect and reach populations
across cultural and national borders [...]. The defining differences between the ‘waves’
of feminism are not necessarily the wars waged as much as the tools used” (Looft 2017:
894). Fourth-wave feminists are savvy social media users, and their activism has been
accused of shallow feminism because it is easy to tweet, and because of its use of celeb-
rities like Beyoncé, Miley Cyrus, and Emma Watson (Looft 2017: 896). A wave meta-
phor can quickly establish a new generation, however, sociologists Elizabeth Evans and
Prudence Chamberlain warn it obstructs continuity between generations: “[I]t is of stra-
tegic and intellectual value for feminist writers and activists to critically engage with the
narrative [of feminism], to ensure that it does not continue to be used solely as a means
by which to reinforce feminist in-fighting and crude, inaccurate caricatures” (2015:
406).

Ageism is a system of privilege and oppression intersecting with sexism. Aging is the
process of growing older, ageism the idea it is bad to age. As media scholar Anne
Jerslev puts it: “[O]ld age is bad, repulsive, and ugly” (2018: 352). We experience aging
as lived personal life (micro level) and as social life (macro level). And while we might
be more or less able to control private experiences, we must negotiate society’s stereo-
types and scripts. Aging is scripted by what linguist Deborah Cameron (2015) calls the
master narrative, society’s idea of gender and appropriate gender behavior. And both
the gender stereotype and the old stereotype are different for men and women.

Seventy years ago, when psychologist Erik Erikson formulated his theory of age and
development, old age was a phase of wisdom. Erikson divided the life span into eight
phases where adulthood was the sixth (young adulthood, 20—45 years) and seventh
(middle adulthood, 45-65 years) phase, and old age (past 65 years) the eighth phase
(Erikson/Erikson 1998 [1982]). To each phase he suggested a crisis; in young adulthood
the crisis is to establish a family and in middle adulthood it is to become a ‘numinous’
role model with ‘true authority’ to guide a young generation with “ethics, law, and in-
sight” ([Kindle loc.] 987). Later, Joan Erikson, Erikson’s wife and co-author, added the
ninth phase, past 80 years. In old age we share our wisdom with society, and Joan calls
the ninth phase a ‘gerotranscendence’ which brings “a new feeling of cosmic commun-
ion with the spirit of the universe” ([Kindle loc.] 1766). Today, social gerontology di-
vides ‘old’ into young-old (65—75), middle-old (75-85), and old-old (past 85), the latter
called deep-old invoking the metaphor of falling into the abyss of death (Pickard 2014).
And today, aging is not seen as wisdom, but as decay and death.

Ageism intersects with sexism. Sociologists Jay Ginn and Sara Arber point out men
are judged by their career, women by a youthful body: “Because women’s value is sex-
ualized, positively in the first half of life, negatively in the second, it depends on a
youthful appearance [...]” (1993: 61). A woman’s value is tied to beauty and youth.
Naomi Wolf notes in The Beauty Myth “[a]ging in women is ‘unbeautiful’ since women
grow more powerful with time, and since the links between generations of women must
always be newly broken” (1991: [Kindle loc.] 119). On a man, wrinkles signify life ex-
perience, but on a woman, they signify loss of beauty. A woman’s face “loses its value
when the process of ageing cannot be concealed by any means anymore” (Jerslev 2018:
353) and women struggle to age successfully by staying “fit, fashionable, flexible, func-
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tional” with a youthful appearance (Jerslev 2017: 68). The ideal is women should age
without visible signs of aging.

The Witch

The witch is a polyvocal trope who lately is embraced in the West as a figure of revolt.
Film scholar Barbra Creed in The Monstrous-Feminine reads the witch as man’s “mor-
bid interest in the witch as ‘other’ and a fear of the witch/woman as an agent of castra-
tion” (1993: 74). While Creed sees the witch as men’s projection of fears onto women,
other scholars link the witch to protest. Film scholar Vivian Sobchack calls the witch’s
magic actions “an apocalyptic feminine explosion of the frustrated desire to speak”
(quoted in Creed 1993: 78). And Kristen J. Sollée in Witches, Sluts, Feminists (2017)
discusses women’s use of witchcraft as feminist protest against patriarchy. Yet, in the
South and East, the witch is used to oppress women in a historical movement political
philosopher Silvia Federici in Witches, Witch-Hunting, and Women (2018) links to ne-
oliberal economic policies. In Africa and India, the witch is used to murder women and
instill terror ([Kindle loc.] 706-714).

The etymology of ‘witch’ is from Old English wicca and the Proto-Germanic and
Proto-Indo-European words wiglian ‘to practice divination’, wichelen ‘bewitch’, wicker
‘soothsayer’, wikkjaz ‘one who wakes the dead’, and wikké ‘necromancer, sorcerer’.
Oxford English Dictionary has two entries for witch, “a man who practices witchcraft or
magic; a magician, sorcerer, wizard”, and “a female magician, sorceress; in later usage
esp. a woman supposed to have dealings with the devil” (Oxford English Dictionary
2019). Under the second entry are figurative uses: ‘witch’ as “a young woman or girl of
bewitching aspect or manners” and ‘old witch’ as “a contemptuous appellation for a
malevolent or repulsive-looking old woman”. In Merriam-Webster’s definition, a witch
is “one that is credited with usually malignant supernatural powers [...] [—] a woman
practicing usually black witchcraft often with the aid of a devil or familiar” and “an
ugly old woman: hag” (Merriam-Webster 2019b).

The etymology of ‘magic’ is unclear. Greek magus means magician, sorcerer, con-
jurer and Old Persian mayu means help, power, and sorcerer. Social historian Lizanne
Henderson in Witchcraft and Folk Belief in the Age of Enlightenment Scotland links the
witch to ancient magic: “The magoi were a class of priest-magicians from the Eastern
Babylonian Kingdom [...] [and] Herodotus, the famed ‘father of History’, reported in
the fifth century BCE that the magoi, or Magi, ‘are a peculiar caste, quite different from
the Egyptian priests and indeed from any other sort of person’™ (2016: 22). To the
Greek, magic was foreign and in contrast to their civilization and religion. Today, an-
thropology separates religion from magic, seeing the first as society’s institutionalized
use of supernatural acts and the latter as an individual’s use of supernatural acts for pri-
vate gains (Serensen 2014: 25). Magic exists in a social field of acts and beliefs, and
practitioners are called magicians, witches, sorcerers, priests, necromancers, diviners,
charmers, and wise men and women (Henderson 2016: 23). How a practitioner was per-
ceived is a matter of perspective: The Greek viewed the Babylonians as magicians, and
the Egyptian priests viewed Moses as a magician, not as a prophet.

So, how does the witch transform from magician into a monster? The etymology of
monster is from Latin monstrare (to show) and monere (to warn), and in ancient Greece
the monster was a warning about evil sent from the Gods (Hellstrand et al. 2018: 147).
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In modern-day use, Merriam-Webster defines ‘monster’ as what is deviant or abnormal,
threatening, strange, terrifying, and large (Merriam-Webster 2019a). Noé€l Carroll in
The Philosophy of Horror (1990) distinguishes the monster in horror from other fantas-
tic genres in that it is lethal, disgusting, and seen as abnormal, a breach of ontology:
“Boreads, griffins, chimeras, baselisks, dragons, satyrs, and such are bothersome and
fearsome creatures in the world of myths, but they are not unnatural [...]. [M]onsters of
horror, however, breach the norms of ontological propriety presumed by the positive
human characters in the story” (16). Hellstrand et al. in ‘Promises, Monsters and Meth-
odologies: The Ethics, Politics and Poetics of the Monstrous’ (2018) discuss ‘monster’
as a border concept and a methodology and outline three uses: as a rhetoric to target
others as being outside society’s norm, as an expression of cultural anxieties, and as a
tool for dialogue about the nature of society’s borders, of what we deem normal or de-
viant, human or monstrous:

[...] [T]he monster’s relation to the anomalous ties it to histories of oppression,
objectification and resistance often related to issues concerning queerness, dis-
ability, race and class. [...] [T]he monster is about the struggle over representa-
tion and meaning-making, of categorizing specific bodies, entities and life-
forms; and of making visible the constructed, unstable ‘nature’ of these very
categories (145).

