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Introduction 
 

Simon Bacon 
 

 
Welcome to the Summer 2014 Special Issue of the Monsters and the Monstrous journal 

devoted to ‘Monstrous Science.’ Science here is a very problematic word, and indeed this issue 
investigates some of the many complexities behind its many definitions and what might make it 
‘monstrous’ in some way. The Cambridge Online Dictionary lists three possible meanings to 
the word ‘science’: the first is ‘the careful study of the structure and behaviour of the physical 
world, especially by watching, measuring, and doing experiments, and the development of 
theories to describe the results of these activities;’ the second is ‘a particular subject that is 
studied using scientific methods;’ and the last is ‘the study of science.’1 Science is then equated 
with a process, in that it is a series of actions that are performed on a physical body, or matter of 
some kind, where the results of these interactions are then ‘described’ or interpreted in a 
meaningful way. This in itself brings to the fore the difficulties of objectivity and subjectivity in 
relation to the process that is undertaken and interpreted by humans. It becomes even more 
problematic when such studies are carried out on human subjects. Within this framework, then, 
science, with its aspiration to a ‘beyond’-human objectivity, easily becomes seen as inhuman, 
whilst human subjectivity and emotional response are seen not only as untrustworthy but also 
irrational and akin to superstition. 

Human science, then, becomes something of an oxymoron, or maybe hints more at an 
idea of a ‘ghost in the machine,’ where the necessary humanoid basis of understanding and 
practice of sciences reveal the inherent gothic nature of even the most objective of practices. 
Although thoughts of HAL in 2001: A Space Odyssey by Stanley Kubrick spring instantly to 
mind, at least to me, it also indicates the inherent complexities of the interface between 
scientific procedure, those that undertake it, the societies and cultures that interpret it and the 
subjects upon which it is practiced. 

This current issue, then, attempts to touch upon the ways that scientific objectivity is not 
only defined by the times and culture within which it is practiced but in its opposition to what is 
also considered as being ‘human’ or ‘humane’ in that historical moment. Somewhat 
paradoxically, as indicated by the articles in the current issue, science becomes monstrous not 
because of a lack of human consideration or intervention but because of an excess of it. Here 
the representation of the ‘mad’ scientist, his/her monstrous creation, and what we might call 
monstrous ‘interpretations’ or predicates all reveal the excess of human intervention and 
subjectivity that ‘Gothicises’ the aspirational rationality of scientific endeavour. One should 
never forget the tensions within this between the individual and the society within which the 
bounds and procedures of science are proscribed. Here the ghost that haunts the ‘machine’ of 
science is not the subjectivity of the ‘us’ but of the ‘I.’ 

The art and prose works within the current issue reflect something of the individual 
response to the processes of objectivity and science, both when one becomes the focus of 
rationalised scrutiny and when one tries to be the eye that sees beyond the ‘I.’ ‘Monstrous 
Science’ then reveals something of the ‘I’ in both ‘science’ and the ‘gothic’ and that an excess 
of humanity is not always humane. 

 
 
 



iv | Introduction 
 

Notes 
 
1 The Cambridge Online Dictionary, accessed 29 June 2014, http://dictionary.cambridge.org/ 
dictionary/british/science?q=science. 
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Image 1: Bend over and Cough. © 2014. Image courtesy of James A. Wren 
 
 

Bend Over and Cough by James A. Wren 
 
 I grew up believing in the skills of doctors to make people feel better – or almost. When 
I had my first flare with SLE (lupus), I was perhaps nine or so. Eleven doctors in a week and 
still no diagnosis. In fact, thirty years later, and no one could find the source. Still, certain tests, 
however irrelevant –‘turn your head and cough’– became (and remain) the norm. Just last week, 
as a new flare erupted, I found myself exposed to the same procedure, invasive, prolonged and 
medieval. Then the doctor withdrew, without actually addressing the illness. As I move into my 
fourth decade, I know that the futility of such examinations or worse define my future. 
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Frankie Goes to Hollywood: Mary Shelley’s Creature Meets 

James Whale’s Monster 
 

Morgan Armstrong 
 

Abstract 
The circular logic comprising ‘human nature,’ in that we are ‘human’ because of our ‘human 
nature’ and our ‘human nature’ makes us ‘human,’ indicates that the ‘human’ identity possesses 
a genealogical trajectory that requires analysis. Significantly, the dominant status of ‘human’ 
relies on the disavowal of the ‘nonhuman’ other, and this essay explores this relationship in 
both fiction and film. Mary Shelley’s 1818 Frankenstein; or the Modern Prometheus, gothicises 
the notion of the ‘human’ through its presentation of a sympathetic and eloquent ‘nonhuman’ 
figure, the creature, who reveals that monstrosity is not an innate characteristic but rather the 
product of social ‘othering.’ Ironically, James Whale’s 1931 filmic adaption of the original, also 
titled Frankenstein, approaches the ‘human’/‘nonhuman’ divide much more reductively through 
the muteness of the monstrous figure and the promulgation of monstrosity’s biological 
innateness framed by the ‘abnormal’ brain used in the monster’s creation. Evidently, this 
reading of the Frankenstein canon suggests that Shelley’s original subverts conventional 
methods of classification while Whale’s is anachronistic in its reconstruction of binary 
oppositions. This examination applies monster theory and critical animal studies to both texts, 
and a close reading of a Frankenstein-themed commercial for the cell phone company T-Mobile 
illustrates the interconnectedness of the ‘animal,’ ‘monster,’ as well as all groups classified 
outside of normativity. Overall, this essay argues that the process of ‘monster-making’ also 
speaks to the process of ‘human-making;’ the knowledge that the ‘human’ identity defines itself 
by what it claims not to be highlights the fragility of the status. Juxtaposing these two texts 
through the lens of posthumanism inevitably alludes to the question of whether the arbitrary line 
separating ‘human’ from ‘nonhuman’ is worth the subordination and consequent suffering it 
means for those cast out as ‘other.’ 
 
Key Words 

Frankenstein, critical animal studies, posthumanism, monster theory.  
 

***** 
 

The term ‘human nature’ is often used to explain the similarities between humans, 
whether in the form of a commonly shared emotion or a drive towards a certain behaviour. We 
allow ‘human nature’ to support our cohesive identity as ‘humans,’ and the individuals 
comprising ‘us’ supposedly portray a list of characteristics that, in popular discourse, belong 
solely to homo sapiens. Thusly, we are ‘human’ because of our ‘human nature,’ and our ‘human 
nature’ makes us ‘human.’ I use quotation marks around these terms because I intend to analyse 
the social constructions that produce these ontological categories, and will demonstrate how 
Gothic literature can reveal that there is nothing natural about the ‘human’ at all. In line with 
Foucault’s treatment of sex in The History of Sexuality (1978), I assert that the ‘human’ identity 
possesses a genealogical trajectory with ‘origins’ discursively embedded in what this identity 
claims not to be. In other words, its existence relies on its opposition to the ‘nonhuman.’ The 
self-proclaimed status enjoyed by humans and kept from nonhumans has resulted in a 
relationship of dominance and subordination. According to biologist Niles Eldredge, ‘we did 
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not so much leave the natural world as redefine our position in it.’1 Despite the ‘human’s’ 
position of power, the Gothic’s evocation of fear through its tendency to challenge conventional 
ontology speaks to the terror that the ‘animal’ can elicit. Critical animal theorist Erica Fudge 
describes in Animal (2002) that a crisis of identity ensues when the boundary between ‘human’ 
and ‘animal’ begins to wear: ‘mastery—control, domination—is the means by which we 
annihilate the fear…what emerges is not so much the problem of the animal, as the problem of 
the human.’2 This need for control described by Fudge is a desperate attempt at self-
preservation, highlighting the instability of the categories ‘human’ and ‘nonhuman,’ where 
maintaining the binary requires a continual roll-call to remind us of who is who.  

The nineteenth-century Gothic text, Frankenstein; or the Modern Prometheus, written 
by Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley in 1818, challenges these arbitrary classifications by blurring 
the human/nonhuman binary, as will be demonstrated throughout the course of this essay. Her 
text is centred upon the creation of a nonhuman figure endowed with an inner emotional life as 
evidenced by his initial benevolence and eloquence. Additionally, the creature’s transition from 
benevolence to malice portrays that monstrosity is not inherent, but rather the product of social 
‘othering.’ This nonhuman’s voice and his monstrous transformation indicate a divergence from 
traditional views of nonhuman animals, since the ‘human’ identity founds itself on denying 
interiority to the innately inferior ‘other.’  

Indeed, James Whale’s 1931 retelling of the novel, also titled Frankenstein, features the 
disavowal of the monstrous figure, indicating the narrative’s regression from challenging the 
human/nonhuman divide to reinstating this oppressive binary. Hollywood, as a cultivator of 
discourse, holds a humanist investment in the restoration of order, or what Neil Badmington 
terms, ‘a commitment to a defence of humanism,’3 illustrated by the constant triumph of human 
intellect over aliens and swamp monsters. Therefore, the containment and defeat of the film’s 
antagonist stems from the humanist need to elevate the human status and suppress those who 
threaten it. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein deconstructs the boundaries separating the human from 
the nonhuman, on the one hand, through the creature’s ability to portray his inner emotional 
life, and on the other, via the text’s emphasis on the social forces through which monstrosity 
arises. However, James Whale’s filmic adaption Frankenstein reverses the portrayal in 
Shelley’s novel and reinforces the human/nonhuman divide by denying a voice to the creature 
and promoting the trope of degenerative genetics as the source of monstrosity. Through the lens 
of critical animal studies, we recognise in Whale’s film the fact that human identity depends on 
the disavowal of the animal. Significantly, the construction of the human alludes to an amalgam 
between all groups classified outside of normativity through the shared experience of exclusion 
and subordination. 

Juxtaposing the narratives of Shelley and Whale illustrates that significant changes were 
made to the central monstrous figure from 1818 to 1931, during which time, the creature 
became truly monstrous. Indeed, monster theory suggests that monsters, by ‘nature,’ have a 
propensity to shape-shift. As Jeffrey Cohen points out in ‘Monster Culture (Seven Theses),’ 

  
the monster is born … as an embodiment of a certain cultural moment—of a 
time, a feeling, and a place. The monster’s body quite literally incorporates 
fear, desire, anxiety, and fantasy … giving them life and an uncanny 
independence.4  
 

Cohen asserts that the monster’s body is a cultural one, therefore suggesting that the 1931 
‘monster’ would have to depart somewhat from the 1818 creature, given the different cultural 
and historical landscapes from which they have been sculpted. In the nineteenth century, when 
Shelley wrote her novel, scientific discovery had been gaining momentum across Europe. 
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Italian physicist, Luigi Galvani, had devoted the latter half of the eighteenth-century to 
investigating the connection between electricity and life, inspiring many other scientists to 
pursue this same endeavour.5 As literary and film critic Daryl Jones articulates, this continued 
interest in ‘the spark of life’ inspired Shelley’s theme of ‘usurping the role of God through 
creating life… as its subtitle, The Modern Prometheus, implies.’6 Shelley’s novel addresses the 
limitations of the human, and the responsibility that comes with this role during a time in which 
inquiry into the ‘differences between artificial electricity and nature’s own electricity’7 
stretched these limitations like never before.  

Fast forward to 1931: Whale’s Frankenstein has inspired an influential reading of the 
text by Christiane Gerblinger, who prizes the film as an iconic retelling of the First World 
War’s aftermath. She asserts that both of Whale’s Frankenstein films are ‘emblematic of the 
inertia of those inter-war years, with hope, reconstruction and progress foiled by the return of 
history.’8 While I agree that this reading of Whale’s filmic adaption can provide a snapshot of 
the anxieties that influenced the years following World War One, I seek to examine the 
implications of the changes Whale imposes upon the narrative in regards to the 
human/nonhuman divide. My reading does not simplify his film by disregarding the historical 
context that inspired it, but instead approaches it from an angle untouched by critics of the film. 
I acknowledge that this film arises from a different cultural landscape than Shelley’s, but I am 
interested in tracing the historical continuity of humanism’s need to disavow the animal ‘other,’ 
and will frame the film as reliant on this disavowal.  

Monster theory and critical animal studies will be utilised as analytical tools throughout 
this examination as both are concerned with the nonhuman as well as the deconstruction of the 
human identity in regards to anthropocentrism. Allow me to explain by contemporary example. 
This theoretical overlap in relation to the Frankenstein narratives comes to life in a T-Mobile 
commercial that aired during the 2013 NBA playoffs, titled, ‘The Simple Choice.’ A description 
of this commercial’s narrative will prove helpful in illustrating the relationship between the 
categories of ‘animal,’ ‘monster,’ and ‘human,’ and will provide a brief introduction to the 
issues of voice and the ‘abnormal’ that this essay addresses. The cell phone company’s ad 
depicts a torch-lit laboratory occupied by Dr Frankenstein, who is in the process of conducting 
an experiment on his gargantuan creature, a green monstrosity towering to his right, a figure 
which invariably recalls James Whale’s 1931 Frankenstein. In Whale’s film, Boris Karloff 
takes on the role of the now-emblematic ‘monster,’ recognisable by the large forehead, steel 
bolts, and oafish stance. The ad begins with Dr Frankenstein speaking to a T-Mobile 
representative off screen: ‘Okay so what you’re saying is with AT&T you get the same old 
network that can get congested.’ Frankenstein then snaps towards his creature, calls him 
‘buddy,’ and offers him a choice between the T-Mobile service, clearly portrayed as a superior 
network, and that of AT&T. In reference to the AT&T service, Frankenstein speaks slowly and 
with exaggerated gestures, as if a language barrier impedes communication between the two, as 
he intends to demonstrate the flaws of the network. In response to Frankenstein treating him 
like an intellectual inferior, the creature asks, ‘Why are you talking to me like that?’ The crux of 
the experiment appears when the creature has to make a decision between the two companies, 
and its success rests on whether the creature demonstrates the capacity to understand the 
information provided by his ‘master.’ The creature easily discerns that the T-Mobile service is 
the correct one to choose and points to the colour-coded block bearing a ‘T,’ a method that is 
reminiscent of a common type of testing conducted upon laboratory animals who are asked to 
pick a colour, particularly in primate research. Frankenstein points to the same asking, ‘This 
one?’ and the creature, evidently losing patience says, ‘Yes, the one I pointed to.’ Pleased with 
the experiment’s outcome, Frankenstein states, ‘See, the monster chose this one.’ The ad 
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concludes with the creature’s response to hearing the label ‘monster’ and shows offense by 
saying ‘Oh, we’re gonna use that word? Alright, okay, let’s go there.’  

This commercial conflates the ‘animal’ and ‘monster’ into one body. The creature’s 
appearance, an evident throwback to the Karloffian monster of Whale’s film, binds him visually 
to monstrosity, and as a tool for scientific experimentation, he is also situated as a lab animal. 
But in alignment with Fudge’s thinking, the commercial can be read as less about the creature 
and more about the construction of the human. This ad relies on the scientist’s attempt to 
infantilise the obviously intelligent creature for its intended humour and illustrates his 
propagation of the human/nonhuman divide through the denial of the creature’s voice and the 
degeneracy that he associates with the creature’s monstrous appearance. Cultural theorist Jean 
Baudrillard brings gender, animality, monstrosity and experimentation together in a similar way 
in Simulacra and Simulation (1981), in which he compares the torture of witches during the 
Inquisition to the torture of animals in laboratories. Just as torturers needed to produce the 
admission of evil from the tortured, scientists today require ‘the admission of the principle of 
objectivity of which science is never certain, of which it secretly despairs.’9 Baudrillard outlines 
how the apparatus of science places animals in a position that they cannot deny, and their 
silence and biological differences serve to justify and propel this exploitation. The T-Mobile 
commercial renders this apparatus ironically visible through the intended viewer’s 
understanding that the object of experimentation, the creature, is not an object at all. We hear 
him speak, while the scientist does not, and we see that his frightening appearance does not 
correlate to inner depravity—rather the opposite—rupturing the connection between deformity 
and lack of awareness that the scientist latches on to.  

Fudge offers, ‘it is by disavowing animals that we construct ourselves,’10 and the 
scientist of this ad does just that in refusing to hear his creature and in assuming that certain 
physical characteristics signify a cognitive, emotional, and moral lack. His status as ‘master,’ 
scientist, and ultimately, human, relies on disavowing the nonhuman before him, a process that 
philosopher Barbara Noske calls ‘de-animalization’ in which the scientist must break the animal 
down into its most basic biological components.11 The T-Mobile Frankenstein breaks the 
creature down by ignoring his inwardness, yet the creature’s wit invites readers to identify with 
him. The conclusion to the commercial, in which the creature sarcastically comments on the 
scientist’s use of the word ‘monster,’ calls attention to the irony of the monster/animal label; 
Frankenstein reduces his creation to ‘monster,’ objectifying him and thereby erasing his inner 
emotional life, yet it is the scientist who truly lacks depth in his irrational dismissal of the 
complex creature. The works of Shelley and Whale can also be read as addressing the 
connection between ‘animal’ and ‘monster’ through these very issues of voice and degeneracy, 
but Shelley’s novel problematises the objectification of the nonhuman, while Whale constructs 
visible boundaries between ‘human’ and those who lie outside of it. 

Austrian-born philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein famously writes in his 1953 text, 
Philosophical Investigations, ‘if a lion could talk, we could not understand him.’12 This cryptic 
statement has received a significant amount of critical attention that questions the certainty with 
which Wittgenstein speaks. For example, American poet Vicki Hearne criticises his silencing of 
the lion-subject.13 Her claim is that Wittgenstein assumes the lion lacks the capacity to speak 
(‘if a lion could talk’), and fails to consider the human’s inability to understand nonhumans.14 
This deafness and blindness to animal subjectivity merely reiterates the division between human 
and nonhuman, and perhaps for the purposes of examining this divide in the context of 
Frankensteinian monstrosity, I can extend Wittgenstein’s statement: ‘if a lion could talk, we 
could not understand him, or else we would cease to exist.’ Mary Shelley’s original 1818 
Frankenstein presents a protagonist, Victor, whose ‘humanness’ is eventually stripped away by 
the resurrection of his speaking creature. As a composite of both human and animal body parts 
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collected from charnel and slaughterhouses,15 the creature exists as a chimeric nonhuman but 
with a voice. According to literary critic Chris Baldick, ‘the decision to give the monster an 
articulate voice is Mary Shelley’s most important subversion of the category of monstrosity.’16 
Just as she subverts the notion of a silent ‘monster,’ she also subverts that of a silent ‘animal,’ 
which her creature can be read as through his cross-species anatomy and his position as object 
of experimentation. The creature’s eloquence troubles the notion that only humans are capable 
of logic and reason. Indeed, Shelley’s creature defies the logic of seventeenth-century French 
philosopher, René Descartes, who popularised the image of nonhumans as automata. He 
circulated the view that animals lacked thought for the following reason:  

 
It has never yet been observed that any brute animal reached the stage of 
using real speech, that is to say, of indicating by word or sign something 
pertaining to pure thought and not to natural impulse. Such speech is the only 
certain sign of thought hidden in a body.17 
 

Evidently, Descartes believed that the only proof of intellectual and emotional interiority was 
the expression of language as humans understand it.  