‘Monster’ can be seen as a dynamic site of meaning-making which has different signifi-
cations in different genres, and also as a method to enter a position of dialogue with
what is outside society’s norm, what is strange, foreign, ‘Other’. Returning to the witch,
Christianity in the fifteenth century transformed the witch from magician into a woman
in league with the Devil who “carried out maleficium, known in Scotland as malefice,
acts of harmful magic” (Henderson 2016: 58). It is estimated 100,000 people were ac-
cused of witchcraft in Europe, between 50,000 and 60,000 executed, and of these 90 to
95 percent were women (99).> Historical records show the accused were of all ages,
social circles, and occupations, however, Henderson points to the stereotypes sexual
predator and old hag, the latter “well-past child-bearing years and as such, of dimin-
ished value and societal worth. Based on the known ages of accused witches, at least
half and possibly more were over forty, with only around 14 per cent under thirty [...]
indicative of a prejudice, even debasement, of older women [...]” (82). The figurative
uses of witch (as young and sexy or old and ugly) originate in the medieval witch-hunts.
But why target women? Federici points to the rise of capitalism and “the relation be-
tween witch-hunting and the increasing enclosure of the female body through the exten-
sion of state control over women’s sexuality and reproductive capacity” (2018: [Kindle
loc.] 69). Women were exploited as free-work force in a patriarchal capitalist enterprise.

How does the fairy-tale witch fit into the matrixes of monster, witch, and feminism?
As Carroll points out, monsters embody different emotions depending on genre context.
Supernatural horror and the fairy tale belong to the fantastic, however, horror has emo-
tions of fear and disgust, and the mode in the fairy tale is light with the primary emotion

? Percentages vary from country to country. In Scotland, 80-85 percent of witches were female, in Eng-
land and Russia 90-95, but in Iceland only 10 percent tried for witchcraft were female and of 22 executed
only one was a woman (Henderson 2016: 78).
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of wonder because a happy end is certain and any transformation is possible—“hands
are cut off, found and reattached, babies’ throats are slit, but they are later restored to
life” (Warner 1995: xv). The same tropes can have similar qualities (use magic, kill and
eat children) but generate different emotions. Thus, in Carroll’s sense, the fairy tale has
no monsters, because supernatural beings do not solicit fear.

In From the Beast to the Blonde, tairy-tale scholar Marina Warner discusses the his-
torical realities behind fairy tales. A universal motif is female rivalry between a young
heroine and an old woman, who can be a mother, step-mother, or witch. “All over the
world, stories which center on a heroine, on a young woman suffering a prolonged or-
deal before her vindication and triumph, frequently focus on women as the agents of her
suffering” (1995: 202). Female rivalry is found in patriarchal societies where women
must protect themselves and their children from a husband or other wives. An aging
wife might be replaced by a younger woman as in Giambattista Basile’s Sleeping-
Beauty-tale ‘Sun, Moon, and Talia’ (1634), she could be a widow in need of a new
household as in Charles Perrault’s ‘Cinderella’ (1697), or she could be an obstructive
mother-in-law as in Perrault’s ‘The Sleeping Beauty in the Wood’ (1697). If she could
not have children, was unwilling to be a wife, or was old, she was seen as a threat.

Female rivalry is a motif in both fairy tales and wave feminism and interlocks with
ageism and sexism. Interestingly, in fairy tales both good and evil old women die. Psy-
chologist Bruno Bettelheim links the fairy tale’s good mother to the evil stepmother:
“The fantasy of the wicked stepmother not only preserves the good mother intact, it also
prevents having to feel guilty about one’s angry thoughts and wishes about her [...]”
(quoted in Warner 1995: 212). Literary scholar Sylvia Henneberg in ‘Moms do Badly,
But Grandmas do Worse: The Nexus of Sexism and Ageism in Children’s Classics’
says the fairy tale’s old women fall into three stereotypes: “[W]icked old witch, the self-
less godmother, or the demented hag” (2010: 128). However, whether good or evil, “the
dead mother plot is a feminist necessity” and old women die (127).

Snow White and Age Anxiety

Female rivalry is at the heart of many fairy tales, including that of Snow White. The
good mother, stepmother, and evil witch reflect one and the same mother figure. In
Grimm’s 1812 ‘Little Snow-White’, the Queen has a magic mirror that tells her she is
“fairest of them all”. When the mirror says her seven-year old daughter is more beauti-
ful, she “became pale with envy, and from that hour on, she hated Snow-White. When-
ever she looked at her, she thought that Snow-White was to blame that she was no long-
er the most beautiful woman in the world” (Grimm/Grimm 2013 [1812]). In Grimm’s
1857 version (Grimm/Grimm 2005 [1857]), the mother has died in childbirth and the
envious Queen is a stepmother and witch. In both the 1812 and 1857 versions, the
Queen sends a huntsman to slaughter Snow White in the forest and bring back lung and
liver for her to eat. In Disney’s Snow White and the Seven Dwarves (dir. David Hand,
1937), Snow White is not seven, but fourteen, and the witch falls from a cliff and dies
instead of being killed by the prince.

Rupert Sander’s 2012 version combines female rivalry with a critique of patriarchy.
Snow White is here eighteen (played by 22-year-old Kristen Stewart) and the Queen is
called Ravenna (Charlize Theron) and has been given an origin story of trauma. The
story begins with the King’s Queen dying when Snow White is ten. When the King res-
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cues a beautiful woman held prisoner by a mysterious army, he marries her the next
day. “I was ruined by a king like you once”, Ravenna tells him on their wedding night.
“I replaced his Queen, an old woman. And, in time, I, too, would have been replaced.
Men use women. They ruin us and when they are finished with us, they toss us to the
dogs like scraps” (Snow White: 0:07:33—0:08:05). Before killing him, she adds: “When
a woman stays young and beautiful forever, the world is hers. First, I will take your life,
my lord. And then I’ll take your throne” (Snow White: 0:08:08—0:08:26). Ravenna im-
prisons Snow White who escapes eight years later. The Queen sends a huntsman to
murder the stepdaughter, but the two raise a rebellion, and Snow White kills Ravenna in
combat, becoming a new Queen.

In earlier versions we know nothing about the Queen. In the 2012 version, we learn of
an attack on Ravenna’s village when she was ten. In a flashback mid-way in the story
we see her mother casts a spell: “Beauty is all that can save you, Ravenna. This spell
will make your beauty your power and protection” (Snow White: 1:01:25-1:01:34). We
assume Ravenna was saved by beauty and raped by a king. This is her motive for using
magic to kill kings and conquer kingdoms. The film thus links Ravenna and Snow
White, who were both traumatized in childhood.

In “Vigilante Feminism: Revising Trauma, Abduction, and Assault in American
Fairy-Tale Revisions’ fairy-tale scholar Laura Mattoon D’ Amore reads Ravenna as a
rape avenger who “uses the tools of patriarchy to protect herself and her brother and, in
her mind, to wreak havoc on men who destroy women, thus believing, in her mind and
through her own definition, that she is saving womankind” (2017: 387). D’ Amore calls
the violence a female character uses to avenge men’s abuse of women vigilante femi-
nism and sees Ravenna as “a rape survivor, a perpetual victim of men’s whims, and in
an effort to survive, she has done what she believed she needed to do to turn the tables
on patriarchal power” (395).

I agree rape is important to understand Ravenna, however, I think the link between
beauty, youth, and rape is crucial. Beauty saved her from death, and beauty is through-
out the film linked to power and youth. When her powers wane, Ravenna ages and is
rejuvenated when her brother Finn (Sam Spruell) brings her young women to drain of
life. Power equals youth, and it is a specific kind of beauty that restores power, namely
youth’s beauty. Jerslev points to the hypervisibility of young women and invisibility of
old women in the media (2017: 68). Today, women tread a precarious path of ageless
aging under society’s ‘age gaze’ which scrutinizes women’s faces for age markers. In
the 1812 version, the Queen is in her twenties, and in Snow White, Ravenna (played by
37-year-old Theron) in her thirties. When Ravenna drains a girl, she looks in her forties,
and later, sitting by a mirror, in her fifties. When Snow White kills Ravenna, in a 25-
seconds long close-up on her face, she ages from her thirties to young-old, middle-old,
old-old, and, finally, dead.

D’Amore argues vigilante feminism “does not work against the male gaze but rather
shatters the lens that frames it [and it is] interwoven with a contemporary sensibility that
individual freedom and empowerment constitute a feminist rebellion” (390). However,
we can ask in what way Ravenna is feminist. Her powers are linked to youth and beau-
ty, and the mirror speaks in a male voice which sounds like the voice of patriarchy:
“She [Snow White] is the reason your powers wane [...]. Take her heart in your hand
and you shall never again need to consume youth. You shall never again weaken or age”
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(Snow White: 0:22:22—-0:23:04). Wolf says society uses the beauty myth to discipline
women. “Entrepreneurial beauty” is the work women must do to stay young and beauti-
ful, but “they could be as good and as beautiful as you please—for too long; upon
which, aging, they disappeared” ([Kindle loc.] 469). Thus, men work as news anchors
longer time than women. Similarly, Ravenna’s powers are linked to her face. The King
married Ravenna on ‘face value’, so to speak, knowing nothing about her except that
she was beautiful. The close-up of her death shows ‘loss of face’, a popular trope in
witch narratives.

Ravenna’s costumes connect her to death. One dress is decorated with beetle wings,
another with raven bird skulls, her wedding dress has golden nets over her shoulders
which costume designer Colleen Atwood said mimicked the human skeleton (Roberts
2012), a headpiece is decorated with bird bones, a corset designed with worm-like metal
strings, and when she attacks Snow White, her cape with raven feathers transforms into
black ravens. Ravenna is dressed in bones, beetle wings, and bird feathers to signal nat-
ural decay and death. In contrast, Snow White brings life to the kingdom, Ravenna has
turned into a wasteland. Men fall in love with Snow White, both her childhood friend
Will, huntsman Eric, even Finn allows feelings to get in the way. Citizens rise from op-
pression in a rebellion led by the teenage princess.

From a narrative perspective, Ravenna is the evil Queen who murders people and pol-
lutes nature, and Snow White is emphatic, helps the poor, tames trolls, touches people’s
hearts with her speeches. Seen from an age perspective, however, youth is pitted against
old age, and Ravenna is a gold-digger who manipulates her way into the King’s bed
with ‘unnatural’ beauty. If we read Ravenna as representative of a mother, she is the old
generation blocking the way for the young. In the fairy tale, old women are expected to
“‘naturally’ withdraw from their social roles so as to make their ultimate disappear-
ance—death—Iless difficult for the smooth functioning of society” (Henneberg 2010:
129). The powerful and aging witch expresses “the idea that as women grow old, they
also grow evil and that any power they have will naturally be put to ill use” (130).

When Ravenna dies, Snow White tells her “you can’t have my heart” (Snow White:
1:58:45-1:58:50) and looks in the magic mirror and cries. But what—who—are the
tears for? At plot level, they are for Ravenna, which doesn’t make sense. Ravenna mur-
dered the King, imprisoned Snow White, and destroyed the kingdom. In Carroll’s defi-
nition, Ravenna is not a monster, yet she is the only character using magic and is singu-
larly evil and clearly deserves to die. So why cry? Perhaps because, at an emotional
level, we can read the tears as a daughter mourning a mother. Ravenna’s death makes
room for Snow White’s coronation.

The loss-of-face can be read as both warning and proof of lived life. In a discussion
of the old woman in the horror film The Taking of Deborah Logan (dir. Adam Robitel,
2015), horror-studies scholar Agnieszka Kotwasinska uses the concept ‘transaging’
about multiple ages being present in a person, like multiple selves. Rather than have a
fixed identity at a certain age, transaging is “a multiple, ambiguous, and contradictory
process, which provides the audience—continuously, and simultaneously—with images
of past, present, lost, embodied, and imagined selves across the whole lifetime”
(Moglen; quoted in Kotwasinska 2018: 188). Ravenna’s aging can be seen as “a specta-
cle that un-settles the frame” (190). The Taking of Deborah Logan “manages to reimag-
ine female old age” (190). Similarly, Ravenna’s feminist potential is not only revenge
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on men, but also her spectacular display of women’s frustrations with age. From a wave
perspective, Snow White’s refusal to give her heart echoes third and fourth wave femi-
nists, who rid themselves of a parent generation and move forward. To them, Ravenna
represents the ‘monstrosity’ of an old generation and her ‘revenge’ a politics of anger
and greed that lacks empathy and solidarity.

Hansel and Gretel and the Female Entrepreneur

Tommy Wirkola’s Hansel & Gretel: Witch Hunters (2013) twists the tale of Hansel and
Gretel. The film has a group of witches organized by Grand Witch Muriel (Famke
Janssen), and the theme of eating children is also a story of witch-hunting. Muriel is
what we could call an entrepreneurial witch, whose aim is not personal gain but to or-
ganize witches in collective defense against witch-hunts.

In the 1812 Grimm fairy tale ‘Hansel and Gretel” (Grimm/Grimm 2002 [1812]), a fa-
ther leaves his children in the forest because the family is starving. The mother has con-
vinced him this is best. In the 1857 version (Grimm/Grimm 2002 [1857]), she is a step-
mother. In the forest, the children find an old witch who wants to eat them, Gretel push-
es her into the furnace, and they return to live happily with the father (the moth-
er/stepmother has died). The tale describes the old woman as a “wicked witch who was
lying in wait there for children [...] if she captured one, she would kill him, cook him,
and eat him”, and “as old as the hills and leaning on a crutch” (Grimm/Grimm 2002
[1812]). Hansel & Gretel plays out the fairy tale in its title sequence and then opens
with Hansel (Jeremy Renner) and Gretel (Gemma Arterton) as adult witch-hunters hired
by the mayor in a village to find twelve children kidnapped by a witch.

The tale reflects female rivalry and also a historical poverty, that in the past made
poor people leave children to die. Again, the witch represents mother and stepmother.
Wirkola’s Hansel & Gretel expands the story to Hansel and Gretel now being inde-
pendent contractors selling their services. The villagers are represented by, on the one
hand, the mayor, and, on the other hand, a sheriff who wants his posse to hunt the
witches. Thus, the sheriff and siblings compete for the same enterprise, the witch-hunt
financed by the village. Out in the forest Muriel summons °‘sisters from all dark corners
of the land’ in a plan to brew a magic potion on the night of a blood moon. This requires
the heart of a White Witch and the sacrifice of thirteen children, but, if successful, the
potion will protect against fire and put an end to witch-hunts.

Thus, Gretel (played by 26-year old Arterton) and Muriel (49-year old Janssen) repre-
sent a young and old generation. In her analysis of Hansel & Gretel, D’ Amore interprets
Gretel as another example of vigilante feminism. D’ Amore focuses on Gretel’s child-
hood trauma (captured by a witch) and the sheriff’s rape assault. “Gretel embodies this
decision to empower herself through violence, channeling vigilante feminism to protect
herself and her world from threats beyond the power of others to solve” (2017: 398).
The film offers “an attractive characterization of female empowerment” (398) when
Gretel headbutts the sheriff. However, if we understand feminism as a struggle to end
sexism, Gretel’s violence doesn’t lead to feminist action. She doesn’t care a young
woman, Mina, is almost burnt as witch in the beginning. Hansel saves Mina, whom he
thinks is human, but who is a white witch who later helps them kill Muriel. From a
power perspective, Gretel sides with her brother and sells her services to a patriarchy
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headed by the mayor and sheriff. Muriel, on the other hand, represents agency outside
patriarchy. Henderson reminds us the typical accused witch was

[...] an independent adult woman who does not conform to the male idea of
proper female behavior [...] [who] does not require or give love [...] does not
nurture men or children, nor care for the weak [...] [and] has the power of
words—to defend herself or to curse (2016: 77).