Shelley’s creature signifies a diversion from Descartes influential view of animality 
through his capacity for speech. After Victor abandons his residence at Ingolstadt, horrified that 
his life-giving experiment has actually succeeded, the creature he has animated from death to 
life disappears from his apartment. Their reunion takes place during Victor’s family’s retreat to 
the Valley of Chaminoux, where the creature follows him, and this marks the point within 
Victor’s narrative where he relays the creature’s story. When the creature approaches Victor, he 
begs to be heard. The articulate way in which he has learned to speak effectively illustrates his 
inner thoughts, making him a subject-of-a-life and thereby subverting the view of him as a mute 
monstrosity:  

 
Be calm! I entreat you to hear me, before you give vent to your hatred on my 
devoted head. Have I not suffered enough, that you seek to increase my 
misery?... Remember, thou hast made me more powerful than thyself; my 
height is superior to thine; my joints more supple. But I will not be tempted to 
set myself in opposition to thee. I am thy creature, and I will be even mild and 
docile to my natural lord and king, if thou wilt also perform thy part, the 
which thou owest me.18 

 
At this point, Victor has already deduced that the creature is responsible for the death of his 
younger brother, William, and by extension, his close friend, Justine Moritz, who is accused of 
and executed for the young boy’s murder. Victor initially refuses to hear his creature’s words: 
‘begone! I will not hear you. There can be no community between you and me; we are enemies. 
Begone, or let us try our strength in a fight, in which one must fall.’19 Demonstrating ‘human-
like’ characteristics even further, the creature utilises the law to secure him a chance to be 
heard, and points out the inherent irony in Victor’s intentions:  

 
The guilty are allowed, by human laws, bloody as they may be, to speak in 
their own defence before they are condemned… You accuse me of murder; 
and yet you would, with a satisfied conscience, destroy your own creature. 
Oh, praise the eternal justice of man!20 
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This capacity for thoughtful reflection places the creature in a liminal space between 
conventionally held notions of human and nonhuman since he proves difficult to define under a 
single label. 

Much like the Victor from the T-Mobile commercial, Shelley’s Victor holds an 
ontological investment in disavowing his creation. Throughout the narrative, Victor has waged 
an internal struggle in which he wishes to deny responsibility for his progeny, and to wipe his 
conscience clean of the blood that the creature has shed. He believes that he shares the burden 
of the destruction caused: ‘I, not in deed, but in effect, was the true murderer,’21 but he allows 
the creature to serve as a scapegoat to embody the hatred he feels for himself. Victor initially 
refuses to listen to his creation because to see the creature in any way other than a murderous 
monster would subsequently affect Victor’s position; if the creature fails to be seen as 
monstrous, then Victor, as creator, must be the abomination. If the creature proves to possess a 
sense of humanity, then Victor stands to lose his own. When he agrees to let his creation plead 
his case, Victor loses grip on his human identity, and the lines dividing human from nonhuman 
become indiscernible. In one sense, Victor hears the voice of Wittgenstein’s lion when he 
acknowledges his creature’s capacity for speech. 

While the creature’s impeccable logic influences Victor’s final decision to listen, it is the 
sympathy and compassion evoked by his words that convince Victor to oblige him. Victor 
understands, ‘for the first time … I felt what the duties of a creator towards his creature were, 
and I ought to render him happy before I complained of his wickedness.’22 The creature’s 
capacity for speech not only inspires Victor’s emotional response but the creature’s rhetorical 
prowess and emotional intelligence also have the potential to shape the reader’s view of the 
creature as well. Film and literary critic, James Heffernan suggests, ‘the words of the creature—
especially as we read his autobiographical story—cover our eyes, and our blindness to his 
appearance is precisely what enables us to see his invisible nobility.’23 In the context of animals 
as tools for scientific research, this text forces the reader to rely solely on the creature’s 
expressions of emotional inwardness, whereas nonhuman testing depends upon the silencing by 
disavowal of this interiority. The creature’s miserable story details his experiences of constant 
rejection, his hope for acceptance within the De Lacey family, and then his heartbreak after his 
plan goes awry when his potential family chases him away. Rather than illustrating a nonhuman 
character that functions like an unfeeling machine, as Descartes would have it, Shelley presents 
a creature that refuses to remain silent, subverting conventional views of the soul-less 
nonhuman. 

The destabilisation occurs in degrees but certainly in the figure of the creature. The 
creature is what cultural anthropologist David Gilmore might call a ‘fusion figure,’ the 
definition being: ‘a composite that unites attributes held to be categorically distinct and/or at 
odds in the cultural scheme of things in unambiguously one, spatio-temporally discrete 
entity.’24 Shelley’s hybrid creature occupies the boundary somewhere between human and 
nonhuman. If such a figure can both express and evoke emotion, then humanness ceases to 
appear so exceptional, and the category itself begins to look arbitrary, and therefore unstable. 
Gilmore calls this moment the exposure of the ‘radical permeability and artificiality of all our 
classificatory boundaries.’25 Cohen states that deconstructive monsters, rather than accepting 
this object-status, ‘ask us why we have created them,’26 and Shelley’s creature literally does just 
that through his enabled speech, demonstrating his intellectual and emotional interiority: ‘Who 
was I? What was I? Whence did I come? What was my destination?’27 Recent scientific enquiry 
into the emotional lives of nonhumans, which entails an area of study known as cognitive 
ethology, has shown that like their human counterparts, animals possess a wide spectrum of 
cognitive abilities. Cognitive ethologists Colin Allen and Marc Bekoff list some of these 
capacities, which include, ‘desires, prospective planning, and retrospective (or 
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autobiographical) memory.’28 Shelley’s creature displays all of these characteristics, suggesting 
that her text anticipates the recent expansion and diversification of characteristics that are 
relevant to the moral status of nonhumans. The creature’s voice ultimately assists in the story’s 
deconstruction of human exceptionalism, as it is embodied in the character of Victor 
Frankenstein, and questions the reductive understandings of nonhumans that deem them 
unworthy of moral consideration. 

In the 1931 film adaption of the text, James Whale replaces a speaking creature with a 
voiceless ‘monster,’ with the effect of silencing the subversiveness of Shelley’s original 
narrative. This reversal constitutes a restoration of conventional power relations between human 
and nonhuman, in which the nonhuman is silent and the human speaks for him. The monster’s 
silence upholds normative social roles that reiterate the human/nonhuman divide and alludes to 
the silencing of all groups categorised as ‘other,’ especially through objectification. In her 
discussion of the subject-object relationship between men and women, French feminist scholar 
Luce Irigaray writes in Speculum of the Other Woman (1985), ‘the silent allegiance of the one 
guarantees the auto-sufficiency, the auto-onomy of the other as long as no questioning of this 
mutism as a symptom—of historical repression—is required.’29 But like Shelley, Irigaray draws 
attention to what’s at stake in breaking the silence when she asks, provocatively, ‘But what if 
the “object” started to speak? ... What disaggregation of the subject would that entail?’30 
Irigaray speaks to the collapse of the man/woman opposition that the voice of the objectified 
woman provokes, and the voice of the objectified animal, as demonstrated by Shelley’s 
creature, creates a similar rupture in the politics of subordination. Within Shelley’s text, the 
object, or the creature, does start to speak, and as Irigaray would predict, his speech results in 
the deconstruction of Victor’s position as human. Ecofeminist Josephine Donovan fleshes out 
the interconnectedness of women and animals further:  

 
The dominance over nature, women, and animals… requires that the 
anomalous other be forced into ordered forms, [and] may be rooted in the 
Western male maturation process that requires men to establish their 
autonomous identity against the maternal/feminine.31  

 
Just as humans construct themselves by disavowing the animal, men gain identity by 
disavowing the woman. The silencing of both animals and women supports and justifies their 
exclusion as ‘other.’ 

Whale’s film does not allow for the disaggregation that Irigaray outlines due to its 
depiction of a mute nonhuman figure whose silence marks his animality, or his position as non-
sentient other. Given that speech uttered by the object can symbolise a rupture in the subject-
object relationship as it is promulgated in Western science, the monster’s incapacity to speak 
highlights his unequal share of power. His muteness maintains his role as an object; in the 
beginning he is used for experimentation and by the film’s end, his destruction is required for 
the restoration of anthropocentric order. Whale impedes the creature’s ability to ask his creator 
why he has been created, unlike his predecessor, and this reconstruction of artificial boundaries 
between human and nonhuman follows the process of disavowal that results in the reiteration of 
dominant identities, whether human or man.  

With grunts and moans serving as the extent of the monster’s language skills, Whale 
foreclosures upon any question of the complexity of his creation’s inner emotional life. This 
transformation, from Shelley to Whale, deprives the creature of the ability to demonstrate 
interiority, aligning the film’s depiction of nonhumans with the view of Descartes. Whale’s 
denial of interiority is perilously anachronistic for as cognitive ethologist Mark Bekoff states, 
‘by closing the door on the possibility that many animals have rich emotional lives… we will 
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[have lost] great opportunities to learn about the lives of animals with whom we share this 
wondrous planet.’32 As a scientist, Whale’s Frankenstein seems to be blind to these possibilities 
and arguably belongs to the camp of many contemporary ‘hard’ scientists (such as physicists 
and biologists) who posit that the problem with Bekoff’s ‘soft’ science lies in proving the 
existence of these inner lives. This uncertainty surrounding the nonhuman, according to Noske, 
is fuelled by the fact that they do not speak.33 She further illustrates that their silence ‘only 
furnish[es] the responses one asks for.’34 Like the nonhuman animals that Noske refers to, 
Whale’s creature can only be spoken for and not listened to, and his silence shrouds him in 
uncertainty, providing ample opportunity for his interests, even if he were shown to have any, to 
be disavowed.  

The motif of voicelessness shows us the power imbalance between Frankenstein and his 
creation. It also serves to reveal the division between human and nonhuman by which the 
audience is encouraged to identify with the scientist rather than the irrational creature. Whale’s 
Frankenstein infantilises his creation in the same fashion as does T-Mobile’s Victor of his 
creature. Whale’s monster cannot communicate his subjectivity to the viewer because he is not 
shown to have any.  

A notable example of the monster’s alienation from viewers is the scene in which he 
inadvertently drowns a young girl when he mistakes her for a flower. After he has escaped from 
the lighthouse in which Frankenstein created him, he comes across Maria, a young girl playing 
by herself on the lakeshore. The beginning of this sequence seems to suggest that the creature is 
capable of benevolence and play, but this interaction quickly goes awry. After handing him a 
flower, Maria informs the monster, ‘I can make a boat!’ and tosses one of her own flowers, 
allowing it to float upon the water’s surface. In response, the creature unexpectedly picks up 
Maria and throws her into the water. Unlike the flower, Maria does not float and begins to 
drown, and instead of assisting her, the creature continues his flight through the forest. This 
portion of Whale’s film echoes a moment in the novel in which the creature saves a drowning 
girl from a river, but her gun-wielding caregiver shoots him, unaware that the creature has 
saved her.35 The transformation of this scene from rescue to death-sentence upholds the 
argument that the novel aims to elicit sympathy from the reader while the film puts the creature 
in a ‘monkey-see/monkey-do’ scenario in which he fails to recognise the consequences of his 
act. Indeed, rather than evoke compassion from the audience, the monster becomes an object of 
fear. But then, as an object, Whale’s monster experiences violence and oppression and his 
inability to speak prevents him from expressing his motives. Thus, in the scene where he causes 
the death of Maria, it is tempting to assume the view that deformity signifies depravity.36 
Through such representation, the viewer is encouraged to bind the notions of monstrosity, moral 
deformity, and animality even tighter.  

This scene portrays the monstrous figure as lacking language, basic cognitive skills, and 
what appears to be moral agency. Significantly, these characteristics are often cited as definitive 
of the human category. If the monster falls short of these essential human qualities, then he 
must occupy a marginal space outside of human, and this film therefore constructs a binary 
rather than recognise difference. Recalling Irigaray and the speaking object, if the monster held 
the capacity to express himself he might encourage the viewer to question reductive 
assumptions about the nonhuman. However, there is little to redeem his actions, and 
consequently, Whale creates a widening rift between the classifications of human and 
nonhuman, and the figure of the human comes out on top. Wolfe, in deconstructing the human, 
claims, ‘we are not we; we are not that “auto-” of autobiography that humanism gives to 
itself.’37 A central tenet of humanism, described by British philosopher Kate Soper, is its 
positive appeal ‘to the notion of a core humanity or common essential feature in terms of which 
human beings can be defined and understood.’38 Whale’s film presents the viewer with a silent, 
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loveless, and child-killing threat to the Hollywood stars of the film, preventing association 
between the ‘human essence,’ described by Soper, and the monstrous antagonist. Whale’s 
abominable creation grunts indiscernibly at the parameters of humanity, ultimately constructing 
his on-screen counterparts through his simultaneous roles of ‘monster,’ ‘animal,’ and ‘criminal.’  

In her discussion of the nineteenth-century ‘freak show,’ Jasia Reichardt writes, ‘Mary 
Shelley’s monster belongs to a period when the world of popular amusement thrived on 
departures from the norm that were not only more common, but also more cruelly exploited.’39 
Yet, Reichardt points out an interesting irony, in that Shelley’s novel, written in an era of 
‘freaks’ and ‘monsters,’ (as well as vivisection), deconstructs the ideology that permits the 
exploitation of the nonhuman. Conversely, Whale’s film, released over a century after the 
novel’s publication, regresses in its philosophy that deformity indicates wickedness, an 
assumption that Heffernan describes as ‘enduring [and] seductively plausible.’40 The 
juxtaposition of these two texts reveals a discrepancy in the process of monstrous creation. On 
the surface level, both novel and film construct the actual monstrous figure in a relatively 
similar way, as they both include glory-seeking scientists who fashion beings out of discarded 
body parts. The discrepancy, however, comes at a deeper level of analysis, where Shelley’s text 
suggests that what is truly monstrous is the society that vilifies the ‘others’ it creates. Whale’s 
film, on the other hand, seems to revitalise and valorise nineteenth-century phrenological 
discourse linking monstrosity to Social Darwinist theories of degeneration. This divergence is 
curious because it marks Shelley’s text as being progressive while Whale’s is anachronistic in 
its treatment of the human/animal divide. 

Shelley’s text collapses the roles of ‘monster’ and ‘human’ through its human-
perpetrated violence and hatred towards the creature. As a composite of discarded and 
decomposing flesh and bone, the creature physically embodies all that Victor’s culture finds 
revolting, and metaphorically represents the monstrous qualities of those that harm him. His 
own creator significantly influences the creature’s turn from benevolence to violence. Despite 
the unrelenting labour Victor puts into his experiment, when the creature comes to life, he 
responds with revulsion:  

 
I had worked hard for nearly two years, for the sole purpose of infusing life 
into an inanimate body… but now that I had finished, the beauty of the dream 
vanished, and breathless horror and disgust filled my heart.41  

 
We can read Victor as experiencing that moment of terror as described by Fudge, when the 
human recognises him or herself within the animal. Victor initially abandons his creature, and 
upon returning to his apartment the next day, discovers that his creation has ventured into the 
world alone. Victor’s lack of compassion for the creature demonstrates his own monstrous 
exclusion of the nonhuman figure, and this abandonment subjects the creature to the loneliness 
and misery that eventually drive him to murder. Throughout the text, Victor refers to the 
creature with labels like ‘wretch,’ ‘daemon,’ and ‘fiend.’ However, Victor mislabels his 
creature, since it is his own actions of reckless conception and hatred for his progeny that prove 
hideous and devoid of the moral agency supposedly comprising the category ‘human.’ Victor 
cannot accurately call his creation a monster because he himself disregards life in a monstrous 
fashion.  

Whether the creature rescues drowning children or helps the De Lacey’s with their 
chores, his selfless deeds expose him to violent attack, forcing readers to question what exactly 
the categories of ‘human’ and ‘monster’ realistically entail. Even the suggestion that the 
creature’s benevolence makes him appear more ‘human-like’ becomes problematic, since many 
of the human characters show few of the traits that allegedly make the ‘human’ exceptional. 
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Gilmore emphasises a need ‘to address this issue of dualism, of emotive ambivalence, in which 
the monster stands for both the victim and the victimizer.’42 Monsters and animals both succeed 
in their disruption of the human identity, but this disruption does not go unpunished. Shelley 
confuses these categories, portraying monstrous humans and a not-so-monstrous monster, 
revealing the origins of the ‘other’ to be embedded within the society that creates it. 

The structure of the novel also succeeds in confusing monstrosity and humanity, given 
that the creature’s story is told through Victor, and Victor’s story is told in Captain Walton’s 
letters to his sister. This epistolary structure allows for readers to recognise the parallels 
between each of these characters’ narratives. Jones equates the monster as ‘Victor’s alter-ego or 
Döppleganger, who performs the function of a murderous id, or a rampaging phallus.’43 
Seemingly, the ‘master’ and his creature are permanently intertwined throughout the narrative, 
blurring the lines between ‘human’ and ‘monster,’ and scientist and object. Through the lens of 
critical animal studies, this connection can be attributed to the ‘human’ identity’s reliance on 
subordinating the ‘animal,’ or the anomalous creature. But rather than supporting this power 
relation, the collapsing identities within the novel signify the collapsing roles of human and 
nonhuman.  

Notable similarities also exist between Victor and Captain Walton. Michael Eberle-
Sinatra discusses the union of these two characters:  

 
Both assert that their research—the search for the secret of life for one, and 
for a passage from England through the North Pole to North America for the 
other—will benefit humanity as a whole, even when their goals in fact put 
other people’s lives in danger, be they Victor’s family and friends or the 
crewmen aboard Walton’s ship.44  
 

The two men mirror each other’s prioritising of glory over the welfare of others, and the 
creature serves as the embodiment of their monstrous ambitions. And at times, Walton echoes 
the voice of the creature, particularly in the loneliness he feels: ‘I have longed for a friend; I 
have sought one who would sympathize with and love me.’45 These words could easily be 
mistaken for the voice of the creature, suggesting that regardless of species distinctions, living 
beings share in the capacity to suffer. According to Jeremy Bentham, it is this ability to suffer 
that elevates all individuals, human or not, as worthy of moral consideration.46 The novel’s 
epistolary structure illuminates the commonalities between the novel’s characters, rupturing the 
divide between human and nonhuman. Fudge describes the ‘human’ as ‘a creature of dreams 
and not just of genes.’47 Not only does this statement prove reminiscent of Shelley’s text in 
Fudge’s comparison of the ‘human’ to a creature, but it also speaks to the socially constructed 
categories of ‘human’ and ‘nonhuman’ that Shelley’s text renders visible through its less-than-
human characters and identity-collapsing structure.  