Looking at the plot from a witch’s perspective, a different story emerges. Yes, Muriel
lives in a subterraneous lair with cells for abducted children and keeps a troll as slave.
From a human perspective, she is a monster. But she is also an entrepreneurial aging
and powerful woman, living as an outcast because men try to kill her. When bounty
hunters enter her forest, she protects her property: “This is my land! Dare you! There is
no use in praying. Even your God knows better than to come here” (Hansel & Gretel:
0:20:48-0:21:32). Unlike Gretel, she emphasizes with sisters, saving them from capture,
and looking forward to share the magic potion with them: “It will change everything.
We will be invincible” (Hansel & Gretel: 0:28:10-0:28:20). “[T]he witch, or non-
conformist woman, pits herself not only against men but other conforming women. She
thus becomes alienated from both male and female society” (Henderson 2016: 77). The
insistence on her land, her free will, and her organization of witches, makes Muriel a
threat. Federici, in a political analysis of witch-hunts, points to the targeting of women
who own land or are financially independent. In India and Africa, women are accused of
being witches and beaten or killed, crimes that go unpunished by authorities, an “institu-
tional tolerance of domestic violence [which] creates a culture of impunity that contrib-
utes to normalizing the public violence inflicted on women” (2018: [Kindle loc.] 780).
In Tanzania, 5,000 women a year are burnt as witches (2018: [Kindle loc.] 86) and in
India women are killed as witches (Reuters Bhubaneswar 2019).

There is a disturbing misogyny and targeting of otherness in Hansel & Gretel. The
witches are presented as both monsters and social outcasts: They are young as well as
old, dressed in rags or in alternative life-style costumes (Goth, punk, hippie), and some
are biological rarities, e.g. Siamese twins or have lymphatic filariasis or sacral agenesis.
The film also includes iconic activities listed in the infamous book for witch-hunting,
Malleus Maleficarum (1486): Witches fly on broomsticks, assemble at night, practice
dark magic, and eat children. This ‘otherness’ legitimizes any type of violent retaliation
and we see witches being beaten, kicked, shot, burnt, and tortured. Gretel defends her-
self against rape assault, but she also gleefully inflicts violence on the witches. When
Hansel tortures a young witch, Gretel smiles as he puts on brass knuckles. The end,
where Hansel machineguns every witch, reads more like femicide than heroism, the
latter being the film’s intention.

Hansel & Gretel has a mixed feminist message. We find the young and old, but also
the ugly and beautiful, human and witch. White witches are beautiful—Mina, Gretel’s
mother Adriana, who was a Grand White Witch, and Gretel—and evil witches are ugly
with human faces masking witch faces that are angry, white, and with black blood
veins. They do not desire beauty, but safety. Muriel’s sisterhood embodies radical femi-
nist violence and includes individuals of alternative lifestyles and bodies. In a wave per-
spective, Gretel is a media-savvy neoliberal selling her services (using posters and news
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stories) and Muriel is the leader of the minorities, of whose rights the third and fourth
wave talk. In this reading, Gretel sides with patriarchy and Muriel is the feminist.

Sleeping Beauty and Ruling Power

Robert Stromberg’s Maleficent (2014) splits female rivalry into ruling power and ma-
ternal love. The witch is now hero and protagonist, the Protector of a magic kingdom,
and she only turns evil because she is betrayed by a man from the human kingdom, and,
finally, is redeemed when she sacrifices herself to save his daughter. In a double ceuvre,
the witch survives but cedes her power to a young woman.

Now, to unravel the complexity at work, let us first look at female rivalry in the
‘Sleeping Beauty’ fairy tale. In ‘Sun, Moon, and Talia’ (2013 [1634]), a lord places his
sleeping daughter in “one of his country mansions [...] on a velvet throne”, where she is
found by a king. He impregnates Talia, who has twins in her sleep. When the Queen
discovers the affair, she tries to eat Talia, and the King burns the Queen and marries
Talia. In Perrault’s ‘The Sleeping Beauty in the Wood’ (2013 [1697]) is added the
theme of inviting all but one fairy to the celebration of the child. The King and Queen
forget “a very old fairy” who casts the curse. When a hundred years have passed, a
prince finds the princess, but when he takes her back to his kingdom, his mother, who is
an ogress, tries to eat her. Finally, in Grimm’s ‘Little Brier-Rose’ (Grimm/Grimm 2015
[1812]), the uninvited fairy curses the princess, and after a hundred years, a prince
comes by, “so amazed at her beauty that he bent over and kissed her”. In these tales, the
old women cling to social positions and represented as obstacles to a new generation:
The Queen cannot have children, the mother-in-law eats people, and the fairy is just old
and evil.

We recall the old woman in fairy tales is expected to disappear to make room for the
young. However, the idea of a powerful woman can also create fear if seen as a threat to
society. Federici suggests women were targeted as witches as part of changing socio-
economical social structures, where female bodies were tamed to serve an emerging
capitalist class:

Outside these parameters, outside of marriage, procreation, and
male/institutional control, for the capitalists as well, female sexuality has his-
torically represented a social danger, a threat to the discipline of work, a power
over others, and an obstacle to the maintenance of social hierarchies and class
relations (2018: [Kindle loc.] 454).

The powerful witch refuses to acknowledge men’s authority. Thus, in the film’s start,
the child-fairy Maleficent lives isolated from humans in the moors when she becomes
friends with the boy Stefan. Later, the adult Maleficent (Angelina Jolie) is Protector of
the moors and Stefan (Sharito Copley) is servant to the King. When the King attacks the
moors, Maleficent (Angelina Jolie) tells him, “you are no king to me” (Maleficent:
0:10:55-0:11:00), and fights off his soldiers with powerful swings of her wings. The
King promises his throne to who can kill Maleficent, and the power-greedy Stefan uses
Maleficent’s feelings for him to drug her and cut off her wings. “He did this to me, so
he would be king?” (Maleficent: 0:24:05-0:24:11). A bitter Maleficent curses King
Stefan’s daughter Aurora to fall asleep at sixteen and only wake “by true love’s kiss”
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(Maleficent: 0:32:40-0:32:47). But as the girl is raised by three fairies in the woods, she
comes to love Aurora, who believes her a fairy godmother. Maleficent tries to lift the
curse, however, it is not by a prince’s kiss, but by Maleficent’s kiss, that the curse is
broken. Aurora helps Maleficent get her wings back and after Stefan falls to his death,
Maleficent crowns Aurora as Queen of both kingdoms.

Disney’s Sleeping Beauty (1959) transformed the fairy tale’s Queen, mother-in-law,
and old fairy, into the witch Maleficent who rules in a gloomy castle and can turn into a
dragon. Interestingly, Stromberg’s Maleficent splinters the evil Disney character into
several ‘versions’ of Maleficent: We see her as first a child, a fairy with horns, wings,
and earth-colored costumes, who looks like a Valkyrie when she as adult defends the
moors. Then there is the iconic villainess from Disney’s version, in a long dress, black
cape, and with horns wrapped in a black headpiece. And finally, there is a redeemed
Maleficent with her wings restored, clad in leather jacket, pants, and high-heeled boots,
a modern costume like those worn by the action heroines in Charlie’s Angels: Full
Throttle (dir. McGinty Nichol, 2003). In a transage perspective, Maleficent contains
multiple ‘selves’ that represent her different life stages, and the film thus offers a multi-
dimensional witch.’

This combination of love and ruling power is ambiguous. On the one hand, Malefi-
cent defeats men. She also lives outside of the nuclear family and patriarchal society.
On the other hand, the bitter and childless Maleficent must redeem herself through ma-
ternal love. And in the sixteen years from the curse is cast, she thinks only of Aurora.
Henneberg says of grandmothers, “she has withdrawn from her own life [...] she has no
history before [her loved ones] and no life apart from them” (2010: 130). It seems the
only purpose for a (good) woman is to watch over a child, and Maleficent confesses at
Aurora’s bedside: “I will not ask your forgiveness, because what I have done to you is
unforgivable. I was so lost in hatred and revenge. Sweet Aurora, you stole what was left
of my heart and now I have lost you forever” (Maleficent: 1:15:50-1:16:18). This sanc-
tity of maternal love erases the female ruler.

In Women & Power.: A Manifesto (2017) British historian Mary Beard says women in
politics are discriminated against and portrayed as evil witches and Medusas, and
“[w]omen in power are seen as breaking down barriers, or alternatively as taking some-
thing to which they are not quite entitled” ([Kindle loc.] 347). Women in politics are
seen as not ‘real’ women, but cultural monsters ridiculed for looking like men (when
they wear suits), or for behaving like witches. Beard disagrees with the feminists who
embrace amazons, witches, and the Medusa as figures of female strength. These were
monsters in antiquity, and today “we have no template for what a powerful woman
looks like, except that she looks rather like a man™ ([Kindle loc.] 332).

If the aging witch holds on to her powerful position, she must die. Thus, in Mirror
Mirror (dir. Tarsem Singh, 2012) the evil Queen turns to dust when the King returns.
And Ravenna returns in The Huntsman: Winter’s War (dir. Cedric Nicolas-Troyan,
2016), where she tells her sister Freya (Emily Blunt), “[d]id you not think I wanted a
child? Did you not think I wanted love? But these things were not meant for me. I have
a higher plan” (The Huntsman: 1:45:18-1:45:32). However, if a powerful witch wants
to live, she must cede power. Maleficent crowns sixteen-year old Aurora and the film

3 The film calls Maleficent a fairy, but we will understand her as a witch, because the Church believed
fairies as real as witches and burnt people for being fairies (Henderson 2007).
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salutes maternal love. In the end, a volatile Maleficent flies high into the sky, an image
of female strength—but not of ruling power.

Conclusion—Witches, Waves, and Voices

The trope of an aging and powerful witch is elaborated and explored in the contempo-
rary fantasy film for feminist potentials. She invokes a matrix of meanings tied to a his-
torical past, genre, and generational conflict. Feminists like Federici and Beard link her
to political and socioeconomic forces, where changing social roles and politics of land-
ownership and workforce leave women vulnerable in patriarchal societies.

Ravenna, Muriel, and Maleficent represent a new and complex evil witch, a new ver-
sion of the witch as monster, who invites dialogue about what aging and powerful
women look like. This witch dissolves boundaries of youth and aging, and she is no
longer a lonely figure but has a family (Ravenna’s brother and mother, Muriel’s group
of witches, Maleficent’s goddaughter Aurora). Sociologists Dafna Lemish and Varda
Muhlbauer suggest that media representations of old women are helpful when “[...] the
women behind the characters and the characters themselves serve to confront and re-
frame the anxieties, fantasies, and ambitions of many older women” (2012: 177). And
they warn that the wave metaphor “[...] pits older women, as a tremendously valuable
resource of experience, wisdom, and skills, against young women rather than as sup-
portive of them and transferring social capital that might strengthen younger generations
of women” (171).

I believe this aging witch is a step towards an increased visibility of aging women and
that she offers reframing and images of transaging. Her social inclusion, however, re-
mains problematic, and the convention of passing power from old to young persists.
Also, the actresses embodying her—Theron, Janssen, Jolie—express the privilege of
being white, Western, and able to pay for the entrepreneurial work needed to age with-
out visibly aging. Still, the aging and powerful witch can be read as a source of agency.
Beard says we must redefine power from being structured in male terms as a ‘job’ to
instead be seen as collective action: “What I have in mind is the ability to be effective,
to make a difference in the world, and the right to be taken seriously, together as much
as individually. It is power in the sense that many women feel they don’t have—and that
they want” ([Kindle loc.] 506). Such power could be a collective movement across
waves and generations. Today’s aging and powerful witch expresses such a movement.
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MONSTROUS (M)OTHERS—FROM PARANOID TO REPARATIVE
READINGS OF OTHERING THROUGH ASCRIPTIONS OF
MONSTROSITY
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Abstract: The Danish film A Horrible Woman (orig. En frygtelig kvinde, 2017) marked
a pattern that can be identified throughout several decades of Danish filmmaking.
Examples are found in contemporary films like Antichrist (2009), as well as in earlier
Danish films like The Abyss (1910) and Red Horses (1950). In these and other
examples, women characters exhibit monstrous behavior that can be construed as a
form of othering. Furthermore, othering women and mothers by presenting them as
terrible, abnormal, or monstrous in Danish (popular) culture goes well beyond the
silver screen. In this article, ‘mother—daughter scholars’ Mira Chandhok Skadegdrd
and Tess Sophie Skadegdrd Thorsen explore how monstrosity functions as a tool for
othering in film and other media, offering both a (generational) and historical view, and
a discussion of current constructions of monstrosity, on and off screen, in Denmark. The
article argues that monstrosity, as a symbol of power and violence, becomes a
particularly oppressive gendered gesture. The authors examine this in a
correspondence with one another. In letter form, with shifting analytical positions
between mother and daughter, a dialogue emerges between generations on questions of
‘(m)otherhood’ in Danish film and other Danish contexts, transitions of female film
characters from passive to aggressive, and the role of monstrosity in othering non-white
immigrant ‘(m)others’ in public discourse. Finally, the article argues for a different
approach to ‘monstrous othering’. Through a reparative reading, it discusses whether
there is empowerment and agency connected to being ascribed monstrosity.

Keywords: monstering; othering; mothering; structural discrimination; film
representation; reparative reading; mother—daughter scholars.

Introduction—The First Monstrous Mothers

“What woeful maternal fancy produced such a monster?”” (Huet 1993: 3).

In this article, we examine links between monstrosity, othering, and mothering in
contemporary Danish contexts. As ‘mother—daughter scholars’ in different fields
([structural] discrimination studies; film [and media] studies), we look at how notions of
mother, woman, and monster are connected in film, and the construction of immigrant
mothers in Danish public debate. Based on a negotiation of the ways in which
monstering and othering can be seen as reciprocal patterns in the filmic and social
frameworks we draw on, we suggest that everyday others are monstered through their
particular framings of difference. That is, by constructing, or casting, difference in ways
that distinguish self from other, normal from abnormal—a process of marginalization
or alienation is in play. Drawing on Karen Barad’s (2015) and Judith [/Jack]
Nordlit 42: Manufacturing Monsters, 2019. Digital object identifier: https://doi.org/10.7557/13.5013.
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Halberstam’s (1995; 2011) analyses of monstrosity, we argue that this construction of
difference as unnatural or dangerous (albeit symbolic or normative danger), is a process
of othering. Monstering, then, aids in othering, while othering legitimizes monstering.
Patterns of othering, that position mothers as the culprit-other at blame for monsters, are
present in new forms of conflation of monster and mother in contemporary Danish film,
as well as constructions of immigrant mothers in Danish public discourse.

In line with foundational work on the connections between women and the monstrous
(Creed 1986; Shildrick 2001), we argue that structures of othering and monstering are at
play in the positioning of women and mothers as monstrous others. These structures, for
example, are similar to the othering and monstrosity at play in constructions of
immigrant mothers (and sons) in Danish public discourse. We find that such gestures
can be found in films where women are framed as dominating, emasculating, and
overpowering mothers-to-be; in news-stories framing others as potential gang-members
and terrorists; or in artistic renderings of the freakish other. Monstrosity, when produced
through otherness, is not an unusual occurrence in contemporary Danish pop-culture
and media (Andreassen 2005; Nielsen [M. M.] 2018; Yilmaz 1999).