The 1931 film frames monstrosity not as the product of ‘othering’ but attributes it to 
‘abnormality’ within the brain. In this context, Whale perpetuates and naturalises the binary 
between ‘human’ and ‘nonhuman’ to reflect that of the ‘normal’ verses the ‘abnormal.’ The 
reconstruction of this dichotomy is most evident in the emphasis placed on the monster’s brain. 
Frankenstein (whose first name has been changed to Henry) sends his assistant, Fritz, to his 
former school, the Goldstadt Medical College, with the purpose of collecting a preserved brain 
for the near-complete prototype. Prior to Fritz’s breaking and entering, Doctor Waldman holds 
a lecture for his students in which he discusses the fundamental differences between two brains 
on display, one with the label ‘normal,’ the other with the label ‘abnormal.’ The scene reads: 
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And in conclusion, ladies and gentlemen, here we have one of the most 
perfect specimens of the human brain that has ever come to my attention at 
the university, and here the abnormal brain. Observe, ladies and gentlemen, 
the scarcity of convolutions on the frontal lobe, as compared to that of the 
normal brain, and the distinct degeneration of the middle frontal lobe. All of 
these degenerate characteristics check amazingly with the case history of the 
dead man before us, whose life was one of brutality, of violence, and 
murder.48  

 
Notably, this educated man of science invests substantial belief in a relationship between 
genetics and criminality, as did nineteenth-century social science. This notion of physical 
attributes serving to indicate one’s character was advocated by nineteenth-century Italian 
psychiatrist and prison doctor, Cesare Lombroso who introduced the category known as ‘the 
born-criminal type,’ which, according to literary theorist, Marie-Christine Leps, is 
‘characterized by a set of hereditary physical, intellectual, and moral stigmata impervious to any 
kind of reform.’49 Doctor Waldman grounds the film in a Lombroso-inspired image of 
criminality, reinforcing a binary between ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal,’ a binary that intertwines 
with the division between ‘human’ and ‘nonhuman.’ 

When Fritz breaks into the lecture hall to take one of the brains for Henry, he initially 
grabs the brain that has been labelled ‘normal,’ but drops it on the floor after his own shadow 
startles him. He then has to choose the ‘abnormal’ brain, the only other option, and Doctor 
Waldman’s lecture foreshadows that the usage of this brain will lead to disastrous results. Later, 
when Henry informs Doctor Waldman that the brain used for his creation had been taken from 
the college, Waldman replies with, ‘The brain that was stolen from my laboratory was a 
criminal brain, only evil can come of it.’ Henry disregards this warning, assuring the professor 
‘it’s only a piece of dead tissue.’ Despite Henry’s initial disbelief in phrenology, the animated 
monster clearly demonstrates the aggression and depravity that Waldman had feared would 
come with this resurrection. Jones supports this reading, stating, ‘the criminality or abnormality 
of the Monster’s brain suggests, rather, that the whole enterprise, and the Monster which results, 
are inherently evil.’50  

In the propagation of the ‘normal’ versus ‘abnormal’ brain imagery, the binary between 
‘human’ and ‘animal’ is simultaneously implied and reinforced. Leps describes Lombroso’s 
image of the ‘criminal’ as ‘an atavistic throwback to the prehistoric man,’51 creating an 
intersection between the language of criminality and animality. Not only do the ‘criminal’ and 
the ‘animal’ linger on the margins of humanity due to misconceived notions of social, 
biological, and moral inferiority (and the inferiority of the ‘animal’ is referred to in the film 
when Victor Moritz asks ‘Well, what are the lives of a few rabbits and dogs?’) but both 
identities fall under what Derrida calls a ‘catch all concept,’ which disregards difference and 
individuality.52 This erasure of individuality, of complex emotional lives, of personal thoughts 
and preferences, lumps these identities into the pool of monstrous ‘nonhumans,’ justifying their 
elimination, much like that undertaken during the Third Reich. Cohen asserts, ‘representing an 
anterior culture as monstrous justifies its displacement or extermination by rendering the act 
heroic.’53 In making a particular group appear unworthy of moral consideration, it becomes 
acceptable, and even desirable, to eliminate them. This framework applies to the prisoners on 
death row and the animals forced onto dissection tables. In constructing a binary between 
‘normal’ and ‘abnormal,’ Whale’s film automatically places a rift between ‘human’ and 
‘animal.’ The degenerative qualities associated with the ‘criminal,’ an identity that Michel 
Foucault calls a ‘wild fragment of nature,’54 intertwines with animality through a shared process 
of ‘monster making.’ 
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As scholars engaged with critical theory, it is our responsibility to question the 
assumptions that are easily taken for granted. The circular logic used to define ‘humanness,’ 
which relies on the notion of a universal essence privileging only some, requires careful 
deconstruction, and serves as one of the many targets at which the Gothic aims. Throughout this 
essay I have explored the evolution of the myth of Frankenstein from Shelley to Whale. Notable 
changes have taken place between the two texts, which, to an extent, stem from the different 
cultural and historical contexts comprising 1818 and 1931. However, these texts noticeably 
diverge in their treatment of the divide separating ‘human’ from ‘nonhuman.’ Shelley’s novel 
presents a subjective, sympathetic inter-species creature, whose eloquence reveals that 
monstrosity is not innate, but a social construct used to ‘other’ certain individuals, functioning 
to purge the oppressors of their own sins. The creature interrupts this process, challenging the 
reader to find a label that accurately describes him, and the subsequent failure to do so 
definitively erodes the boundaries sustaining ‘human,’ ‘monster,’ and ‘animal.’ In contrast, 
Whale’s film portrays the creature as a silent, abject object of science whose ‘abnormality’ is 
rooted at a genetic level in his ‘criminal-type’ brain. This transition to voicelessness and the 
perpetuation of a phrenological discourse draws attention to the film’s anachronistic stance 
regarding questions about identity, classification, and what it means to be ‘human.’ Instead, 
Whale’s film restores boundaries as if ‘humans’ and ‘nonhumans’ (whether ‘monster,’ ‘animal,’ 
or ‘criminal’) can be sorted into their individual boxes, naturalising the divisions that Shelley 
had effectively called into question.  

Examining these opposite approaches to monstrous representation, which is obviously 
concerned with the process of ‘monster-making,’ also renders the process of ‘human-making’ 
visible, and ironically, somewhat monstrous. The Frankensteins from both texts, as well as the 
T-Mobile commercial, rely on the disavowal of their creations in order to maintain their status 
as ‘humans.’ Shelley’s text disrupts this ontological determinism, portraying the ‘human’ as a 
fragile identity that requires careful maintenance. In Whale’s case, he helps the creation of the 
‘human’ along by depicting the category as ‘an unquestionable status.’55 Despite the opposing 
outcomes that have been pulled out of these two texts, the lens of critical animal studies assists 
in recognising the ontological identity play at work within both narratives, and in each it 
becomes apparent that the status of ‘human’ is less of a noun and more of a verb; to be ‘human’ 
is to participate in a continual operation of denying the inwardness of ‘others,’ and who these 
‘others’ entail varies historically with time and place. Descartes claimed that animals were 
closer to machines than sentient beings, but when we strip humanity down to reveal its 
unceasing and mechanised system of denial, it appears as though the ‘human’ might resemble 
unthinking automata more than the ‘animal’ ever has. 

If the divisions between ‘human’ and ‘nonhuman’ are arbitrary and self-serving, then 
what are the ethical implications of an anthropocentric world that exploits billions of animals 
every year? What exactly is the cost of ‘human’ identity, and is our investment in this status 
worth the suffering to other sentient beings? Should we continue on the ‘all too human’ path set 
out by Whale, silencing those who threaten to divulge the repressive secret of humanist 
ontology? Or should we follow the compassion of Shelley and allow ourselves, finally, to hear 
the voice of Wittgenstein’s lion? 
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Abstract 
The quintet of low-budget science-horror films that Boris Karloff made for Columbia Pictures 
and Monogram Pictures between 1939 and 1941 appear, at first glance, to be stock ‘mad 
scientist’ thrillers. Their plots revolve around scientists whose obsessive pursuit of forbidden 
biological research leads to madness, murder, and ultimately their own deaths, and they make 
free use of visual and character tropes established, earlier in the decade, in better-known, 
higher-budgeted films such as Frankenstein (1932) and The Invisible Man (1933). Beneath their 
formulaic surface and low-budget ambience, however, the five Karloff films—The Man They 
Could Not Hang (1939), The Man with Nine Lives (1940), The Ape (1940), Before I Hang 
(1940), and The Devil Commands (1941)—actually challenge the conventions of the ‘mad 
scientist’ subgenre. The scientist-characters at the centre of the five films are selfless 
individuals whose research is intended to serve the public good, but who descend into madness 
when society—gripped by ignorance and fear—thwarts their research and persecutes them for 
attempting it. Hollywood’s pre-1945 view of the scientist’s role in society reflected a pair of 
broad attitudes then held by a majority of Americans. The first is that the proper function of 
science is to serve the needs of the larger society, and that science is worthy of support only if it 
serves those needs. The second is that individual scientists, acting in that socially sanctioned 
role, are powerful authority figures to whom considerable deference should be granted. The five 
‘mad scientist’ films that Karloff made on the eve of the Second World War hold that bargain 
between scientists and society to be sacrosanct. They depict indict the public, and its elected 
representatives, for abrogating their side of the bargain, depicting them—not Karloff’s scientists 
or the science they practice—as monstrous. 
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1.  Introduction 

The Golden Age of the cinematic mad scientist was brief, but spectacular. It lasted for 
thirty-nine months, from January 1932 to April 1935, and saw the release of five classic 
science-horror films: Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1932), Frankenstein (1932), The Island of Lost 
Souls (1932), The Invisible Man (1933), and The Bride of Frankenstein (1935). Along with the 
near-classic Murders in the Rue Morgue, also released in 1932, this quintet of films defined the 
‘mad scientist’ subgenre. The plot and character tropes they established—destined to congeal 
into formula within a decade—were still fresh and new: dark laboratories filled with leaping 
sparks, glowing rays, and complicated glassware; a brilliant, obsessive genius-hero destroyed 
by ambition and fatal lack of judgment; and the ultimate scientific sin of reaching too far into 
the unknown, and thus ‘playing in God’s domain.’1  
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The science on display in these films was framed, by the filmmakers, as monstrous in 
two senses. When it worked as intended, it cavalierly dissolved boundaries that had remained 
stable and inviolate throughout human history. When it went wrong, it unleashed monsters—
Frankenstein’s shambling hulk of a creature, Moreau’s savage man-beasts, and Jekyll’s 
murderous alter ego—onto an unsuspecting world. The mad scientists of the early 1930s were 
also, frequently, monsters themselves. Frankenstein is a grave-robber, Hyde a violent sexual 
predator, Moreau a torturer and vivisectionist, Jack Griffin of The Invisible Man a mass 
murderer. Made in the years just before the imposition of the Production Code, the films 
remain—even after 80 years—Hollywood’s darkest and most unsettling portraits of science 
gone horribly wrong.2 

The mad scientists of the early 1930s occupy one end of a moral continuum. The 
scientist-heroes of films like Arrowsmith (1931), The Story of Louis Pasteur (1936), Dr. 
Ehrlich’s Magic Bullet (1940), and Young Tom Edison (1940)—white knights of the laboratory 
in selfless service to humankind—cluster at the other end.3 The vast gray area between them is 
virtually empty, save for the scientists that Boris Karloff played in a quintet of low-budget films 
made by Columbia Pictures and Monogram Pictures between 1939 and 1941.  

All five are, at first glance, formulaic ‘mad scientist’ stories. Their plots revolve around 
researchers whose obsessive probing of the frontiers of biomedical science leads to madness, 
murder, and ultimately their own deaths. Their titles—The Man They Could Not Hang (1939), 
The Man with Nine Lives (1940), The Ape (1940), Before I Hang (1940), and The Devil 
Commands (1941)—hint at dark secrets and violent death, with mild overtones of the fantastic.4 
Their lurid posters feature Karloff’s glowering visage (rendered more sinister by deep shadows 
and washes of sickly grey-green or Satanic red) looming over images of bubbling potions and 
cowering young women. Their cinematic reputation is non-existent, and only the most 
comprehensive histories of the science fiction and horror genres give them more than a passing 
mention. Beneath their formulaic surfaces, however, lie plots and characterisations that stand 
the ‘mad scientist’ genre neatly on its head.   

The standard Hollywood ‘mad scientist’ of the 1930s (and beyond) was a dangerous, 
asocial loner: a loose cannon whose towering ambition unleashes forces that threaten the social 
order and must be brought under control by The Authorities. The ‘mad scientist’ story that 
Columbia and Monogram told audiences five times in 1939-1941 was something altogether 
different. Its lead character—Karloff, in each case, playing variations on the same theme—is a 
rational, selfless man who descends into madness when The Authorities (and the citizens they 
represent) not only thwart the research he has undertaken on their behalf, but persecute him for 
even attempting it. The scientists that Karloff plays in these five films are indeed mad, but the 
films decline to indict them for their actions. Instead, they indict fear-mongering officials and 
an ignorant public for (falsely) framing the scientists and their work as monstrous, and thus—
they strongly imply—becoming monstrous themselves.    

 
2.  Science – Virtuous and Monstrous – in Pre-War Hollywood 

The stark, bimodal morality of Hollywood’s pre-war scientist characters invites the 
assumption that the two groups are distinct. The fact they exist in different genres—medical 
dramas and biopics on one hand, science fiction and horror on the other—leads to the same 
conclusion. Common sense underscores it: What, after all, could selfless servants of humankind 
like Arrowsmith and Pasteur have in common with deranged monsters like Frankenstein and 
Moreau on the other?  

Nearly everything, as it turns out. Both groups are all cast from the same mould, and 
exhibit the same basic character traits. Each of them is brilliant, obsessive, and driven. Each of 
them possesses an unshakeable faith in the validity of his theories and the value of his research. 
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Each of them is willing to risk his professional standing, his domestic happiness, and even his 
own life to pursue the work that consumes him. Paul Ehrlich’s neglect of his increasingly 
anxious family—a major plot point in Dr. Ehrlich’s Magic Bullet—is excused, while Victor 
Frankenstein’s is censured, primarily because of genre conventions. A sign of heroic dedication 
in a biopic becomes a sign of dangerous self-absorption in a science-horror story. Arrowsmith’s 
angry defiance of ‘hidebound’ senior colleagues and established protocols is presented as a 
mark of his independence, while Jekyll’s is framed as a sign of his bad judgment and (perhaps) 
mental instability. They are, however, fundamentally the same act of defiance, rooted in the 
same blend of unshakeable self-confidence and vaulting ambition. 

A scientist’s place on the moral continuum cannot, in short, be determined by the content 
of his character. It rests, instead, on the specifics of his actions: what he does in the laboratory 
and, above all, why he does it. The great moral gulf in 1930s Hollywood’s image of science is 
not that separating the heroic scientist from the mad scientist, but that separating virtuous 
science, which serves society’s interests, from monstrous science, which ignores or even 
tramples them. 

Virtuous science follows a research agenda set by the society in which it takes place, 
pursuing problems that society’s leaders deem pressing and using methods they deem 
acceptable. It revolves, in 1930s films, around biology, medicine and the conquest of disease. 
Pasteur and Ehrlich are lionised, in their screen biographies, for developing treatments to 
mitigate the effects of anthrax, rabies, and syphilis. Martin Arrowsmith risks his life—and 
helplessly watches his wife and a close friend die—while using an experimental drug to stop an 
outbreak of bubonic plague in the West Indies. An early scene in the 1931 Doctor Jekyll and 
Mister Hyde shows Jekyll postponing his social plans in order to visit a charity hospital and 
help a young girl (whose paralysis he has helped to cure) take her first uncertain steps. His ill-
fated experiments are, initially, undertaken for the greater good of humankind, as first steps 
toward a future where the ‘dark side’ of the human psyche can be managed or even expunged. 

Monstrous science, by contrast, follows a research agenda set by the scientist.5 Whether 
motivated by curiosity, professional ambition, or a thirst for power, it is irrevocably tainted by 
selfishness. The practitioner of monstrous science explores the questions that interest him, 
regardless of whether society needs or wants those questions answered. He opens doors into the 
unknown because he wants to know what lies beyond them, with little regard for the potential 
consequences. Frankenstein stitches together a creature from body parts stolen from graves and 
gallows, and brings it to lurching, shambling life with electricity and cosmic rays, for no better 
reason than to prove that he can. Doctor Moreau surgically transforms animals into quasi-
humans for similar reasons, revelling in his science-based power to shape living beings as a 
sculptor shapes marble, and referring to Lota the Panther-Woman as ‘my masterpiece.’ Jekyll—
the great tragic hero among 1930s mad scientists—begins his fall from grace when he stops 
asking what his potion can do for society and begins worrying about what it can do for him. 

Beyond being selfish, monstrous science is heedless. They ignore warnings from senior 
colleagues and trample society’s standards for acceptable behaviour, in order to pursue the 
research that consumes them. Frankenstein robs graves, Moreau practices vivisection, and Dr. 
Mirakle—the scientist played by Bela Lugosi in The Murders in the Rue Morgue (1932)—
kidnaps young women from the streets of Paris to use in experiments that involve mating them 
with apes. Above all, practitioners of monstrous science blur—or erase outright—boundaries 
that society wishes to leave intact. Frankenstein’s monster, Moreau’s man-beasts, and Jekyll’s 
buried dark side are threats not merely to life and limb, but to a belief system in which the lines 
between life and death, human and animal, public and private are rigid rather than porous. The 
charge of ‘playing God,’ routinely levelled against practitioners of monstrous science, refers to 
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this redrawing of categories—to scientists doing what God is said to have done when he ‘called 
the light day, and the darkness night.’ 

The distinction between virtuous and monstrous science rests on a very specific vision—
repeatedly displayed on screen—of science’s role in society: one that grants scientists near-total 
freedom of action, but insists that they exercise it only in ways of which society approves. The 
five films considered here deploy that oft-used, seldom articulated vision of science, only to call 
its fundamental premise into question. 

 
3. Mad Scientist, Virtuous Science 

The characters that Boris Karloff plays in the Columbia/Monogram cycle have the 
trappings of mad scientists, but they are far from being low-budget versions of Doctors 
Frankenstein, Jekyll, and Moreau.6 Quite the opposite. They may work in isolated laboratories, 
reject the counsel of learned colleagues sceptical about their methods, and pursue research that 
carries them far beyond the boundaries of the known and the possible, but at they are—even by 
the standards of pre-war Hollywood—clearly doing virtuous science. 

Each of the five is driven not by boundless professional ambition or by unquenchable 
curiosity, but by an all-consuming desire to improve the human condition. Far from engaging in 
a nebulous, open-ended search for ‘the secret of life,’ they are seeking practical solutions to 
real-world problems. Doctor Henryk Savaard in The Man They Could Not Hang is trying to 
perfect an artificial heart that will keep patients alive during surgery. Doctor Leon Kravaal of 
The Man with Nine Lives is investigating the use of cryogenic therapy to cure cancer. Doctor 
Bernard Adrian of The Ape wants a cure for the ‘paralysis’—clearly implied to be polio—that 
killed his wife and young daughter years before.7 Doctor John Garth of Before I Hang hopes to 
reverse the aging process, and Doctor Julian Blair of The Devil Commands (the least stable, and 
most clearly fringe-dwelling, of the five) is searching for a scientific means of communicating 
with the recently dead. They are not interested in knowledge for its own sake, but in ways to 
improve the lives of thousands, if not millions, of sick and injured people. Except for Blair—
who hears it from a colleague already characterised as closed-minded and doctrinaire—none of 
them is told that ‘There Are Things Man Was Not Meant To Know.’ On the contrary: Their 
research concerns things that Man would very much like to know. 