Like monstering, othering constructs difference in ways that distinguish (and elevate)
self from other, resulting in forms of marginalization and alienation. Monstering, while
comparable and perhaps even overlapping, takes othering further by implying
something unnatural, dangerous or malignant (Ryan 1998; Cohen 1996).

The article is structured as a correspondence between mother and daughter scholars.
We take our points of departure about monstrosity and othering in our respective fields
of [structural] discrimination studies and film [and media] studies. We examine links
between the framing of women as causes of monstrosity, women as monsters, and
monstrosity as a signifier for otherness with regard to minorities that are othered based
on non-gender markers. Our inspiration for this type of collaborative-through-
correspondence research comes from Henry Mainsah and Lin Preitz’ (2015) work on
collaborative auto-ethnography. The approach provides a way for us to integrate meta-
theoretical perspectives from the body of the researcher as privileged site of knowledge
(Mainsah/Preitz 2015). The integration of our own relationship and correspondence
mirrors the inclusion of researchers as production site (Alvesson 2003; Delamont 2009),
and draws on our (affective and theoretical) situated knowledge (Haraway 1988),
experience as gendered and racialized others in the academy, and as mother and
daughter. In this way we include, or point to, our bodies and social positions as relevant
to (and affected by) the issues in focus. Being actual mother and daughter, while quirky
and ironic, is also a serious reflection on how discourses on issues of gender, monster,
and mother are imbricated in everyday lived experience. Our unique positions as
researchers that are subject to (and reflected in) the same patterns of oppression that we
examine allows us a dual lens, widening the boundaries of our partial perspective
(Haraway 1988).

Our approach is comprised of a critical discourse analytical lens, with an emphasis on
structural discrimination and its sedimentation in language and everyday practice. Such
analysis rests on post/de-colonial theory and critical analysis of powered dynamics and
processes (Skadegard 2017). We pair these with critical analysis of intersectional
representations on screen in conversation with particular Danish social phenomena. This
oscillation between the textual and contextual is premised on Anamik Saha’s (2017)
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push toward comprehensive analyses of film within the context of impact, production,
and industry. Moving beyond the textual thus becomes a framework for negotiating
filmed representations of otherness as co-constitutive practices for (and reflections of)
societal patterns of oppression. We agree with bell hooks when she states that
television, film, and other media ‘“are powerful vehicles for maintaining the kinds of
systems of domination we live under, imperialism, racism, sexism, etc.” (hooks 2008
[1996]: 174). This frames our premise that political and social lived reality, and the
oppressions these embody, are intimately linked to representations of life in film and
media.

Methodologically, we engage our examples from film, politics and the construction of
immigrant mothers in contemporary Danish public discourse, at the intersections of
content, reception, and recirculation or reproduction. As such, we engage the examples
both at their discursive level, as well as through a consideration of particular forms of
reception. This creates a dynamic body of empirical material that highlights what is
gained by engaging the arts in conversation with the contexts they reproduce and
represent, bringing forth the strengths of both a film- and media-specific analyses of
tropes and representational dynamics, as well as a focus on discursive and power
practices on micro and meso levels of society.

The work reflects data-collection and analysis that was carried out in the contexts in
which we are situated: Denmark and the US. As such, while the emphasis is on Danish
material, the lack of Danish research on particular gendered dynamics of othering on
screen demand the application of a theoretical lens that goes beyond Nordic research.
The framings and implications of monstrous (m)othering on screen in Denmark are
necessarily specific to Danish histories, national narratives, and localized renderings of
race, class, gender, and more. As such we bring the primarily US American and British
theories of monstrous othering to bear upon a Danish context.

Aside from this introduction and the conclusion, only the final section of the article is
authored in collaboration rather than correspondence. In that section, we argue that a
‘reparative reading’, in Sedgwick’s (1997) terms, might facilitate a more reflexive and
nuanced negotiation of monstrosity in Danish films and contexts.

A Horrible Woman

Dear Mom,

In my research on racialized, classed, gendered, sexualized, and abled representations
in Danish film, I recently came across a disturbing piece. When it hit Danish movie-
theatres in 2017, A Horrible Woman (orig. En frygtelig kvinde), directed by Christian
Tafdrup, received quite a bit of publicity in Denmark. While the film is clearly
(intended to be) satiric and humorous, the thematization of controlling and aggressive
women hit a politically sore spot following the recent #mefoo and gender-representation
debates in the Danish creative industries (Nielsen [S. B.] 2017; Nikolajsen 2017; Torres
2017; Ulrich 2017)." It seemed, due to increasing awareness within the public domain,

' The #metoo campaign spread from the US to Denmark, leading to a series of revealing stories in
national newspapers of sexual misconduct and abuses of power in the Danish film-industry—ultimately
resulting in the restructuring of staff in one of the most famous production companies, Zentropa, and the
production of a theatrical reading of #metoo-inspired stories at Copenhagen’s Teater Grob.
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misogyny in Danish film had crossed a line this time. On the international movie
database IMDb (2017), A Horrible Woman is described as follows:

When Rasmus meets Marie, he is certain that she is the love of his life.
However, it doesn’t take long before it turns out she is a possessive and
manipulative being, that cunningly dissects Rasmus to pieces (/MDb 2017).

Unsurprisingly, many of the Danish reviews focus on (the director) Christian Tafdrup’s
anger or bitterness toward women. He has stated that the film is loosely based on true
events, and has inferred on multiple occasions, that the main female character is a
coarse caricature modelled on what he believes to be a general tendency among many
Danish women (Nielsen [S. B.] 2017). A few critics mention, that the archetypical, one-
dimensional, cunning, dominating and manipulative girlfriend/wife character is hardly
an original one (Nielsen [M. M.] 2018; Nikolajsen 2017; Ulrich 2017; Bjernlund 2017).
In my forthcoming research on gender representations in early Danish film and
representation-practices in the contemporary Danish film industry, I similarly find that
reductionist and one-dimensional characters frequent Danish silver screens (Thorsen
2019). Nonetheless, I would argue that the particular kind of woman we find in 4
Horrible Woman 1s different from the many annoying women that have graced Danish
cinema through the past 122 years of Danish film history.”

1910, the Danish film by director Urban Gad, Afgrunden (The Abyss; also known
under the title Woman Always Pays), featured Asta Nielsen in her breakthrough role as
the piano teacher Magda Vang. Magda behaves badly and elopes with a circus artist,
leaving behind her well-intentioned and loyal partner. She dances provocatively in the
circus and ends up stabbing her lover in jealousy, resulting in her imprisonment. In the
bestselling Danish film 7he Red Horses (De rode heste) from 1950, the evil stepmom
Zita plots with her lover to steal stepdaughter Bente’s inherited farm. In the famous
Olsen-banden films (1968-2001°), Yvonne is a mostly harmless but highly annoying,
high-pitched complainer, who obstructs and hinders the male characters in carrying out
their plans.* The Danish film history is full of horrible women. But unlike these
previous portrayals of women who do something bad, are bad, are controlling, belittling
or overpowering, the female lead in A Horrible Woman, 1 contend, differs from in her
exaggeratedly monstrous and cunning behavior. In addition, I argue that this might be a
development of gendered monstrosity that could be recognized in other contemporary
female roles in Danish films, such as Charlotte Gainsbourg’s roles in Antichrist (2009)
and Nymphomaniac (2013)—both directed by Lars von Trier—, the role of Tina in the
short Kenned (dir. Trine Nadia, 2012), and the cannibalistic, monstrous women in The
Neon Demon (dir. Nicolas Winding Refn, 2016).

2 My overview of productions of women in Danish film history is not comprehensive, and is mainly based
on selected canonical works complimented with archival research with an emphasis on early Danish film
(1897-1912), carried out 2015-2017, courtesy of The Danish Film Institute’s digital library.

3 If one includes the ‘Advent calendar’ series Olsen-bandens forste kup (1999) and the Olsen-banden
Junior prequel (2001) and excludes the musical from 2008, as well as the animation films from 2010 and
2013. The last (thirteenth) ‘classic’ Olsen-banden film is from 1981; the ‘very last’ (fourteenth; not part
of the initial canon) is from 1998.

* She is a central character with a stable function, and present in all 1968-2001 films.
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Before 1 can get into how some of these women characters have been designed,
framed, and instructed to perform monstrosity, let me provide a definition of the term.
Rosi Braidotti, in her work on teratology, mothers, and others, suggested that the
monster was defined earlier, “[...] in terms of excess, lack or displacement of his/her
organs. There can be too many parts or too few; the right ones can be in the wrong
places or duplicated at random on the surface of the body” (Braidotti 1999 [1996]: 290;
emphasis in original).5

If we follow this simple definition of monsters, the horrible woman in 4 Horrible
Woman hardly qualifies. Aside from her breaking the fourth wall and sending the
audience a devilish look (with briefly added flaming-red pupils in the trailer), she is not
malformed. However, while Rosi Braidotti acknowledged the direct and literal
definition described above, she also suggested an alternative definition—a
redefinition—of monstrosity:

As a way of concluding I would like to propose a redefinition: the monster is a
process without a stable object. It makes knowledge happen by circulating,
sometimes as the most irrational non-object. It is slippery enough to make the
Encyclopaedists nervous; yet, in a perfectly nomadic cycle of repetitions, the
monstrous other keeps emerging on the discursive scene. As such, it persists in
haunting not only our imagination but also our scientific knowledge-claims.
Difference will just not go away (Braidotti 1999 [1996]: 299).

By highlighting the monster as a ‘slippery’ ‘non-object’, Braidotti’s redefinition moves
us from the literal and material realm of embodied monstrosity, to a figurative, flexible,
and fluid realm where monsters are produced on the discursive scene. If the monstrous
becomes something one does, “[a] process without a stable object” (Braidotti 1999
[1996]: 243), rather than something one looks like, the binary lines between monster and
norm become even more blurry. But where does that leave mothers?

The horrible woman in Tafdrup’s film is framed as parenting the male lead into
submission. While motherhood is not a direct theme in the characterization of her until
the very end, mothering is. Parenting, or treating you partner as a child, thus became
part of the discourse surrounding the film. For instance, in an opinion piece in the
Danish national newspaper Berlingske [previously: Berlingske Tidende], where the
writer argues that her male friends are also “treated as children with full-grown beards
[by their female partners]” (Nielsen [M. M.] 2018). To further this parental link to
subjugation, the male friends of the lead character are heavily limited in continuing their
social lives outside of the family once women and children become an increasing part of
their everyday-life. Their partners and children are portrayed as the literal killjoys to
parties and nights out throughout the film.

As such, by invoking a powered dynamic in which male enjoyment is presumed to be
dependent on social lives with other men outside of the family realm, and where female
joy is framed as contingent on control of male partners, both the film and the opinion

> We use ‘teratology” as a word for the study of monsters. In biological studies, teratology is used to refer
to studies of abnormality or malformation—however, in literary and film research, and in our particular
case, it refers to the study of (the construction of) literary and figurative monsters in media, film and
societal discourse.
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piece reproduce hegemonic articulations of gender, thereby re-centering male pleasure
and the male gaze.

Mothering, then, emerges as a monstrous control of the overpowered male subject.
This linking of mothering and monstrous, controlling and emasculating behavior is not
particular to A Horrible Woman or to Tafdrup’s male perspective, however. In the 2012
Danish short Kenned, director Trine Nadia brought to life a similarly domineering
woman, Tina, who, in her efforts to become pregnant, forces her partner to soak his
testicles in ice-water before making him endure less-than-enjoyable sexual acts. In this
case, female desire for motherhood is framed as detrimental to male pleasure, which,
once again becomes the central parameter for whether or not a relationship is portrayed
positively.

In Lars von Trier’s Antichrist (2009), Charlotte Gainsbourg’s role develops into a
monstrous character after losing her only child. Throughout the film, Gainsbourg’s
increasingly monstrous and violent behavior is assumed to spring from the lack and loss
of her child, and, subsequently her purpose as a mother. However, as we come to learn
toward the end, Gainsbourg’s failures as a mother may very well be the root of her own
demise and unravelling, as we wind up questioning her implication in the death of her
child. In one particular scene, Gainsbourg deliberately puts the wrong shoes on the
child’s feet, causing pain and malformation. The scene produces her simultaneously as a
monstrous mother, and a deliberate producer of malformation. “What woeful maternal
fancy produced such a monster [...]” indeed (Huet 1993: 3; see introductory quote).

The scene resonates with Huet’s work, which identifies a pattern, in early literary
traditions, of construing monstrosity as a result of a mothers imagination. In other
words, Huet describes a tradition where monsters and mothers were separate, but linked,
through a conception of the mother as a root-cause in producing monsters (Huet 1993).

In these films, however, motherhood, mothering, and monster conflate into one being
or doing, which brings us closer to Braidotti’s processual definition (Braidotti 1999
[1996]). The abovementioned women act monstrously, perhaps even become monstrous
through their behavior, and they are certainly framed discursively in ways where they
are more monstrous than their male counterparts. The women become monstrous when
mothering (or failing to mother). But if monster is something one does, and is not fixed,
why is it just women who are produced as monstrous in these films, and why is their
monstrosity linked to gendered performance and motherhood?

With love, Tess.
Women as Monsters and (M)others

Dear Tess,

These are difficult questions, particularly for a mother to answer. What, more
specifically, do we mean when we say ‘monster’? Moreover, what is actually suggested,
or drawn on, when a film constructs an emasculation of a male character through the
parenting (mothering) behavior of his female partner? I wonder which assumptions
about gender, masculinity, and femininity are at play here? From my perspective, there
appears to be some complicity with differing oppressions, and notions of femininity and
masculinity that foster monstering.
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My first thought is that because the notion of mother and woman tend to be conflated
in our shared imagination, any woman who is not—or will not be—a mother is often
perceived as outside the norm. She is somehow lacking. She doesn’t live up to her
appropriate role as woman, or may be framed as emotionally or physically inadequate or
incomplete (Lisle 1996). Is this a form of monstering? Alletta Brenner, in her work on
monstrosity and womanhood, suggests that it is. As she writes, “monsters are objects
that cross the boundaries of what we perceive to be normal, and thus natural” (Brenner
2009: 163).

With this in mind, what about women who do become mothers? Are they free from
monstering, or behaving as monsters? By becoming mothers, they seemingly perform
‘woman’ correctly. Yet I would say that women, subject to dominant notions of
mothering, traverse a fine line. As you suggest, mothering is (and has been) politicized
and scrutinized in ways that place blame on mothers for everything from health, for
example in regard to breastfeeding (Murphy 1999), schizophrenia, as the trope of the
‘schizophrenogenic mother’ (Harrington 2012; Hartwell 1996) to anorexia which may
be blamed on bad mothering (Vander Ven/Vander Ven 2003), and the list goes on and
on (Singh 2004). Much of this can be linked to Freudian perspectives on gender and
their continued influence, though it hardly starts with Freud. The point here is that
career choices, lifestyle choices, sexual orientation, and much more position women
precariously, and often as bad women and bad mothers (Ladd-Taylor/Umansky 1998)—
and perhaps also as monsters?

When the woman in the film A Horrible Woman demands oral pleasure for herself
without reciprocating, and behaves in otherwise unpleasant ways, it suggests to me that
her character is produced by (and exemplifies) current fears and anxieties around
changing gender roles in our shared imagination.® While the film could be read as a
satire on received gender roles, the film’s director has stated that he modelled the story
on his own failed relationships with ‘terrible women’ (Nielsen [S. B.] 2017). As Laura
J. Shepherd (2010) points out, society (and perhaps also the director) estimates women
through certain expectations around femininity and performance of gender. The
character’s behavior does not live up to appropriate feminine gender performance.
Instead, it reflects a role reversal, or hegemonic masculinity, through which the female
character reads as emasculating (an interesting notion in itself) and terrible, though we
hardly would shake a leg had the behavior been conducted by a male character. In our
terminology then, she is constructed as monstrous.