All five are, moreover, extremely careful researchers, and not merely by the admittedly 
low standards of the science-horror genre. They work in clean, well-organised labs; keep 
careful records of their work; and attack their chosen problems in an orderly, methodical 
manner. Doctor Kravaal of The Man with Nine Lives is the only one whose lab evokes the lairs 
of Frankenstein and Jekyll, and even he keeps notes so meticulous and complete that they 
become a key plot point. The films frequently devote ten minutes or more to explanations of 
procedural details—a significant investment of time, given that none of them runs much longer 
than an hour. They are far removed from later ‘science procedurals’ such as The Andromeda 
Strain (1971),8 but the science in them rarely consists only of doubletalk or vague references to 
cosmic rays, the Life Force, or the dual nature of man. Real-world scientific details, when 
mentioned, are concrete and specific—just one step short of those in docudramas like Dr. 
Ehrlich’s Magic Bullet and Madame Curie (1943).  

The machines atop the laboratory benches likewise have a similar air of realism. The 
Man They Could Not Hang, for example, references (though not by name) the cardiac 
defibrillator—a device then less than a decade old. The centrepiece of the plot is an external 
artificial heart that would allow the patient’s actual heart to be stopped during surgery without 
endangering his life. Its real world equivalent—the cardio-pulmonary bypass machine—was 
first used on human patients in the early 1950s (a decade after the film’s release), and has now 
been standard operating room equipment for fifty years. Dr. Blair’s ‘brainwave recorder,’ 
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visible in the opening scenes of The Devil Commands, is clearly modelled on the 
electroencephalograph machine, which was beginning to be phased into limited clinical use in 
the late 1930s. 

The films’ concern with procedural details is social as well as technical. Savaard, 
Kravaal, and Garth all have assistants who are themselves doctors—and thus well-equipped to 
offer advice—while Blair and Adrian, who work alone, initially take pains to share their work 
with learned colleagues. All five films present peer review as essential to science, and three 
(The Man They Could Not Hang, Before I Hang, and The Man With Nine Lives) emphasise the 
danger of making public announcements about medical breakthroughs that have not been fully 
tested. The plot of The Man with Nine Lives is, in fact, set in motion because the young doctor-
hero who serves as the viewpoint character makes such a premature announcement. Placed on 
administrative leave, he has the leisure to track down the reclusive Dr. Kravaal, who has 
isolated himself from society so that news of his cryogenics research cannot leak out before it 
has been properly vetted. The plot is thus an ironic reversal of a standard mad-scientist trope: 
The young representative of institutionalised medicine is rash and irresponsible, and the 
reclusive loner in the underground lab is sober and restrained. 

Finally, all five of Karloff’s ‘mad scientists’ are scrupulously ethical about their work. 
They do not steal brains, rob graves, or open the laboratory roof during lightning storms and 
hoist their patients into the rafters. They are, above all, scrupulous about informed consent, 
despite living and working in an age when the medical profession as a whole was not always so 
careful. Dialogue in The Man They Could Not Hang, for example, establishes that the artificial 
heart has been tested extensively and successfully on animals. When Dr. Savaard’s younger 
assistant, a medical student named Bob, volunteers to be the first human test subject, Savaard 
questions him closely (clearly not for the first time) about the risks involved and his willingness 
to be guinea pig. Informed patient consent is established just as carefully in Before I Hang. 
Testing the anti-aging serum he has perfected while a prisoner on Death Row, Dr. Garth uses 
himself and the prison doctor as test subjects. Garth sees his own participation as a non-issue 
(he is, after all, scheduled to die anyway), and his colleague’s informed consent is established in 
a conversation with the warden. Nobody suggests using prisoners, even volunteers, as test 
subjects, although such practices were commonplace in the 1940s.9 

Before I Hang, The Man with Nine Lives, and The Ape all involve the use of 
experimental treatments on patients, but in each case it is made clear that all tested, mainstream 
possibilities for a cure had been exhausted. All three patients, moreover, have little to lose if the 
treatment goes wrong. Two of the three are terminally ill, and the third is a paralysed eighteen-
year-old girl, for whom the treatment represents chance to walk again for the first time since she 
was eight. 

Each of the five scientists is, in short, engaged in a responsible, orderly, ethical search 
for a medical breakthrough that will improve the lives of untold thousands, perhaps millions, of 
patients. Each, however, eventually strays over the line into madness and, for reasons directly 
connected to his scientific work, commits premeditated murder. These murders—and the fact 
that each of the five scientists dies for his sins by the end of the story—edge the characters 
toward mad-scientist status and the films toward the science-horror genre. What is striking, 
however, is the extent to which the films, on the scientist-characters’ behalf, plead extenuating 
circumstances. Blair, in The Devil Commands, kills when he is out of his mind with grief. 
Garth, in Before I Hang, is suffering from the unexpected side-effects of his own experimental 
drug. Adrian, in The Ape, hastens the death of a fatally injured sadist in order to help an 
innocent young girl. Kravaal (in The Man with Nine Lives) and Savaard (in The Man They 
Could Not Hang) kill the men that they—with good reason—hold responsible for destroying 
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their lives and careers. The films acknowledge the scientists’ guilt, and lament their decision to 
kill, but decline to indict them as villains. 

 
4. Making Science Monstrous: Prejudice, Persecution and the Public 

The real villains of the films are those who, out of stupidity or prejudice or narrow self-
interest, hinder the scientist’s search for the truth. Unable to recognise that his science is 
virtuous in both method and intent (or unwilling, for reasons of self-interest, to acknowledge 
that it is) they falsely brand it—and him—as monstrous, and turn the full force of society’s 
disapproval against him. Their actions, at a minimum, ruin the life and hasten the death of the 
scientist they demonise. Frequently the repercussions go further, damaging the very society that 
the actions were meant to protect. Each of the five films possesses such villains, who fall into 
two broad categories: corrupt authority figures and faithless associates. 

The corrupt authority figures in the films pass capricious, irrational judgment on 
scientific matters of which they are utterly—and, indeed, often proudly—ignorant. Dr. Adrian 
moves, at the beginning of The Ape, to a small town whose narrow-minded residents almost 
immediately begin a back-fence whispering campaign against him. Suspicious of him both 
because he is an outsider and because he is a scientist, they draw dark (and entirely baseless) 
conclusions from the fact that he keeps to himself and ‘experiments too much.’ The local 
sheriff, though as ignorant as the rest of the locals about what Adrian is up to, is an intelligent 
and fair-minded man who initially does his best to calm the townspeople’s fears and diffuse the 
gossip. In time, however, he buckles before the will of the mob, even leading them to Adrian’s 
home-turned-laboratory to demand explanations. 

Kind, gentle Dr. Garth is betrayed by the authorities in a more formal sense: sentenced to 
death in Before I Hang for assisting in the suicide of a terminally ill patient in chronic pain. 
Flashbacks to his trial establish it as a triumph of process over justice, with the presiding judge 
rejecting all mitigating evidence—such as Garth’s decades-long relationship with the patient, 
and intimate knowledge of his condition—and allowing the letter of the law to trample the 
spirit. The plot of the story depends, in fact, on the viewer seeing Garth as an honourable man 
wronged by an unjust system, like Henry Fonda’s character in The Grapes of Wrath or Paul 
Muni’s in I Am a Fugitive from a Chain Gang.10  

The legal system’s mauling of Dr. Savaard in The Man They Could Not Hang is even 
more extreme, and—because it is active rather than passive—even more reprehensible. Bob, 
having volunteered to be the first human test subject for Savaard’s ‘external artificial heart,’ 
dies on the operating table when the experiment is interrupted. An ambitious district attorney 
charges Savaard with murder and, at the trial, conspires with the coroner and the foreman of the 
jury to convict him by ignoring hard evidence in favour of sensationalistic fantasies. Testifying 
in his own defence, Savaard explains that the machine may one day make it possible to carry 
out heart transplants: replacing the failing heart of ‘a genius’ with that of an otherwise healthy 
young man killed in an automobile accident. The district attorney, in his closing statement to 
the jury, transforms this vision of virtuous science into a proposal to ‘butcher our young athletes 
to prolong the life of some doddering old men, preferably a scientist.’ Three jurors, including a 
physician who pronounces Savaard’s theories entirely plausible, believe that reasonable doubt 
exists, but are browbeaten by the foreman into declaring him guilty of murder. 

Faithless associates, who shrink from the embattled scientist when they should be 
standing by him, are even more common in the five films. Dr. Savaard, for example, winds up 
in the clutches of the criminal justice system because his nurse—despite being (presumably) 
briefed on the experiment both by Savaard and by Bob the test subject, who is also her 
boyfriend—panics midway through the first human test of his new artificial heart. The machine 
works as intended, placing Bob in a deathlike stasis that she mistakes for actual death. She 
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summons the police, who drag the protesting Savaard away before he can complete the 
experiment and return Bob to life. She thus ensures—in an irony worthy of EC Comics or a 
well-polished urban legend—the very death that frightened her into action. The Man with Nine 
Lives hinges on a similar intrusion by a meddlesome onlooker. Dr. Kravaal is tests his 
experimental cryogenic treatment on a terminal cancer patient, but the patient’s greedy 
nephew—hungry for the money he stands to inherit from the old man—disrupts the experiment 
and causes the patient’s death.  

Not all faithlessness, however, takes the form of impetuous action. Dr. Blair, in The 
Devil Commands, embarks on an ambitious new research programme only to be met with scorn 
and mockery from his colleagues. Dr. Garth, having perfected a serum that reverses the aging 
process in Before I Hang, offers to share it with each of his three closest friends (all elderly 
men) and is turned down three times. Dr. Adrian, in The Ape, achieves the dubious distinction 
of having himself and his work rejected twice: first by his colleagues at the institute where he 
once worked, and then by the citizens of his adopted home town. Rejecting the work is, in the 
context of these films, equivalent to rejecting the man. The true heroes of the stories are, 
therefore, those who have faith in the ‘mad’ scientists’ abilities. They include the prison doctor 
in Before I Hang, the ill-starred lab assistant Bob (who has better taste in mentors than in 
girlfriends) in The Man They Could Not Hang, and the paralysed girl-patient in The Ape.  

Tim Mason and Julie Blair, the young doctor and nurse who carry most of the action in 
The Man with Nine Lives, are especially spectacular examples. Having been imprisoned by the 
(now) half-mad Dr. Kravaal, watched him commit several murders, and nearly been murdered 
by him themselves, they have no doubt of his greatness. In the last scene, Mason delivers a 
eulogy for Kravaal before the senior doctors at the hospital where he works: ‘It’s unfortunate 
that Doctor Kravaal’s intensity of purpose, his reaching for success, forced him beyond the 
limits of the law. He paid with his life, that we might have this [the research notes] his parting 
gift to humanity. Whatever his crimes may have been, I for one shall always remember him as a 
great man and a great benefactor.’ The film ends with his audience—the senior medical staff at 
Mason’s hospital—endorsing this view of Kravaal with enthusiastic applause. 

The distinction that Mason draws between Kravaal and his science is present, implicitly, 
in all five films. All five of Karloff’s scientists slide into varying degrees of madness, all five 
commit murder, and all five pay for their transgressions with their lives. The evil that they do, 
however, is not done in the laboratory, or in the interest of carrying out their research. Their 
science remains virtuous: morally untainted, and unquestionably of benefit to humankind. At 
the end of the day, all five films suggest, the ‘mad’ scientist was right and those who mocked, 
shunned, feared, and persecuted him were wrong.   

 
5. Prophets without Honour: Science and the Social Contract 

Hollywood films about science and scientists embody, implicitly, the idea that a social 
contract exists between scientists and society. Scientists, in this contract, pledge their lives to 
the betterment of humanity. They sacrifice the possibility of genuine wealth, of fame beyond 
their own specialised field, and of anything like a normal home and family life; they give up 
their youth, their time, and sometimes their lives. In exchange for their sacrifices, society (the 
rest of us) pledges to trust in their judgment. We declare our willingness to support seemingly 
fruitless research if scientists declare it promising, to tolerate seemingly outlandish methods and 
expenditures if scientists see value in them, and to accept a certain level of risk and uncertainty 
in the interests of reaping the reward of a better life. 

Films about heroic scientists—whether based in fact like The Story of Louis Pasteur and 
Dr. Ehrlich’s Magic Bullet or largely fictional like Arrowsmith and the Dr. Kildare series—
show the contract working.11 The scientists in them live desperately hard lives, suffering  
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myriad setbacks and losses, but ultimately achieve—and are honoured for—breakthroughs that 
improve the lives of everyone around them. Mad-scientist films are about what happens when a 
scientist violates the social contract and abandons society’s needs in order to attend to their 
own.  

The five films discussed here dramatize a third possibility: what happens when a 
scientist upholds the social contract, but society violates it. Each one features a scientist who 
works for the greater good; who is scrupulously careful, responsible, and ethical; and who 
ultimately succeeds in his quest ... only to find himself mocked and rejected, persecuted and 
demonised, by those he is trying to help. Having withdrawn from society in order to better 
pursue their work, the scientists find themselves—when they finally return—viewed as 
dangerous outsiders by an ignorant and fearful public. Scientists, as Gerhard Wiesenfeldt notes, 
are framed by Hollywood films as gatekeepers whose job is to stand on the border between the 
known and the unknown, admitting miracles and keeping out monsters.12 The scientists in the 
Columbia-Monogram cycle perform their assigned roles as gatekeepers. Upon their return from 
the border, however, they are themselves mistaken for monsters, and the miracles they bear are 
dashed from their hands and trampled into the dirt by the society they were meant to benefit. 
Karloff’s ‘mad scientists’ do break society’s laws: They murder, they attempt murder, they 
kidnap, and they imprison. The films frame them, however, as essentially honourable men, 
driven to madness and violence by a society that spurns them and rejects the breakthroughs for 
which they have sacrificed so much. 

The unreasoning madness into which Karloff’s scientist-characters fall, and the violent 
revenge they exact on society, separates them from the classic mad-scientist films of the early 
1930s and from their formulaic descendants of the late 1930s and 1940s. Death, in traditional 
mad-scientist films, is a by-product of monstrous science. It emerges unexpectedly from the 
laboratory: Inattentive or over-ambitious scientists unleash monsters on an unsuspecting world 
and innocent bystanders pay with their lives. Death in Karloff’s Columbia-Monogram cycle, on 
the other hand, is nearly always deliberate: a premeditated act of revenge by the scientist, 
directed against a specific individual who they perceive (with good reason) to have wronged 
them. Science may supply the means of killing, but it remains under the firm control of the 
scientist. The handful of cases where the scientist does lose control and an innocent person is 
killed—the old man in The Man with Nine Lives, for example, or Bob in The Man They Could 
Not Hang—are framed, by the films, as the fault not of the scientist but of an outsiders 
meddling in processes they do not understand. 

Tales of mad scientists, who unleash monsters when they should be delivering marvels 
unleash the very monsters, flourish at historical moments when the costs and benefits of science 
seem out of balance.13 Frankenstein (1818) is a product of the first industrial revolution, rooted 
simultaneously in the Gothic horror tradition and the spectacular displays of early nineteenth-
century electrical experimenters.14 The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886), The 
Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), and The Invisible Man (1897) reflect the turbulent state of 
science in the era of Tesla, Einstein, and Freud.15 Their screen adaptations appeared in 1932-
1933, in the aftermath of a decade where medicine had failed to mitigate the effects of the 
Spanish Flu pandemic, chemistry had facilitated the worst horrors of what was still called The 
Great War, and evolutionary biology had (critics charged) corroded traditional values.16  

The years in which Karloff's Columbia-Monogram films appeared, 1939-1941, were 
marked by fresh uncertainties about science. The lavish exhibit halls of the 1939-40 New York 
World’s Fair continued, implicitly, the double-edged narrative that had been explicit in the 
1933-34 Chicago fair: ‘Science Discovers, Industry Applies, Man Conforms.’17 In Germany 
and Japan, the prevailing ‘scientific’ view of race as essential, immutable, and hierarchical 
manifested itself in the persecution, deportation, imprisonment, and murder of ‘lesser’ races. 
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News from Asia and Europe—ships torpedoed, cities bombed to rubble—suggested that science 
had, for the second time in a generation, made war more terrible. Chemical and biological 
warfare, presented in the mid-1930s as likely components of ‘the next war,’ seemed imminent, 
as images of civilians in gas masks confirmed.18 A handful of Americans—readers of science 
magazines and science-fiction pulps—imagined that worse horrors waited lay in store, their 
details yet unrevealed.19 

Appropriately, perhaps, for films made in a world tearing itself apart, they deliver a more 
complicated message. Earlier mad scientist films proceeded from the premise that the 
relationship between science and society was basically sound, and that (nearly all) the people on 
both sides were rational and responsible. Karloff’s Columbia-Monogram cycle shows society 
giving in to greed, fear, and ignorance; trampling on its own best hope for a better world; and 
branding its would-be saviours as enemies. When the system remains stable, and works 
harmoniously, science offers society boons that once came only from the gods: aging slows, the 
dying live, the crippled walk again. When the system breaks down, however—when an assistant 
loses confidence, ignorant bystanders interfere, or the scientist snaps—the awesome forces that 
science brings into play make the outcome immeasurably worse. 

Traditional mad-scientist tales, whether in print or on screen, have always served a dual 
purpose. They caution audiences about the potential dangers posed by aberrant, ‘monstrous’ 
science, but reassure them that—if ethically practiced and properly regulated —science was 
more blessing than curse. Karloff’s five pre-war ‘mad scientist films’ likewise offer hope (the 
scientists in them do work miracles, after all), while cautioning society not about science but 
about the dangers of its own worst instincts. 

 
6. Conclusion 

Hollywood’s pre-1945 view of the scientist’s role in society has long reflected a pair of 
broad attitudes then held by a majority of Americans. The first is that the proper function of 
science is to serve the needs of the larger society, and that science is worthy of support if—and 
only if—it serves those needs. The second is that individual scientists, acting in that socially 
sanctioned role, are powerful authority figures to whom considerable deference should be 
granted. The first of those two threads is evergreen. It was present (for better or worse) at the 
founding of the republic; it is present (for better or worse) today. The second was more 
evanescent: It did not long survive the changes in science, and the public’s perceptions of 
science, that followed in the wake of World War Two.20 Post-war scientists would (largely) 
cease, in reality and in popular culture, to be independent operators working beyond the 
boundaries of the everyday world. Fictional post-war science would still create it share of 
monsters, but they tended to be unintended consequences of legitimate scientific activity rather 
than the result of deliberate, heedless experimentation. The difference between virtuous and 
monstrous science would still exist, but it would be subsumed into the political (and thus, 
presumably, moral) orientation of governmental masters the scientists served.21 Science, in the 
ideologically polarised world of the Cold War, was virtuous (almost by definition) in the hands 
of ‘our scientists,’ but monstrous (because of the uses to which it would be put) in the hands of 
‘their scientists.’ 

Karloff’s prewar ‘mad scientist’ films are products of that transitional moment. Turning 
away from the traditional mad scientist film’s focus on the failings of individual scientists, they 
focus instead on the failure of society to treat scientists—and science as an enterprise—with the 
respect they deserve. The films are pleas for a better, more stable, more fruitful integration of 
science into society, though the ideal that they implicitly offer in their optimistic opening 
scenes—the lone scientist in a brightly lit laboratory, working autonomously but with society’s 
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full knowledge and support—owes more to heroic-scientist tales like Arrowsmith than it does to 
the nascent military-industrial complex that was, even then, taking shape. 
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Abstract 
Wolfgang von Kempelen’s Automaton Chess-Player, first exhibited in 1769 in Vienna, has 
inspired a large body of literature. Ken Whyld’s Fake Automata in Chess (1994) lists 767 
primary and secondary sources on the subject in myriad languages across a wide timespan, 
demonstrating the geographic scope of the Turk’s movements, the impact it had in individual 
locations and on other inventors, the relevance it had for cultural commentary, and the 
challenge its presence provoked to perceived human intellectual superiority. Two texts 
concerning the automaton—Hannah Gould’s Address to the Automaton Chess-Player (1832) 
and Reginald Bacchus and Ranger Gull’s The Automaton (1900)—highlight the way von 
Kempelen’s creation was represented in literature and constructed as a monstrous object. This 
article examines these two portrayals of the Automaton Chess-Player in terms of the concept of 
monster and distance, considering the nature of the monster as a spectacle, an ambiguous 
cultural fraud and an object which could provoke monstrous feeling in others, and the way 
intellectual, cultural, morphological, and geographic distance between the observer, or 
observers, and the Automaton Chess-Player influenced the form and manner of its cultural 
representation. 
 
Key Words 
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***** 
 
The Automaton Chess-Player, in popular culture, occupies landscapes of past, present 

and future. Playing a fifteen-hundred year-old game emblematic of Man’s rational, intelligent 
condition, fulfilling classical dreams of artificial intelligence, whilst pointing towards a post-
human destiny, the Automaton Chess-Player has been represented as an object both behind and 
ahead of its time. In the responses to this object, chess appears as a familiar, if ill-
comprehended, everyday game, functioning as a barometer of Man’s status. Considering 
William Gibson’s illuminating and destructive image of the future as ‘the line of dawn rushing 
through desert causing stones to explode,’1 chess encounters between Man and Machine 
represent this line advancing, a shadow falling on Man’s intellectual dominance, by 
representing something supposedly human-centric outside of Man. Indeed, the Automaton 
Chess-Player blurs the porous boundaries between Man and Machine. This article examines 
responses to chess-playing automata in the poetry of Hannah Gould, in 1832, and in Reginald 
Bacchus and Ranger Gull’s 1900 ‘steam-punk’ short story The Automaton—two works 
practically ignored in chess literature. Gould’s Address to the Automaton Chess-Player, the first 
work by an American female author concerning chess, provides a personal commentary on the 
machine, a rich description of its appearance, and an emotional reaction to its status as a 
monstrous body, half-devil, half-machine. Meanwhile, Bacchus and Gull's tale concerns a 
contest between the mysterious Mr. Greet’s chess-automaton, haunting the European chess-
community, and Stuart Dryden, the nominal Hero and England’s strongest chess-player. In 
considering these works as representations of the monstrous, one can assess their portraits of 



36 |  Devoid of Breath 
 
chess-playing automata via four criteria; namely the intellectual, cultural, morphological, and 
physical distance the machines were experienced at, as well as through the concept of monster. 
These two works emphasise the highly localised nature of monstrosity, its situational nature, 
and the way in which such classifications could be overturned or inverted. Demonstrating this 
inversion, particularly in the latter work with Dryden’s violent response to his mechanical 
opponent, the figure of the chess-player and the game of chess, rather than the Automaton, can 
also be seen as monstrous and the subject of a range of Othering strategies. 

Monsters challenge everyday assumptions. In this case, the Automaton Chess-Player 
challenges the assumption that only a human could play chess successfully—a claim that has 
persisted even after IBM’s Deep Blue super-computer defeated Garry Kasparov in 1997. By 
imitating the socially-constructed nature of intellectual qualities such as reason, or logic, 
thought to be needed for chess, chess-playing machines confirm Asa Simon Mittman’s thought 
that monstrous qualities are ‘not found solely in embodiment, location, or process, but [a 
thing’s] impact or its challenging of common knowledge.’2 This observation reminds one that 
the monstrous can exist within the everyday experience. Both Gould’s and Bacchus and Gull’s 
work confirm a widespread, and persistent, notion that a successful chess machine, would shake 
the foundation of human intellectual endeavour. As the possessor of a (human-centric) rational, 
intellectual reputation in the mid-to-late nineteenth century, chess was a game which was 
especially vulnerable towards the challenge of mechanisation and automation. Automaton 
Chess-Players embodied an intellectual anxiety, and functioned as omens of human 
obsolescence and warnings about the value placed on human activities, as well as performing as 
wondrous spectacles, seemingly indicative of human-scientific achievement. Fulfilling both 
etymological roots of monster—as monstrum and monere—particularly after the publication of 
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), the Automaton Chess-Player was ascribed a partly 
theatrical monstrosity, comparable to that of wax-work displays in its facsimile of life, 
provoking an uncanny feeling, as seen in other Gothic tales such as Hoffmann’s Automata. That 
is, the Automaton Chess-Player provoked nightmares and dreams, reflecting the Janus-like 
ambiguity the figure possessed. These feelings were both historically-situated and universal 
feelings. A rich body of fiction and writing not considered here, including religious texts, Greek 
myths, and Jewish folk-tales share several aspects with Gould and Bacchus and Gull’s writings. 

 
1.       Ambiguity and the Automaton 

The original Automaton Chess-Player, or ‘the Turk,’ was, in material terms, a wooden 
box concealing a full-size human, placed in front of a Turkish-looking human figure, able to 
move chess pieces with its wooden hand. More accurately, the Turk was a pseudo-automaton—
its chess ability depended solely on the occupant inside. The machine was constructed by the 
Hungarian inventor and virtuoso Wolfgang von Kempelen (1734-1804) in 1769 and first 
presented at the court of the Holy Roman Empress Maria Theresa, before embarking on a tour 
of Europe. Within cultural representations, the Automaton’s physical dimensions were 
stretched, its vocalisations altered, and dimensions exaggerated. The frontispiece, for example, 
of Johan Samuel Halle’s Fortgesetzte Magie (1790) presented the Turk in a languid pose, 
reclining calmly. Other accounts presented the automaton as outsized or less human-looking 
than the original, reflecting the various readings the Turk suggested. Automata, as Simon 
Schaffer in ‘Enlightened Automata’ states, became ‘captivating commodities, their meanings 
established in the market and their value assigned through commerce.’3 Whilst Von Kempelen 
constructed the Turk ‘to match his own virtues against the vulgar and the merely skilful,’ with 
his invention becoming a ‘major attraction of fairs and theatres,’4 other readings and 
motivations were ascribed to his invention. In intellectual terms, ‘by the apparent mechanisation 
of rational analysis, the show of the Turkish automaton ... broached the issues of determinism 
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and free will’—both obsessions of Enlightenment philosophy.5 As a spectacle, the Turk was 
described in 1857 as ‘one of the most famous personages of the last hundred years,’6 and was 
supposedly ‘seen by more eyes than any terrestrial object ever exhibited.’7 After its acquisition 
by Johann Nepomuk Maelzel (1772-1838), a proto-Barnum figure, the machine moved around 
the world on tour, arriving in America in 1826, before being destroyed in a fire in Philadelphia 
in 1854. Within the early-nineteenth century United States, Maelzel envisaged a rather different 
role for the machine than von Kempelen whose primary concern, perhaps unsuccessful, ‘was to 
maintain clear epistemological distinctions between playful illusionism and the more truthful, 
morally productive work of Enlightenment.’8 Contrarily, Maelzel ‘had no such scruples ... it 
was precisely the undifferentiated cultural object which served as the foundation of [his] show 
business success.’9 Ambiguity became the machine’s defining characteristic, targeted towards a 
new bourgeois audience. As Cook states, ‘worries about deception ... were positively endemic 
to the culture of the new middle class.’10 The Automaton Chess-Player became ‘an object of 
continuous public inquiry, solved one day, only to be re-solved the next, always according to a 
new and improved theory.’11 As the 28 April 1826 New York Evening Post noted, tongue-in-
cheek, ‘the chess automaton is most alarming! … the secret has been discovered in this city … 
about one dozen times during the last week.’12 Even the sighting of the emerging machine’s 
occupant at the end of one performance did not persuade an audience which wanted to, if not, 
believe then not disbelieve in the machine’s magical powers. 

Even after Von Kempelen’s machine was suspected as a fraud within months of its 
original presentation, the mystery persisted. With no confirmation possible due to strict control 
of the device, repeated revelation concerning the machine’s human-host did not fundamentally 
damage the impact of the automaton on European and American society. Its cultural meaning 
shifted smoothly, aided by contemporary changes in both the mechanisms of the transmission of 
information (principally the growth of mass-circulation daily newspapers) and in the 
entertainment industry (with the growth of Barnum-esque middle-class theatrical venues). 
Indeed, the ambiguous, knowing manner of its presentation within later years and the suspended 
disbelief of the audience facilitated its safe employment within contemporary debates 
surrounding class, race, and the politics of the body. Yet, despite such attention and the 
frequency with which automaton chess-players have appeared in fiction and non-fiction, few 
have considered the automaton’s cultural representation. James W. Cook perhaps is the most 
recent, writing in 2008 in The Arts of Deception, considering the Automaton Chess-Player as 
part of a variety of cultural objects negotiating with ideas of authenticity and entertainment. 
This article attempts a different approach, situating the Automaton Chess-Player within the 
concept of the monster, whilst emphasising the machine’s ambiguous cultural role, in part 
created by the real/fraud dichotomy surrounding the machine. Both Gould’s and Bacchus and 
Gull’s accounts, two of many, yet less well-known than works such as Ambrose Bierce’s 
Moxon’s Master (1893), consider their subject within this spiral of ‘authentic’ fake, of 
performance, spectacle, and virtuosity, negotiating between the inward, strictly mental, nature 
of the chess-player’s skill and the physical, outward appearance of the automaton. 

 
2.      Concepts of Distance 

Negotiating the nebulous Automaton, the concept of distance in both Gould’s Address 
and Bacchus and Gull’s Automaton is key. Straightforwardly, the manner in which the 
monstrous object of the Automaton Chess-Player is represented and viewed shifts depending on 
one’s distance from it,13 in line with Edmund Burke’s idea that ‘an erupting volcano may well 
induce terror in the mind of one about to be engulfed by lava, but to the distant spectator the 
sight could be experienced as a form of delight.’14 Traditional analysis has focused on physical 
or geographic distance, such as that of Edward T. Hall who discusses ‘proxemic analysis that 
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defines perception based on zones of contact: intimate [6-18 inches], personal 1.5-4 feet], social 
[4-12 feet] and public [12 feet to the limit of visual range].’15 Yet, when faced with a cultural 
practice such as chess, one can extend the idea of distance to include intellectual distance, 
morphological distance, and cultural distance, with the first indicative of the level of familiarity 
with the rules of the game, the second term indicative of shared facial, vocal, and physical 
features, and the third term indicative of the level of familiarity with the social and cultural 
practices of chess and its players. As a group which has been the subject of othering discourses 
based on their possession of esoteric knowledge, occupation of secluded social spaces, distance 
from various cultural norms, and association with abnormal mental ability, chess-players have 
been seen as a monstrous group themselves. The Automaton Chess-Player hence embodies a 
whole host of monstrous qualities, hierarchies, and classifications, each at a distance from 
centres of normative discourse. For example, a spectator could be physically close, but 
intellectually distant. A loud, wild crowd would also be intellectually distant. A stone-faced, 
unsmiling, silent, chess-player playing against the Turk would be physically, morphologically, 
culturally and intellectually nearer. 

Beginning with outward appearance, much attention and significance has been paid to 
the Turk’s visual components. James W. Cook, for example, asks why von Kempelen ‘chose to 
clothe his thinking machine in the “outward emblems of a Mahomet?”’16 Two reasons were 
noted by Joseph Friedrich Freiherr zu Racknitz, an early commentator on the Turk, in 1784. 
Firstly, because the Middle East was incorrectly assumed to be the birth-place of chess and 
Eastern chess knowledge was perceived to be of a greater standard. Secondly, because the 
region was ‘commonly associated with ... magical powers.’17 Thus the Turk allegedly 
represented the fear of the Orient, especially in light of recent invasion threats from the 
Ottomans, and the supposed mystical powers of an Eastern other, ‘a symbolic adversary 
existing outside of, and in opposition to, the dominant Christian-scientific ethos of the 
Enlightenment.’18 Automata had long-been associated with the mysterious East and sorcery, re-
entering Western society through East-West cultural contact in, probably, Islamic Spain and the 
Mediterranean. Yet, to suggest the Automaton Chess-Player was given extra impact by its 
appearance overstates the case and a different set of measurements can be made to assess the 
impact of the machine in Gould and Bacchus and Gull’s work, revealing how little of the 
machine’s impact, to use Mittman’s term again, was in its appearance. 

Indeed, both Gould and Bacchus and Gull begin not with the Automaton Chess-Player’s 
appearance, but its internal nature—its intellectual power and its ambiguous half-human/half-
mechanical status. Questioning whether the machine was human controlled and the failure of 
observers, including herself, with all their intellectual power to view its nature correctly, Gould 
emphasised the singular, curious nature of the machine, which had resisted summation and 
categorisation. The subject ‘of deep research and cogitation, of many a head and many a 
nation,’ Gould emphasised how a whole host of observers had ‘in vain … tried their wits to 
answer whether, in silver, gold, steel, silk or leather, of human parts, or all together, consists thy 
brain!’19 Yet, although Gould dismisses the idea that a ‘little man resides between thy narrow, 
bony sides’ as ‘absurd!’ her question, ‘for what’s the human thing would lurk in thine unfeeling 
breast, Sir Turk, performing thus, thine inward work, and outward motion?’20—essentially 
asking who would dehumanise themselves so—brings up the intriguing idea of man as machine, 
or at least a man imitating a machine, encoding the Turk as half-human and half-machine, as 
something akin to a hybrid—a combination of the two. Yet, the question is left unresolved and 
the Automaton, throughout the poem, hangs between the two states of Man and Machine.21 
Likewise, in asking whether the machine’s brain is human, or silver, gold, steel, silk or 
leather,22 with a ‘cold hand,’ the gap between art and artificial is also highlighted, an attempt to 
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find the ‘nature’ of the machine. Again, only ambiguity is found, the Turk remains ‘a living 
moving thing ... devoid of breath.’23  

Bacchus and Gull’s The Automaton also places the titular machine within the foggy 
hinterland between human and non-human. Beginning when Mr. Greet’s chess automaton 
exhibition moves to England after ‘most of the best known masters of the game had taken up its 
challenge in St. Petersburg, Paris and Vienna, [and] one and all had suffered a defeat, 
inexplicable in its suddenness and completeness,’24 Bacchus and Gull play on the idea of the 
monster as both shocking and wonderful, as repulsive, but un-missable to its audience. The 
machine, described as a ‘large figure of wood, roughly hewn and painted to resemble a man’ 
exaggerates the real-life Turk’s dimensions, in that ‘it was about twice the size of a full-grown 
human being,’ a giant rather than the smaller machine of Turk itself (as detailed by Gould). Its 
physical presence only adds to its powers of intimidation and distance from human likeness. 
Aside from this, and the crab-like ‘two long steel pincers that served it for fingers,’ the ‘soulless 
machine’ is described as ‘quite motionless, except for the jerky movements of its arm ... It made 
no sound save the one word “check,” that rasped out from its wooden throat, and the final 
“check-mate,” pitched in a higher and more triumphal key.’25 The effect is jarring in its 
simultaneous proximity and distance to human qualities of speech and appearance. This 
challenging of common-sense, akin to a dog meow-ing or a cat barking, speaks to the 
monstrous quality of Mr. Greet’s opponent. 

Within these rich descriptive passages, the morphological distance between Gould and 
the ‘public mind’ (constituting a normative identity), and the two Automaton Chess-Players is 
made clear. In terms of appearance, the ‘narrow, bony sides’ of Gould’s figure and the ‘large 
figure’ in Bacchus and Gull’s work presents visual distinction. The wood figure in the latter 
tale, and the unknown composition of the former’s brain—perhaps made of silver, gold, steel, 
silk or leather, or human parts presents physical and textural distinction. Both the lack of breath 
and raspy ‘check’ are less than human attributes, as are jerky movements and the crab-like 
pincers of Bacchus and Gull's creature. Soulless, unfeeling, emotionless, the two Turks are 
morphologically distinct from their observers, yet also not entirely distinct—Gould strains to 
find points of similarity between herself and the machine. Just as nothing by itself can be 
monstrous, it is only through comparison that these monstrous qualities are found. Equally, the 
Automata was capable of generating remarkably human feelings. By describing the machine as 
performing independent actions, addressing it as ‘thee’ and ‘Sir Turk’ directly, Gould suggests 
the impression of a living player.26 Brought to life by Gould’s conversation, the poem ends with 
her request that the machine tells her the secret in confidence, that the machine ‘just confide in 
me, and show or tell, how things within thee go!’27 Inverting the previous relationship between 
active observer and passive machine, of emotional spectator and rational construction, Gould 
requests that, should the machine tell her, she will remain quiet and not reveal the secret, 
demonstrating the fluid nature of the contrasts which the Turk embodied, of object vs. subject; 
human vs. unfeeling; inward work, outward motion; metal or human parts; of friend or foe.28 

 
3.      The Automaton as Uncanny Object 

In parallel with the notion of the Turk as a mechanical marvel, a mystery and source of 
musing, Gould’s poem describes its more sinister side as an ‘Uncanny’ creature, again 
occupying the foggy hinterland between human and non-human. Important to emphasise, it is 
not the ‘Turkishness’ of the figure which provides the Uncanny, but its unseen essence, or lack 
of humanity, something missing, but also something extra. Initially suggesting the operator 
could be Lucifer himself, ‘he, who fell from Heaven’s high courts, down, down, to dwell in that 
place of sulphury smell and lurid flame,’29 with ‘cloven foot,’ Gould describes the Turk’s 
‘awful face’ giving rise to the question of whether the viewer ‘had seen Old Nick himself, or a 
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machine, or something fixed midway between the distant two!’30 In this moment, to quote 
Freud, the familiar becomes uncanny and frightening.31 The chess player provokes a violent 
response in Gould and ‘a sudden shuddering seize[s]’ her, ‘with feeling that defies a name, of 
wonder, horror, doubt and shame’—her hair stands up, blood stands still, ‘curdled with a fearful 
chill.’32 Gould becomes immobile and cold at the moment the machine is compared with fiery 
Lucifer. Again on the theme of inverting, Gould suggests that observing the machine in 
numbers, as a group of spectators, with the gaze of ‘thousands and thousands’33 upon it, ensures 
the machine’s power is not concentrated on one person. There is safety in numbers. However, 
isolated, on an individual level, the gaze is reversed, and Gould imagines the machine staring at 
her, questioning whether mere proximity and touch could transform her into a machine also, as 
if its inhumanity was contagious. ‘If,’ she states, ‘thy cold and fleshless hand should move to 
rest on me, the touch would prove, far worse than death; that I should be transformed, and see 
thousands and thousands gaze on me.’34 Although Gould’s poem does not discuss chess play in 
any detail, the Turk’s nature, derived from its operation as a chess player, can be discerned by 
this series of contrasts/comparisons between object and narrator, between spectator and 
observed, human and not-human. The familiar contrasts with the frightening, although 
revelation never occurs, the secret persists, and the boundary between real and imagined, 
between objectivity and the subjective narration, remains hazy. 