This is underscored by her comical breaking of the third wall. She turns and connects
with the audience while her eyes literally flash red, drawing on shared constructions of
devilry and the unnatural. While this infers humor or awareness of the extremity of
caricature, it also presupposes a shared framework in which demanding, selfish, or non-
nurturing behavior (in women) is absurd and discomfiting enough to be found
humorous. She represents a bad or inappropriate woman. She does not nurture. She does
not please. It appears that the joke relies on what Judith Butler (1999 [1990]) has
deemed a “grid of cultural intelligibility” (194), or shared framework through which

% Lack of reciprocation in sexual relations is usually something experienced by women. See for instance
the seminal works by Peggy Orenstein on teenage and young women and sex in the US—including
SchoolGirls (1994), Waiting for Daisy (2007), Cinderella Ate My Daughter (2011), Girls & Sex (2016),
and Don’t Call Me Princess (2018). [External references, therefore not listed in the bibliography.]
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gender is congealed and naturalized. The joke seems to suggest some shared anxiety, or
what I describe as ‘shared underlying knowledge’ (Skadegard 2017), about current
negotiations around changing gender roles and expectations.

As you write, and as several reviewers note, women in film who perform in ways that
are interpreted as dominating, demanding, or controlling are well-known tropes
(Nikolajsen 2017; Ulrich 2017), and are what we refer to here as othered and
subsequently monstered. They are horrible women, or women who perform ‘woman’
badly. In some interpretations, they are seen as the necessarily negative result of gender
equality and subsequent fall of the (heteronormative) family (dir. Trine Nadia, 2012;
dir. Lars von Trier, 2009). The male figure connected to such women is portrayed as
comic and tragic, hen-pecked and submissive (Ulrich 2017).

Let us dwell on this disconcerting construction of the hen-pecked male, and its
resonance with the audience, as described in several reviews of the film (Nielsen [M.
M.] 2018; Torres 2017; Ulrich 2017). Words like ‘monster’, ‘alien’, and ‘diabolical’ are
used to describe the female character (Torres 2017; Ulrich 2017). She is said to
emasculate (Torres 2017) and ‘bitch-slap’ (Ulrich 2017) her lover. Further, several
reviewers directly assert that the behavior, while exaggerated, is something many in the
audience would recognize from their own daily interactions (Torres 2017; Ulrich 2017).
Why is this notion even amusing? In my view, there is something very troubling going
on here. If the female character, as Tafdrup says (Nielsen [S. B.] 2017), is representative
of a broader tendency among women, then what exactly is that tendency? Do we, in all
earnestness, still attribute passivity or weakness to men that actually listen to their
(female) partners? What is it about characteristics we attribute to the feminine, that
cause such a stir when connected to constructions of masculinity? Is an assertive woman
such a contrast to her gender as to provide enough shock value for comedy? Is she, by
performing woman without being subservient, a red-eyed monster? And, if so, could we
consider whether this monster could also be seen as constructive and productive? Can
we see her as breaking with (or disrupting) oppressive gender roles and categories, and
enacting woman as assertive and in control? We may not like her, but we may perhaps
find, in her liberating badness, an outlet for the frustration that passivity might
engender? As Judith [/Jack] Halberstam suggests in Skin Shows,

[t]he monster always represents the disruption of categories, the destruction of
boundaries, and the presence of impurities [...] and so we need monsters and
we need to recognize and celebrate our own monstrosities (Halberstam 1995:
27).

This negative emphasis on the female character in A Horrible Woman can perhaps
function to enlighten us, rather than vex us. The rendition of gendered interaction
provides an opportunity to examine and critique the monstrousness of traditional
expectations in regard to gender. Certainly, it makes some of the paradoxes within our
notions (and practices) around gender equality explicit. For example, on the one hand,
narratives or discourses of gender equality are strongly sedimented within Scandinavian
contexts. We firmly believe that gender equality exists. On the other hand, women
remain under-paid and underrepresented within power structures (Borchorst 2011
[2008]). Furthermore, while pornography, topless public bathing, sex before marriage,
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and other relaxations of traditionally constrictive sexual norms set part of the stage, the
framework remains within a masculinist, patriarchal sexual narrative. That is, female
bodies remain the battleground over which sexual and libertarian freedoms are
negotiated and construed. In Scandinavia, as #mefoo and (anti-)everyday-sexism
campaigns have emphasized and made explicit, sexual revolution operates within a
framework in which women are still shamed in rape cases, slut-shamed in social
contexts, violated, constructed, and seen as objects for consumption to a much higher
degree than men. Similarly, the August 2018 legal banning of burqas and nigabs in
Denmark suggests that women’s bodies are still considered spaces through or over
which a (mostly-male) parliament can exercise control. This leads me to ask whether
Scandinavian sexual liberation, despite its progressive perspectives, also functions as a
pathway for more masculine access, less masculine responsibility, and continued
oppression of women?

It could appear that the move toward more liberal sexual interaction, without a
critique of masculinist, patriarchal norms, as well as an absent critique of male-centered
sexual pleasure, provides a context in which sexual liberation occurs within a
heterosexist and masculist/patriarchal sexual framework. A woman usually remains an
object of consumption, a pathway to pleasure, a collection of holes, and an implement to
attain male pleasure and appease the male gaze (Mulvey 2009 [1989]). It would seem
that a discursive conflation may occur here between Scandinavian sexual freedom and
gender equality. Put another way, one might ask whether more relaxed Scandinavian
sexual norms (sex without marriage, sexual liberation, etc.) are (mis)interpreted to
imply gender equality? The apparent paradox between notions of gender equality and
structural and institutional inequality (Borchorst 2011 [2008]) certainly points to a
challenge.

As you have pointed out, A Horrible Woman appears to have been received by critics
as an illustration of masculinity in crisis in Danish contexts. Several reviews have stated
that the dilemma between the partners in the film reflect more general challenges
between men and women (Hoffmann 2018; Nielsen [M. M.] 2018; Nielsen [S. B.] 2017,
Torres 2017). In one online assessment, the film is described as “a kind of modern
monster film, where the alien is Woman” (Torres 2017). In my mind, the
heteronormative and misogynist representation of women, sex, and power in the film
seems out of sync with broader Nordic narratives of progressive gender policies and
perspectives. I wonder if this may point to a paradox, or a tension in regard to how
gender is constructed and enacted in Danish contexts? Certainly, the heterosexist
leanings and underlying assumptions within the film suggest a disparity between
expectations (or a fantasy) of gender equality, and more general social expectations of
gendered behavior that seem to mirror a less progressive stance.

In the film, the female character is portrayed as being sexually voracious and
aggressive. This, to me, suggests some tension, or challenge, in regard to the
construction of female sexuality within the film. On the one hand, progressive sexual
mores support the notion that women enjoy sex and want pleasure. Yet the film’s
framing of female desire as aggressive, negative, even emasculating, suggests anxiety or
discomfort with female sexuality that resonates more with shared expectations of
women performing as passive objects of sexual desire. They risk being monstrous when
they step out of a passive, receiving position.
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If the film mirrors a wider and shared perspective on expectations of gendered
behavior, as many of the reviews suggest, it hardly reflects a progressive stance on
gender. Rather, it expresses very traditional gender expectations, and shames women
who do not perform accordingly. Disparagement of female sexual desire in the film
seems to suggest that sexual interaction remains construed within a traditional
framework. When a female does not perform as a passive object, she is monstered.
How, then, are we to understand the gender progressiveness, or sexual and gender
equality so widely assumed to exist in Scandinavian contexts? This disparity seems, in
my mind, to suggest that the notion of gender equality within the Scandinavian
framework requires further scrutiny. As Borchorst (2011 [2008]), Kapur (2012),
Mohanty/Russo/Torres (1991), and oth