 
4.       Intellectual Proximity 
 The Automaton’s defeat of Europe’s best chess-players in Bacchus and Gull’s tale35 is 
followed by the machine travelling to England, through Birmingham and Manchester, before a 
challenge is issued by the proprietor of the Automaton, Mr. Greet, who announces that he 
‘would back his Automaton against any chess player in the world for £2,000 a side, the match 
to take place in the Theatre Royal at Bristol.’36 Who will take up the challenge? Enter Mr. 
Stuart Dryden, ‘considered by most people to be the leading chess player in England.’37 As the 
nominal hero, or mystery solver, or saviour of Man, Dryden accepts the challenge with no 
public display of his fears. As with the Turk, outward appearances and inward secrets are 
separate. The public persona of Dryden is composure and calmness—in line with the late-
nineteenth-century popular image of the chess-player as a rational, respectable gentlemen. 
Professor Dryden, as he is called, is a bachelor, living in NW London. ‘Between his little house 
and the St. George’s Chess Club he spent almost the entire portion of his life,’38 arriving at 
noon and leaving at 10 o’clock, ‘as a rule.’39 By nature ‘a sullen man,’40 initially Dryden resists 
engaging with the machine since, ‘after carefully watching the easy defeat of those noted 
professors who had been bold enough to put its skill to the test, he had been forced to confess 
that in this machine, by some unfathomable means or other, had been placed an understanding 
of the game that he could not hope to compete with.’41 However, professional pride, financial 
trouble and peer pressure contrive to lead Dryden into battle. Despite being ‘certain’ of defeat, 
‘he worked ceaselessly at problems of the game, and studied with the greatest care the records 
of the matches that had been played against the Automaton, but he found it quite impossible to 
coax himself into the least degree of self-confidence.’42 Again, this conforms the idea that 
intellectual distance affects how the machine was seen. However, Dryden is compelled to 
accept Mr. Greet’s challenge, encouraged by the players at the St. George’s Chess Club, due to 
his means of support being severely reduced by the triumphs of the Automaton, which ‘pointed 
to a probable reduction in his income … [since] a mere contest between man and man fell tame 
after the almost supernatural strife with Mr. Greet’s image.’43 It is here, a temple sacred to the 
upper circles of chess-players, where ‘the social or financial position of a member mattered 
little, but it was essential that he should be a real expert in the practice of the game,’44 where his 
fellow players coax Dryden into playing the machine. The club, aptly, is a ‘motley, 
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cosmopolitan’ place. All middle-aged men, the place is a sort of chess United Nations.45 
Accepting his task, the contest is established, between the ‘soulless machine … a master of all 
the known gambits [that] seemed to play them with a supreme inspiration not granted to any 
living professor of the game’46 and Dryden, the saviour of chess-players and Man. 

In terms of an intellectual proximity, before Dryden’s encounter, the atmosphere is one 
of a circus, but with Dryden, the audience sense an encounter of wider importance. When 
Dryden does compete with the machine, as the supreme representative of Man’s intellectual 
power, the crowd’s reaction alters, emphasising that this is a contest between Man vs. Machine. 
During play, ‘the public mind bec[omes] unpleasantly harassed’ and ‘the uncanny nature of the 
whole affair attract[s] numbers to the spectacle who did not even know the moves’ or intricacies 
of the game of chess.47 Their response comes not from knowledge of the game, but a more 
universal anxiety—a cultural anxiety, rather than a straightforward matter of chess ability. As 
the best chess-player in the world, Dryden’s match generates a more intense mood than 
previous games and ‘the mood of simple curiosity with which former spectators had watched 
the Automaton’s triumphs was on this occasion change[s] to an intense fervour of interest that 
threatened in many cases to lapse into hysteria.’48 Laughter and wonder ceases. Further, if the 
effect of the machine on the spectator is stark, the effect on Dryden at the chess-board, much 
closer to the opponent, is starker still. They watch with a degree of discomfort, but not the dread 
of Dryden who finds the machine ‘immeasurably unpleasant,’ making him break out in a cold 
sweat.49 

For Dryden, physical proximity and intellectual proximity combine to create an 
atmosphere of terror. In preparation for his match against the Automaton Chess-Player, Stuart 
Dryden visits his colleague Reverend Druce in the countryside for pre-match advice. At this 
distance, the Revd. Druce demystifies the Automaton, in his pseudo-Eden of flowers and sun. In 
this ‘gorgeous setting of many-colored flowers’ and ‘hot quivering atmosphere,’50 the sun 
shining too bright to look around, Druce pierces and explodes the uncertainty surrounding the 
machine, stating that ‘it appears to me that in London you have ceased in a measure to enquire 
into the reason for these wonders’51 and that the machine has created its own uncanny 
atmosphere. He continues, ‘surely, Dryden, you cannot think that steel hand is guided by any 
other than a human intelligence. It is absurd; you might just as well believe in magic and the 
black arts ... it is quite plain to me that somewhere, either inside it, or close at hand, is a man ... 
obviously a chess player of extraordinary brilliance ... the problem, therefore, who is the 
man?’52 Presenting evidence that the brain of the Automaton is Philip Murray, a fellow chess-
player, Dryden resolves to eliminate the problem and win the game.53 By (incorrectly) 
identifying his opponent as a human, the intellectual distance between his own skill and his 
opponent is narrowed and, by knowing his opponent, Dryden feels as if he can defeat the 
machine. 

 
5.       An (Un-)Emotional Response 

The sense of almost-humanness which provoked terror in Gould was, of course, by no 
means an original idea. Hoffmann’s earlier 1814 Automata,54 with the Oriental features of the 
titular automaton, similar emphasised the uncomfortable nature of a machine which 
approximate the appearance of Man. Lewis, talking to his college friend Ferdinand, in 
Automata, states, for example, that there was a sense of the ludicrous about the machine. He 
confesses that, 

 
all figures [not just Turks] of this sort ... which can scarcely be said to 
counterfeit humanity so much as to travesty it—mere images of living death 
or inanimate life—are most distasteful to me. When I was a little boy, I ran 
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away crying from a waxwork exhibition I was taken to, and even to this day I 
never can enter a place of the sort without a horrible, eerie, shuddery 
feeling.55  

 
Its essence, as in Gould’s poem, not its appearance is central. He continues, as in 

Gould’s poem, stating that,  
 

I feel certain that most people experience the same feeling ... scarcely anyone 
talks, except in a whisper, in waxwork museums. ... But it is not reverence ... 
that produces this universal pianissimo; it is the oppressive sense of being in 
the presence of something unnatural and gruesome; ... what I detest most of 
all is the mechanical imitation of human motions. ... This wonderful, 
ingenious Turk will haunt me with his rolling eyes, his turning head, and his 
waving arm, like some necromantic goblin.56 

 

 Again, this revulsion can be expressed in terms of distance. For Gould and Hoffman’s 
Lewis, the automata is both near and distant from a human figure. Its approximation of 
humanness is also what gives the figure its alienating and uncanny quality. It is this feeling 
which is most powerfully and clearly expressed within Bacchus and Gull’s 1900 The 
Automaton. Inverting the above impressions, by the end, it is Dryden who has become the 
emotionless, unsocial, maniacal individual, remorseless after committing murder and, drenched 
by the rain, appearing to the crowd as vaguely comic. In his seclusion, Dryden has ‘conceived a 
hatred towards the automatic figure and its inmate that increased in bitterness as each day 
brought him nearer to the contest that he felt certain would prove his Waterloo,’57 his feelings 
reflected in the ill-humoured weather. After viewing Mr. Murray entering the machine himself, 
Dryden endeavours to expose him—‘his knowledge that within the painted figure his invisible 
rival was uneasily fearful, would lend a confident strength to himself.’58 After killing Murray 
when blackmail fails, Dryden’s transformation into an automaton is almost complete. His cold 
reaction to murder, of which ‘he knew no remorse’59 mimics the detached a-emotional 
Automaton. Yet, when he begins his match against the Automaton, the machine still plays! The 
creaking of the machine reveals Dryden’s plan has failed. The roles of automaton and Dryden 
reverse. It is the automaton that moves, ‘the pincers of the hand unclasped’ whilst Dryden 
freezes and ‘his features take on those of a death mask. … His heart st[ands] still and contact 
with the machine’ strikes Dryden dead.60 Upon examining the machine afterwards, Mr. Greet 
opens the machine’s panel only to find that ‘there was no one there!’61 In considering the 
automata in terms of the physical, cultural and intellectual distance, one can see that the 
monstrosity of the Automaton faced by Dryden possesses a situational monstrosity, highly 
localised at times. Further, this monstrosity is able to shift around, at first appearing in the form 
of the machine, then, latterly of Dryden as well. Rather than viewing the monster as defined by 
its appearance or mode of operation, monstrosity is instead more fluid, more subjective, and 
more dependent on individual assessments. Both the Automaton’s chess-playing ability and 
Dryden’s murderous turn suggest the categories of Man and Machine are not as solid as first 
perceived. 

 
6.      Conclusion 

Concluding, Bacchus and Gull’s The Automaton and Gould’s Address highlight the way 
representations of the chess-automaton were constructed through consideration of the 
intellectual, morphological, geographical, and cultural distance between the observer and the 
observed. Decomposing the division between Man and Machine, both The Automaton and 
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Gould’s Address demonstrate that the chess-automaton not only challenged ideas on 
intelligence, but on expectations of science, of cultural entertainment, and fraud. As uncanny 
objects, Gould and Bacchus and Gull’s automata also challenged classifications of humanity, 
hierarchies of intellect, divisions between dead and living, and distinctions between the 
aesthetically pleasing and hideous. Both texts, experiencing the automata as a culturally distant 
object, reveal the unwelcome nature of a chess-playing machine. Both view the figure of the 
automata as segregated from society, either all alone with Gould, or on a distant stage in 
Bacchus and Gull’s work. Away from the stage, or in a crowd, each automaton loses much of 
its cultural power. In intellectual terms, Bacchus and Gull show that, to the uneducated 
spectator, the automaton generates a different impression than to the experienced player such as 
Stuart Dryden. At a closer physical and intellectual distance, Dryden experiences a kind of 
dread, seeing how uncanny the machine can be, challenging his rational analysis that the 
machine contains a man. In Bacchus and Gull’s work, the supposed emotional superiority of 
man versus machine is reversed. Dryden becomes a killer without feeling. Paralysed on stage 
when faced with the automaton’s movement, he becomes a lifeless figure, completing the 
emotional and intellectual inversion which his opponent represents. 

Bacchus and Gull’s and Gould’s work are examples of Gothic literature. Offending 
Enlightenment sensibilities, the chess-automaton in each is represented as an anti-modern totem 
challenging the new men of the age of reason—either as Lucifer or a ghostly machine.62 Whilst 
fulfilling Alan Turing’s later claim that ‘if it looks like intelligence, it is intelligence,’63 the 
automata revealed the socially-constructed nature of intelligence and, through the othering 
discourses suggested above, how the chess-automata were made to appear as monstrous. 
Gould’s and Bacchus and Gull’s automata fulfil the idea of ‘interest in distant and exotic places 
and times, especially in the Middle East and the Orient,’ through the Turkish nature of their 
opponents; as well as ‘the celebration of the power of nature and the ineffability of nature’s 
essence.’64 The two stories highlight ‘the unity of disparate elements of good and evil, the 
hideous and the beautiful, the dead and the living’ as well as ‘the seduction of the primitive and 
wild in nature of the bizarre; the insignificance of human beings against nature; the existence of 
geniuses; the importance of individual experience; and finally the emphasis on suffering, death, 
and redemption.’65 

Considering these two representations in terms of the concepts of monster and distance 
highlights the way the Automaton resides between classifications, between clear boundaries and 
hierarchies. As the object of a cultural history which attempts to describe and explain how 
society or individuals orientate themselves in relation to other individuals or groups or objects, 
Gould and Bacchus and Gull’s work reveals a profound level of unease around the chess 
automaton. The situational monstrosity of the machine, dependent on the physical, cultural and 
intellectual distance of the observer within these texts is an elusive one. Yet, also, as Jeffrey 
Jerome Cohen states, if monstrosity is a historically-situated concept, ‘an embodiment of a 
certain cultural moment,’66 dependent here on a response to a novel technology, to a culturally-
specific reading of chess-players, and to an approach to ambiguous entertainments, then it is 
also a universal concept, ‘the monster always escapes,’67 able to embody long-held fears and 
anxieties, in this case, with the Automaton Chess-Player’s superiority pointing to the dethroning 
of Man from intellectual dominance and a post-human future. The universal and the particular 
are compatible. That is, the monster is an embodiment of a certain cultural moment—of a time, 
a feeling, and a place, but the underlying fears and worries it generates can be strikingly similar. 
As James Iaccino similarly states, ‘as civilization progresses ... newer interpretations of those 
age-old [horror] myths become necessary so that the links with … [the] past can be 
appropriately maintained.’68 
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Poor Thing 

 
 

Lisa Temple-Cox 
 

 
 That poor dead two-headed baby. No name, no brief moment of existence as a person 
before bam! into the jar, a thing. Poor thing. A wonder, a monstrosity, a specimen, but never a 
person. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Skull of a Young Boy (Hunterian Museum) pencil on paper. © 2013.  
Courtesy of the author. 

 
 A friend and academic asks if it is ‘The double-headed boy of Bengal.’ No, she says—
how can it be? It is specimen P1535, and it has no history to her except for that which she 
created when she drew it. Her friend’s research produces in short order evidence that it is, in 
fact, the remains of the child mentioned—and later, she looks at a painting of the boy, a portrait 
of him while alive. Not until then does she begin to wonder at his short life, and sad death, and 
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the macabre instance that led to his skull making the journey from India to London where she, 
and the innumerable idly curious, can gawk at its uncanny asymmetry. 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Skull of a Young Boy (Hunterian Museum) pencil on paper. © 2013.  
Courtesy of the author. 

 
 But still, the skull—the specimen—is not the boy; he has become a thing, an object of 
wonder. How can she see the wonder and beauty and fascination of the abnormal, the gorgeous 
aesthetic of remains made fantastic by their pathology, and not ever ponder the life—or non-
life—of the little creature before her? 
 I am disconnected from my self, she thinks. I am all at sea in terms of identity, 
accustomed to thinking of myself as an object, a thing. Poor thing, naughty thing, sweet thing. 
Bad thing.  
 The truth, as always, lies somewhere in between. Her work explores the intersections of 
the immaterial: the gap between the viewer and the specimen, subject and object, separated by 
the glass of the jar, the doors of the cabinet, the distance of years. When she draws the 'poor 
thing' in its jar, she crosses that boundary, that semi-permeable membrane invisible to the eye, 
and this process of diffusion has its own affects. She does not feel pity, or empathy, or sorrow 
for the non-life of the baby in the bottle. She connects instead, while drawing, directly with the 
physical remains: the delicate crackling line of the fissures of that double skull, skittering out of 
the end of her pencil. 
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Figure 3: Three Bad Babies (Musée Dupuytren) air-drying clay, specimen trays. © 2013. 
Courtesy of the author 

 

 
Figure 4: Cephalothoracopagus  (Mütter Museum) sepia pen on watercolour paper. © 2013. 

Courtesy of the author 
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 She does not follow the paper trail of information, of history, identity. She hadn’t 
previously considered why not; she considers it now and still doesn’t know. Hers is not a 
journey to discover the narratives, the stories, the lives and deaths of these half-forgotten former 
people: that, patently, is a job for someone else. Echoes of Ruskin—they are for other men. 
 She idly flips the pages of her sketchbook, to a drawing of a desiccated hand. The 
wrinkled parchment skin on those narrow, dried fingers; they could be hers, she thinks.  
 

 
Figure 5: Comminuted Fracture of the Wrist (Mütter Museum) sepia pen on watercolour paper. 

© 2013. Courtesy of the author 
 
 All those lines, little marks, like text but not text, tell a story of their own. They tell the 
story of her relationship with her own body—its abject demands, its alien presence, its 
unnatural existence here where, somehow, she feels that she has no right to exist. This is not 
just a drawing of a monster about whose short life she cares to know nothing: this is a drawing 
of all our short lives, our deformities, our dysfunctions, our comparisons with perfection that 
leave us wanting. Our failure to live up to someone’s high standards, our lack of self-awareness, 
self-control, self-worth.  
 ‘Perhaps,’ she thinks, ‘perhaps there are no hidden places for the self, no interstices at 
all, no gaps between the walls or behind the sidings... only our bodily, bloody, physical being 
opened up to the world like a carcass.’  
 She would like to inhabit a small white room, armed with ink and pencil and charcoal, 
and take these drawings off the page and out of her head and onto those square white walls: 
cover the walls and floors and ceilings of that enclosure with these things, these bones and 
heads and parts, all the wrong things of nature, collected by men who had no thought of who 
they were colonising their cabinets with, only what, and who were so full of themselves and 
their right to do so. Of which she is quite selfishly glad, because if they had not, then she would 
not be here now, finding and losing herself in the tiny spaces between that thing, in the cabinet 
there, and this thing, this ‘me,’ here. 
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Figure 6: Beaded Baby (Museum Boerhaave) pencil on paper. © 2013. Courtesy of the author 

 
Perhaps there are interstices, after all. 

 
Figure 7: Peruvian Board Skull (Wellcome Collection) pen on paper. © 2013.  

Courtesy of the author 
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 It’s quiet in the museum. Not silent: the constant rustling of  bags and anoraks, the 
hushing of the ventilation, the creaking of shoes as visitors amble and staff stride purposefully 
among the stacks. But quiet enough for contemplation, and drawing, and the greedy 
appropriation of the monstrous.  
 Well—that being the case, she wonders—does it make me complicit in this, the 
grotesque objecthood embodied by the specimens under my gaze? Merely the recorder of 
pathologies and teratologies, alienated from their nature with no role but to collect and display; 
like a mirror, like the men who collected them in the first place. The other, doing the othering. 
 She recalls that John Berger said something about drawing: that the artist is forced—
forced!—to look at the object before him, and to dissect it, take it apart and put it back together 
again. If only it were that simple. If only it were possible to do that with oneself. Self-
dissection, re-assemblage. That is the word he used, isn’t it? Dissect. 
 

 
 
Figure 8: Child’s Arm holding the Eye’s Vascular Tissue (Museum Boerhaave) colour pencil 

on paper. © 2013. Courtesy of the author 
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 Upon reflection, her sense of curiosity about the person behind the specimen seems 
linked very directly with two things: has the thing a face, and is it the face of an adult? Those 
bottled visages, eaten by horrific cancers, on a low shelf in the Musée Dupuytren caused her to 
wonder about the lives of the men they once were, as did the Negro man whose horribly 
enucleated half-head, for reasons unknown and unresearched by her, had come to rest in a glass 
pot in the wet room of the Mütter museum.  
 These thoughts still led to no desire to research their former lives: perhaps creating a 
narrative was more interesting than finding the real one. She made a story of the delicate line of 
pimples, the raffish beard, the soft, sparse hair and eyebrows of each of these faces, these heads, 
these former people. 

 

 

 
Figure 9: Skull with Broken Nose (Hunterian Museum) pen on paper. © 2013. 

Courtesy of the author 
 
 It’s harder to see a story in the grinning skull, be it adult or child—or even in the faces of 
the bottled babies. Each recognisable from the next, as she realised when she saw other artists' 
drawings of the same specimens and knew which collection they could be found in, so distinct 
were they. But their faces told no stories apart from the same one, that of being born wrong and 
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dying too soon. Soft, plastic features too unformed for more than a generalised tale of ‘poor 
thing,’ all too quickly replaced with‘strange, deformed thing’ and a whole other set of 
responses, come to by using chalk, and clay, and pen.  
 

 
Figure 10: Teratologies (Musée Dupuytren) pencil on paper. © 2013. Courtesy of the author 

 
 The materiality of the medium affects the objectivity of the gaze. Pushing the plastic 
matter through her fingers until it takes on the form of a little homunculus, scratching a pencil 
across the page until the shape and dimensions of an object begin to emerge—this articulates 
her intervention. She interrogates the poor thing before her, interprets its form, and is 
intersected into its representation. Something of the specimen goes into or through her, and 
something of herself enters it at the same time: art as an enactment of the Locard principle.  
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There is always an exchange. Something is left behind, resonating in the brittle light of the 
cabinet, the fragile glass of the jar—and something is taken away. She could write a book of 
their nameless labels, the story of her Self, and then find a space on the shelf to file it, tidily 
taxonomied, fitting in at last, at last.  
 Matter translates to matter. And its history matters not. 
 

 
 
Figure 11: Baby’s Head with Brain Removed (Musée Dupuytren) air-drying clay, specimen tin. 

© 2013. Courtesy of the author 
 
Lisa Temple-Cox is an artist and independent researcher based at Cuckoo Farm Studios in 
Colchester, UK. Her current interests revolve around the aesthetics and histories of the 
anatomical museum; using its objects, collections, and taxonomies as metaphors for a 
contemporary subjective experience of the self and the body, in life and death. 
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Abstract 
In his cyberpunk series, Otherland (1996-2001), science fiction writer Tad Williams studies 
godliness in its possible interpretations for the digital age. There is an inflationary usage of the 
word ‘god’ in Williams’ work, which also caters to Nietzschean ideas of the ‘overhuman,’ 
‘god’s death,’ and transhumanistic principles. Several monstrous god figures in the virtual 
network, Otherland, deal in pain, torture, and death and utilise the intimidating size of spaces 
and things to rule their domain. The omnipresent ‘Other,’ a disembodied entity and operating 
system of the network, is a childlike, experimental, and uncaring cyber god, whose 
unfamiliarity with humanity’s rules turns it into a threatening, people-devouring creature. Its 
innocent yet often fatal malevolence is only surpassed by the founders of the network, the Grail 
Brotherhood, and their rogue contract killer, Dread, who are all seeking immortality. Inside 
Otherland, there are travellers who have been ‘swallowed’ by the network and then set on a 
Homeric quest through fantastic cyber worlds that challenge their understandings of godliness 
and ultimately take them to meet the godlike ‘dream that is dreaming us.’ In his fantastic series, 
Williams gives us a rather violent interpretation of posthuman afterlife in techno-Utopia, a 
playground for vicious ambitions and monstrous self-made gods inside a dystopic universe, 
where yet hope for godliness exists in unexpected forms. 
 
Key Words 
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***** 
 

1.  Introduction 
Man has tried to usurp god’s powers since the Middle Ages. It was a time when trust and 

feelings of security under an omniscient eye started to wane and man attempted to reach 
immortality in a ‘desire to appropriate all of God’s miraculous powers.’1 Love of god turned 
into narcissism and the individual self began to liken itself to the divine. Empowered by the 
miraculous feats of technology, man began to take the laws of nature out of god’s hands.2 ‘Thus 
every man became, in a sense, his own God.’3 Scientists harbour the belief that, in light of 
technological advances, the coming decades will see radical changes in human existence. ‘One 
common reaction...is that using technology to recreate humanity is tantamount to humanity 
“playing God.”’4 Technofuturism and posthumanism harbour quasi-religious attributes and 
even pose as mechanisms of salvation.5 ‘It is certainly possible to detect religious language in 
the enthusiasm of exponents of digital and genetic technologies,’6 Elaine L. Graham observes. 
Some transhumanists desire to replace religious revelations with scientific insights altogether 
and turn posthumanism into its own belief system,7 thereby putting conventional religion out of 
business.8 The idea of ‘uploading’ the human consciousness into a computer, robot, or 
cyberspace is a common fantasy both among scientific theorists and science fiction writers. 
Uploading symbolises hope for human advancement and freedom from pain, age, and material 
limits; it also promises incredible cybersex and—ultimately—immortality. ‘For some, this 
presents a means of escaping this mortal coil and ascending into a brilliant celestial realm. 
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Cyberspace becomes effectively a portal into another world...’9 Many advocates of uploading 
tend to dislike the dystopian representations of posthumanity’s slow descent into an inhumane 
world in cyberpunk science fiction,10 a genre which seldom realises the positive in the 
posthuman ideal; most cyberpunk stories are scrupulously dystopian.11 But in transhumanists’ 
eyes, real life begins in cyberspace and nothing is wrong with the desire to conquer death, yet 
everything is wrong with its beautification or transcendence. Despite increased endeavours to 
start a dialogue, there are still genuine feelings of hostility between theologians and 
transhumanists,12 as the latter often envision themselves as anti-Christian and become 
associated with radicalism and heresy.13 Even so, there is a desire in transhumanism to 
overcome the ‘brokenness of this world.’14 For people like Ray Kurzweil and Hans Moravec, 
the posthuman simply represents the next step in human evolution.15 Techno-optimists like 
them wish to go past the smallness and dependency of bodily existence and identity and desire 
flights from reality and godlike sovereignty.16 But Coenen postulates that this desire for 
freedom from divinity may in fact contain the search for an alternative form of godliness. He 
writes: 

 
At least in its cosmic visions, posthumanism appears as a search for god in a 
world without god, as hope for a posthuman civilization to occupy god’s 
vacant throne and to end the precarious situation of modern man.17 (Author’s 
translation) 

 
Critics of transhumanism consequently warn against the creation of techno-Utopia, 

which they perceive as a threat to humanity and democracy. They fear that humans might 
become superfluous and a lack of ‘material situatedness’ could result in declining moral 
sensibility. ‘The ideal of the simultaneous all-at-once-ness of computerized information access,’ 
Graham warns, ‘undermines any world that is worth knowing.’18 The kind of salvation 
transhumanism offers, so its critics, could only be bought with increased elitism. Coenen 
suspects that in a ‘statesmanlike’ techno-Utopia, the intellectual elite would elevate itself over 
the masses of ordinary people.19 Richard Dawkins has suggested that in our world the word 
‘god’ is already in danger of losing its use altogether, as people continue to apply it 
metaphorically and beyond the supernatural god.20 Dawkins’ proposition could introduce a 
motto to Tad Williams’ cyberpunk series, Otherland (1996-2001), which over the course of 
four volumes explores at great length the inflationary usage of the word ‘god’ in both wording 
and imagery,21 along with experimentations on Nietzschean ideas of the ‘overhuman,’ ‘god’s 
death,’ and transhumanistic ideals.  

Otherland is the name of a virtual network of worlds which is created by a group of the 
richest and most powerful business people and scientists in Williams’ story universe. A secret 
society called the Grail Brotherhood seeks to use the network as a means to transfer its 
consciousnesses and financial power for eternity into a virtual heaven. Their effort to build an 
immortality machine, though, alarms a group of people, who investigates strange net-induced 
comas of children. Together with other subjects and entities the group gets trapped in the ultra-
realistic environment of Otherland. There are the prisoner, the sick teenager, the bushman, the 
tribe, the blind woman, the angel, the reaper, and more, who are all on Homeric quests, which 
force them to wrestle with various versions of godliness. In search for an exit, the travellers visit 
fantastic and dangerous cyber worlds, always hunted by the ‘evil henchmen’ of Brotherhood 
founder Felix Jongleur, the Twins and his pet assassin, Dread. But, unbeknownst to his 
employer, the serial-killer Dread eventually begins to follow his own violent search for 
apotheosis. Most of the sim worlds in Otherland are governed by some kind of king, god, god 
council, or reveal a form of spirituality. On top of all the miracles and horrors the travellers 
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encounter, they get glimpses of the mysterious Other, an enigmatic and childlike force or 
intelligence that resides at the centre of the network and appears to be in control of many 
strange events and transformations happening in the system.  

This paper looks at the monstrous godliness in some prominent figures and spaces in 
Williams’ work, which constructs virtual reality as a radical playground for monstrous gods and 
godliness. For instance, the main group of villains, the Brotherhood, wants to become gods, live 
forever and have complete control over their virtual afterlife, but as would-be-gods forget that 
complete control over their kingdoms can only be had, when they keep it under constant 
surveillance. Leaving their operating system, the Other, in charge and thinking that such a 
‘small being’ cannot possibly undermine their power, becomes thus a flaw of their ‘god 
complex,’ a fixation that often stems from a person behaving superior, while actually feeling 
inferior to others. Many versions of godliness in this tale are mere contemplations on age, 
youth, and dying and how it connects to divinity. Some characters just want to substitute one 
iconography with another; the ‘Circle,’ a group of traditionalists, merely seeks to destroy the 
‘false’ Brotherhood gods of Otherland and replace their ‘old rubbish,’ ‘pharaohs, temples, 
pyramids,’ ‘Shit and Godlessness’ with something that shows the ‘true glory’ of their Lord.22  

While most of the narrative takes place inside the Otherland network, the real world 
outside is the pre-apocalyptic Orwellian dystopia which is so common to cyberpunk fiction. 
Williams gives us only glimpses into this real world, but these snippets are full of ironic 
viciousness and subtext. Several prominent Western artists in this world, for example, use 
names of Middle Eastern dictators, which in this version of Western culture have been stripped 
of their taboo use. Cultural conflicts are amplified or have been played out; hence, Taiwan has 
finally returned to China. Violence has reached new heights. School bombings disrupt the flow 
of everyday life, but nobody seems to care. Self-proclaimed terrorist artists produce brutality 
without meaning and follow the rationale of serial killers. In the Otherland universe, playing 
with death, murder, and terrorism is openly marketed as artful. Underlying this endless random 
mix of creepy insights into the story world is a feeling of utter loneliness and disconnectedness 
of the people, which manifests in their apocalyptic moods and suicidal tendencies. It is in this 
world, that the Otherland network is created. The real world has essentially allowed the Grail 
Brotherhood to create the virtual network into the void the ‘normal’ gods have left behind. It is 
a world in which people with power are adored and admired, so they begin to see themselves as 
gods and are treated as divine as well. 

In Otherland, perspective and physical proportions are of major relevance for people 
with a god complex, who tend to show themselves as giants, grow to intimidating size, or 
devour their miniscule opponents in acts of domination or annihilation. All through history, 
godliness has often been conveyed and felt through size, through large architecture, effigies, 
structures, or landscapes. Humans understand themselves in certain relations to their 
environment and feel awe in front of the sheer magnitude of natural formations. Mankind often 
strives to copy nature’s scale in man-made structures, is tempted to conquer and subdue giant 
places or beings, climb the highest mountain, or kill the largest beast. There is something primal 
but also divine in this fascination with size. The mere knowledge about the size of something 
cannot really replace the actual experience of noticing one’s insignificance among mammoth 
trees or skyscrapers. Most contemporary computer games work with their players’ innate 
feeling for power-structures of proportions and size.23 In virtual reality, designers are 
progressively more capable of introducing the whole sensory set to an encounter and to 
introduce the entire body to the digital environment; after all, it is first and foremost the body, 
not the mind that wants to experience large dimensions. It is clear why people would consider 
themselves gods in virtual environments; they can alter the universe with their minds and create 
their own cosmos. This is ‘magical’ technology, and cyberspace can simulate the heavenly 
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world we know from the Bible or myth. Achim Bühl comments, ‘In cyberspace, the myth of 
mankind’s rulership over the world, despite its obvious failure, triumphs.’ (Author’s 
translation)24 In Otherland, ‘angels’ appear out of thin air when they are called upon, or people 
can fly in Aerodromia. Even for the initiated seeing the rules, which apply to the real world, 
being broken can cause a sense of wonder. Virtual reality is an environment in which 
‘traditional’ concepts of godly power and knowledge can been realised like scientific equations. 
On top of all the omnipotence and universal power available in that reality, there is also 
‘creation,’ the most ‘godlike’ power, happening.25 A world like Otherland replaces ‘Nature’ as 
scientific creator in the Einsteinian sense. ‘Technology lets us see religious ideals as literally 
realizable.’26 No single sentient being guides evolution in this realm, not even the Other as 
‘operating system,’ it is only the guiding spark of an organism which continues to evolve by 
itself, guided by the laws of science, triggered by mutations, bugs, or automatic modifications; 
Darwin would call this the creative power of evolution. At first glance, the makers of Otherland 
would qualify as gods, but, like the Other, they have no control let alone complete knowledge 
of what they have innocently and egoistically set in motion. They are humans who merely work 
as ‘co-creators’ on the evolution of a universe. The idea of co-creation is as common in 
religious as it is in transhumanist thought.27 In the end, the ‘artificial’ network gives birth to its 
own life forms, sentient programmes that leave the realm to discover their destiny in space. The 
story thus ends on the technofuturist speculation that space might be conquered by sending out 
digital clones or artificial intelligence to explore the worlds beyond. For the beastly gods of the 
Otherland network, whose creations are rooted in the systematic objectification of pain and 
suffering, however, something seems to go wrong with their apotheosis. As their virtual 
connections to divinity utilise gigantic monstrous spaces, creatures, and objects, their virtual 
heaven quickly mutates into one large rollercoaster ride through hell.  

 
2. God Is Pain 

There are three key god figures in this story, the Other, Jongleur, and Dread, who all 
signify godliness through pain and suffering. The Grail Brotherhood deals in pain, as their 
transformation into godhood requires not only that they abuse the mind of a child, but also that 
they murder their own bodies to avoid becoming mere virtual copies of themselves. For them, 
godliness is a sign of their uniqueness, which seems to contradict a universe littered with god 
wannabes. This notion of exclusivity revokes the Christian god, whose ‘maniacal jealousy 
against alternative gods recurs continually throughout the Old Testament’28 and who makes 
several grotesque appearances throughout the Otherland series. Patrick D. Hopkins would 
understand the ambitions of the Brotherhood as ‘superhumanism,’ ‘low’ or ‘Nietzschean’ 
transhumanism, whose goal it is to acquire the ‘magnification of familiar human abilities—
super strength, extended life, greater mental and physical power.’ Hopkins conceives this as a 
sharply limited vision in contrast to ‘high’ or ‘Platonic transhumanism,’ which desires to ‘move 
beyond merely exaggerated humanity and seek something more than mere superpower.’ The 
Platonic style of transhumanism is more closely related to religion than the Nietzschean style.29 
Hopkins acknowledges that there are people who pursue biotechnological enhancement as a 
religious endeavour, as a method to ‘seek God, in the way that prayer, meditation, singing, and 
other practices are religious techniques.’30 

The most intriguing god figure in this narrative is the Other. It is a human being, yet not 
entirely. It was born with telepathic abilities, separated from its birthmother and raised in an 
institution by the Grail Brotherhood, who over time transforms this child into the operating 
system of its immortality machine. Under their care, the Other is forced into a cyborg-like 
symbiosis with the Otherland network and ends up, bodiless and ethereal, its brain locked up in 
a satellite, orbiting Earth. The Other is closer to the New Testamentary god, it is less obviously 
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evil and incorporeal and sends out messengers to communicate with its realm. The Brotherhood 
fears its power and therefore keeps it imprisoned and in constant pain. This child’s mind, 
trapped in a satellite, is literally ‘in heaven,’ and nicknamed the ‘Sky God,’ a term also referring 
to the Christian god. During a time of education, it was briefly allowed to socialise with 
children. It can only understand the world through pain and loneliness, and makes sense of the 
environment with the help of children’s stories and children’s minds that it traps in the network. 
Inside Otherland, it interacts and speaks with others through these children. The Other is not a 
benevolent creature; it is everywhere and controls everything, but it is also lonely and 
inexperienced in contact with others. As a consequence, it makes mistakes, scares easily and 
even kills people. Its childlike curiosity and cruelty turn it into an uncanny manifestation of 
godliness in this story. Treated like a machine, but inside still the male human child it was 
meant to be, the Other is a semi-god in shackles, whose torturous existence ultimately ends in 
salvation, a return to its true mother’s embrace, and an act of welcome self-destruction. The 
Other as the only truly ‘disembodied’ god in the story, does not speak directly to its subjects, 
but through envoys, prophets or avatars. It communicates through images, songs and allegories, 
such as fairy tales, which it also uses to make sense of the universe. It appears, for example, as 
the ‘giant on the plain’ or the ‘boy that fell into the well.’ The ‘true form’ of the Other never 
appears; as a brain in a satellite it is pure information and knowledge, but in the world it 
controls, the Other takes many shapes, and its monstrous presence is often felt. The moment 
Renie enters the network, she senses it: 

 
And now, even through the killing cold that was making her body shake itself 
to bits, she could feel something else, a presence that stood behind the bizarre, 
gigantic apparition of Singh as the endless vacuum of space stood behind the 
blue sky. She could feel it looming above her, a mind like a fist trembling 
over a table-crawling gnat, a thing of pure thought that was nevertheless idiot-
empty, a presence colder than cold, sick and curious and powerful and 
completely insane ... Hyena! ... The Burned One...All-Devourer.31 

 
Whilst the Other desires an end to its tormented existence, both Dread and Jongleur 

disrespect death. For Richter this would seem like ‘a form of overcompensation for just the 
opposite feeling—namely a particularly acute fear of death.’32 Jongleur is often haunted by 
visions of a reaper in form of a figure called Mr. Jingo. Jongleur and his group suffer from a 
‘god complex,’ which according to Richter are ‘repressed feelings of impotence and conscious 
feelings of omnipotence.’33 On Dawkins’ list of godly powers, omnipotence stands next to 
omniscience, goodness, creativity of design, listening to prayers, forgiving sins, and reading 
innermost thoughts.34 Jongleur, however, solely seeks to achieve supremacy, and plans to do so 
through a reign of fear, oppression, and materialistic abundance. The fact that the Brotherhood 
has actually made the virtual world and has powers that actually are superhuman—they can 
change things with a flick of the hand—and that there are but few real humans in their domains, 
makes this god complex stronger than in anyone else. From the few instances one can see them 
in real life, it is obvious that they always feel superior to others and feel it is their right to decide 
who lives or dies. Any morality they might have had, has been replaced with a longing for 
immortality and perpetual control. But in his self-deceit, Jongleur soon reveals an obvious lack 
of omniscience and loses control over his creations and subordinates, the Other and Dread. 
Felix Jongleur is a bitter, scared old person, who is in absolute terror of dying and losing his 
power. For decades, immersed in a life-supporting tank, this aged creature, which has long lost 
all resemblance to a human being, desires something that it defines as godhood. Jongleur is a 
caricature for humanity’s age-old longing for an end of physical pain as well as the posthuman 
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dream of immortality. But he is more than that. The fulfilment of his dream is executed with 
outright viciousness; proof that with the decay of his body, Jongleur also lost his humanity. 
Jongleur holds on to life, yet has lost all resemblance to what it means to be alive. His real body 
is monstrous, like the teenager Orlando’s, but his personality is monstrous too and devoid of all 
human qualities. All that is left are his suffering and fear.  

Richter writes that the strategy of the elimination of suffering plays an extraordinary 
significant role in Western culture and has been a primary goal of society, because it is simply 
the reverse side of the ‘narcissistic urge to achieve omnipotence.’35 Richter continues that 
underlying this reaction is the transformation of suffering into hatred and that ultimately a 
person’s own inability to endure suffering forces it to make others suffer.36 ‘A person needs 
someone else’s suffering in order to drown out his own.’37 But because he makes others suffer, 
Felix Jongleur is alone, both as a man and as a god; he cares as little for his sim slaves, real or 
virtual, as he does for his employees or family in the real world. He and his Brotherhood 
partners are truly the most worldly and unimaginative god figures in the story, for wanting to 
simply copy their positions of power into their immortal afterlife. Jongleur’s dream of godliness 
is not even his own, he has to hijack both name and shape of the god he embodies from 
Egyptian culture, but quickly experiences the artificiality and hollowness of this existence and 
gets bored by his own worship rituals. His second—eternal—life promises to be as unexciting, 
perverted, and ridiculous as his real life. Instead, to underline the meaninglessness of the 
Brotherhood’s godly desires, the teenager Orlando, who is suffering from progeria, symbolises 
the idea of a ‘true life.’ In appearance he resembles the ‘Old Man’ Jongleur, who wants to 
escape his physical prison out of selfish reasons, in order outlive his nature, but Orlando wants 
to escape his fragile body only to become, or better to embody his true self, even if that chance 
is ‘only’ offered to him as an avatar.  

As a serial killer, for Dread killing is an act of creation; his only power over life is to 
take it away. Power also has drug-like qualities for him. Like Jongleur, Dread did never believe 
in god or heaven himself. Therefore, like the Grail Brotherhood, who plunders history for godly 
icons, Dread’s appropriation of godhood is taken from mythology. 

 
For this must be the way that the gods felt, all those raping, murdering, 
lightning-flinging, shape changing monstrosities that used to rule the world. 
His mother’s Aboriginal tales, the Greek myths in school books...all sources 
agreed: the gods were powerful, and thus could take anything they wanted, do 
anything they chose. In no other ways were they different from humans. But 
where humans wished, or envied, or wanted, gods took and did.38  

 
He perceives himself both as god and as death, as if both are one and the same.39 Dread 

commits murders for his personal satisfaction. To achieve this, he follows his own voice in his 
head, which is narrating the mythic story of his apotheosis. Through this rather filmic 
technique, Dread lives his life by simultaneously being and observing himself, especially in the 
videos he records when murdering women. In his violent creations, Dread is his only and most 
grateful audience. But even the most creative killer soon tires of his work, and when Dread gets 
bored with the repetitive murders of endless victims in Otherland, he feels that he needs to 
reach even higher and achieve even more.  

 
He was Dread, but he was also Johnny Wulgaru, and he was something else 
as well, something eerily close to the Old Man’s Messenger of Death—but he 
was more. He was all those things, grown the size of a star system…empty, 
full of blackness, and yet charged with light.40  
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To become ‘more,’ Dread-as-god has only one option, because his very nature offers no 
alternative, he needs to hunt other gods; an idea he finds ‘deliciously amusing.’41 When Dread’s 
inflated ego advances to godhood, he can do so without all the pretentiousness people like the 
Grail Brotherhood are hiding behind. Richter states that only by becoming a raging predator, 
one can finally imagine oneself to be free from all coercion and threats and emerge, not as ‘the 
image…of that God whom one had so profoundly feared and envied, but rather the image of the 
wild, hate-filled, murderous beast.’42 Death is the ultimate godly power that never can be truly 
overcome, at least not until the Grail Brotherhood’s immortality machine becomes reality. 
Interestingly, in the transhumanism debate, both ‘death’ and ‘life’ have been discussed as 
potential ‘enemies.’ ‘Death appears to be an enemy in transhumanist thought because it 
represents a premature foreclosure of the opportunities for human and post-human 
flourishing.’43 And some Christian researchers believe that with the demise of one tyrant 
(death), another might be born (life), and that the idea of ‘life at all cost’ is a deeply troubling 
concept.44 

 
3. Godly Size and Perspective 

It has always been particularly easy for humans with ideological, financial, military, or 
technological power to present themselves as oversized to the world. In Otherland, some of the 
cyber gods reveal their godhood through mere size and a certain bearing. 

 
The three gods—and there was no doubt they were gods: larger than mere 
humans, they moved with the grace of dancers and the swagger of outlaw 
biker—arrayed themselves...45  

 
In Otherland the travellers are frequently in danger of being swallowed or eaten by a 

large cyber god or something equally menacing of their making. When Renie enters the 
network, drawn in by the Other, she thinks: 

 
Was she being swallowed in? Somewhere a memory. Teeth. Miles of 
gleaming teeth. A giant mouth, grinning. No, she realised, a last flicker of 
reason in her dying mind. I’m being swallowed.46  

 
As soon as the travellers begin to journey through Otherland, experiences of this sort rise 

in frequency. At one point, the teenager T4b is swallowed and spit out by a giant animal. 
 

T4b groaned … “Feel pure fenfen, me. Fish ate me.” He shook his head … 
“Puked me up, too.” He sighed. “Doing that again? Never.”47  

 
While images of consumption are often perceived as sexual metaphors, in this story they 

assign strong feelings of insignificance to the ones being consumed. Godlike figures, such as 
the Other, Dread or the Twins, or even the insects in Bug World, constantly combine their 
masses with threatening acts to devour the travellers. At first there seems to be no difference 
between the disembodied act of being swallowed by the Other and the bodily threat by other 
cyber gods. Only in hindsight the travellers realise that the operating system swallows up 
people in an act that could rather be interpreted as an embrace, an empirical unification with a 
godlike entity. But as the Other’s motives remain shrouded until the very end, most acts of 
swallowing, along with the display of monstrous mouths and teeth in this narrative have a more 
carnal, even pleasurable and less metaphysical appeal. 
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Although some religions refuse to ‘envision’ their gods, godliness often diminishes or 
blinds admirers and viewers with secondary structures and surfaces. On top of the godly sims of 
the humans in the network, there are many ‘places’ that leave the travellers with feelings of 
helplessness or awe. The scientist Kunohara, the only one of the Brotherhood who does not 
seek immortality or godhood, transports his admiration for nature into another version of 
godliness instead; a monstrous insect sim world that allows him to study nature from a different 
perspective. Richard Dawkins calls the quasi-mythical response of scientists and rationalists to 
nature and the universe the ‘Einsteinian religion’48 and claims that it has no connection to 
supernatural belief at all.49 ‘Pantheists...use the word God as a non-supernatural synonym for 
Nature, or for the Universe,’50 he writes. With science as his religion, Kunohara derives a 
perverse satisfaction from intimidating other humans inside his universe. His ‘Bug World’ turns 
out to be an experiment where humans are reduced to microscopic insignificance and assigned a 
rather humble position in a world order. Forced to marvel at this wondrous place, the travellers 
discover a new aspect of creation, by having the sheer mechanics and forces of life revealed to 
them up close. At seeing this world, Renie wonders: 

 
It was daunting, seeing things from this perspective…She could at last truly 
imagine the Earth as Gaea, as a single living thing, and herself as a part of a 
complicated system, rather than as something perched atop the ladder of 
Creation. So much of that sense of mastery was perspective, she realized—
simply a product of being one of the larger animals...For the first time, she 
could imagine the chain of life down to molecules, and even smaller.51  

 
Although Kunohara rejects the godlike immortality others pursue, he still behaves like a 

god in his world, as he refuses to interfere with or even submit himself to the rules of his own 
universe, but prefers watching it like a cosmic experiment. As he can travel to other worlds of 
the network, he enjoys secret knowledge that he refuses to share directly, but conveys it through 
the voice of a prophet. He encrypts his messages and jumps in and out of virtual locations, 
while others remain trapped. Very seldom he uses his godly powers to punish or even refer to 
himself as a god.52 It is clear that he would rather refer to himself as an engineer than a god, 
although both words are often used synonymously in Otherland. However, the things the 
travellers see in Bug World, the ‘incredible work of engineering’ that is a spider web, for 
instance, keep them enchanted only for a short time.53 The wondrous and amazing of 
Kunohara’s world, which was designed to intimidate in the first place, quickly becomes scary 
and dangerous. As a true scientist, this is the part that Kunohara most worships in nature. Bugs 
walk through his world as majestically as the animal gods in Egypt, and just as uncaring for 
those inconsequential ones they trample below. Renie thinks: 

 
The world from insect height was an astonishing place, full of frightening yet 
fascinating things. A caterpillar that she would not have looked at twice in the 
real world was now a shining, living psychedelic object the size of a bus.54  

 
At one point, !Xabbu believes for a second that he encounters one of his own gods, 

Grandfather Mantis, in Bug World, but quickly discovers his error and realises that one man’s 
god can be another man’s monster: 

 
[!Xabbu] “It is him, and I have seen him,” he said into her ear. “I cannot 
believe this day has come.” 
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[Renie] “It is not a ‘him,’ and it certainly isn’t a God, it’s a giant monkey-
eating bug.”55  

 
“You are not Grandfather Mantis!” !Xabbu shrilled at the monster... “You are 
only a thing!”56  

 
Orlando has a similiar experience with an Egyptian god, while travelling through a 

virtual desert: 
 

The Egyptian sun was a god, beyond question—a god to be propitiated, to be 
worshiped, and most especially to be feared. Every time he inhaled, Orlando 
could feel its avid presence lean close and send its searing breath down his 
throat.  
 
After all, he realized, there was a kind of honor in being murdered by a god.57 

 
Kunohara enjoys the authority of showing his visitors their insignificance inside the 

natural world in which he bestowed power to the smallest of creatures. Humans have always 
believed that gods want them to feel small and therefore build enormous structures in their 
names. The immensity and emptiness of many churches is meant to generate respect and 
feelings of irrelevance, but they are also designed as places of connection to god. They are the 
spaces where divinity can be found and communicated with—the telephone booths to heaven. 
Large structures of worship, though in fact often built to play to the vanity and power of a 
religious institution, do not only belittle humans but also provide iconic spaces into which to 
project one’s faith. Nonetheless, since the Enlightenment, unlimited and unquestioned respect 
for godly powers in the world has disappeared and they have been seized and challenged 
instead. Today, the tallest buildings in the world are racing each other for size, but their builders 
are not looking for god. People climb the highest mountains to challenge themselves, not to 
challenge god. Today, magnitude still creates wonder and disbelief in people, but god has been 
generally taken out of the equation. However, in Otherland there are several places where 
humans are reminded of these classic interpretations of divinity, which in their own world do 
not exist anymore, but now reappear in Bug World, the House, or the Kitchen. When the 
travellers reach the ‘endless house,’ a sim world that has its own spiritual structure, Florimel 
remarks on the ‘monstrous’ size of the place: ‘I do not think I have ever been in a room so 
large,’58 and Renie swears, ‘Jesus Mercy, how big is this place?’59 The House turns out to be a 
wondrous place full of folktales and mysterious, unexplored books, realms, or ‘rooms;’ a place 
where none of the inhabitants can answer the question of ‘where’ it actually is. As the House is 
endless, it overturns all concepts the travellers ever had of ‘house’ and also threatens their 
understanding or concept of ‘universe’ in general. The idea that in virtual reality all the rules 
have changed is something that the bushman !Xabbu keeps trying to convey to his companions 
throughout their whole journey.  

 
4. Conclusion 

Not many of the characters in Otherland have a close understanding of, or belief in, 
god/s. In the real world the overwhelming power of technology seems to have replaced any 
form of belief in the supernatural or need for a divine being. There are, however, some 
exceptions; several characters push the story onwards by using their belief as a driving energy. 
In Otherland there are many deities; there is the ‘Lady of the Windows’ in the House world, or 
the ‘Sleepers’ in the Kitchen world. Often these deities take the form of a young woman, 
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Avialle. As one of the childlike entities in this tale, she is like the Other, to which she is linked 
through a children’s lullaby with strong Christian influences. The Other in its pain and darkness 
is ‘recruiting’ people on the basis of this song that contains motives, such as the angel, the 
knight, and the river, which keep returning throughout the books. The strongest spiritual driving 
force in the story is !Xabbu, the ‘simple’ bushman who still believes in his people’s culture and 
ideals and sees the world of power and technology as a threat to the First People, his ‘gods,’ but 
is also in constant fear of being overwhelmed by their existence. He frequently forces others to 
think about this: 

 
[!Xabbu] Can we talk to the gods and hear their voices more clearly? Or have 
we now, with all these powers, become gods?60  

 
He is the only one in the group, at least at first, who uses emotion rather than reason to 

find his way through life, something that the others are no longer accustomed to. Yet through 
contact with him, the others, especially Renie, start looking at their own world with different 
eyes. !Xabbu’s ideas of gods, represented in the many stories he tells, are of the First People 
who take the shape of bush-animals, such as the mantis, the baboon, and the hyena. These 
stories are the collected memory of the bushman people, in aboriginal myth also called ‘The 
Dreamtime stories.’ They are believed to have been handed down from ancestral peoples or 
‘dreamings.’ In a vision, the ‘Beloved Porcupine’ tells !Xabbu that even the place beyond the 
world, the place of the First People, is in danger. !Xabbu understands there is a threat to his 
people, not only a physical threat to their lands and way of living, but also to their hearts and 
souls, their culture, and beliefs. A belief or religion only is exactly that, if at least one person 
fully believes in it, otherwise it becomes ‘just a story.’ To !Xabbu this is the most threatening 
thing of the technological age, as he feels that the end of believing is essentially killing the First 
People. 

Most of the gods in the story put a very strong emphasis on their godly image and body 
and how they display it to the outside. They require underlings, as without them they are 
incapable of appreciating or even defining their god-status. As no one chooses it for them, they 
also have to create their own iconography. Jongleur and his fellow atheists, never having 
believed in any god themselves, just borrow and use the term ‘god’ instrumentally. The Circle, 
on the other hand, obstinately sticks to traditionalism and ancient views of Christendom and see 
any usurpation of god’s throne as heresy. Dread makes himself into a god and truly believes to 
be more than one of the terrorist artists of the real world, yet he is just a criminal gone virtual, 
whose fantasies are no different from his real world counterparts. 

 
With the Old Man’s money and power, Dread thought happily, I can be a god 
in the real world, too. I can play these kind of tricks with real people. 
Industrial accidents. Biochemical releases. A few wars when the mood strikes 
me. And then I’ll have the Grail network to keep me alive.61  

 
Alone !Xabbu is capable of adapting his religious views and ideas of godliness, in which 

he is finally joined by the scientist Kunohara in the desire to make sense of the Otherland 
universe. Only by displaying a similar childlike mindset like the Other, !Xabbu finally manages 
to comprehend the new virtual world: 

 
“Renie, my friend, I have been trying to see things with the eyes of a city 
dweller. I have ignored that which was given to me by Grandfather Mantis, all 
the wisdom of my own people… But I am a child in your world, the world of 
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machines. When I try to see that way, I can only have the visions a child can 
have.”62  

 
In the end, !Xabbu recognises in the new life forms that emerge from the Otherland 

system his own ancient ‘First People,’ who have returned and ‘go on,’63 and he understands that 
there is no distinction of ‘worlds,’ real or artificial, as those are just different names for the 
same concept. 

 
Renie began to understand. “!Xabbu,” she whispered. “That’s not Grandfather 
Mantis. It’s the Other. It’s taken this from your mind, somehow. It appeared 
to me as Stephen—pretended to be my brother.” 
!Xabbu only smiled and squeezed her hand. “In this place, it is Mantis,” he 
said. “After all, whatever you call it, we have finally met the dream who is 
dreaming us.”64  

 
!Xabbu’s revelation takes him deep into the transhumanism debate: 
 

Those who use transhumanizing technologies as part of their religious journey 
may develop new forms of religion that spin off in a variety of ways, from the 
idea that technology actually allows us to connect to the supernatural, to the 
idea that God is a technologically observable phenomena that requires no 
belief in the supernatural—spiritual technology on the one hand, machine 
augmented naturalistic religion on the other.65 

 
Otherland is a playground for the vanities and single-minded passions of leadership or 

destruction, which are relived in endless variations in so-called ‘heavens’ that have more 
qualities of hell. They are places where dreams and power are realised too easily and emotions 
evaporate too quickly. Otherland paints a bleak picture of the potential afterlife in cyberspace, 
but it does not entirely demonise virtual reality. Two people, Orlando and Sellars, eventually 
find peace and relief through uploading their consciousnesses into the sim world. But, even 
though, unlike the Brotherhood, they do not pronounce themselves ‘gods,’ their eternal future in 
the network remains unknown and may yet take a darker turn in the long run. All the fleshly 
gods in the network have their own ‘creator,’ and most of them are self-made. These gods are 
dictators, killers, bullies, and monsters, and never cause any kind of ‘positive reinforcement,’ 
‘comforting feelings of being loved,’ or ‘loss of fear and death’66 in their subjects. On the 
contrary, fear of death, the main theme of the series, rules the ones in power, the gods 
themselves, who, as it turns out, are mere virtual copies of their corporeal versions. Only the 
Other, which never had a real body to begin with and which was educated through pain and 
loss, is finally capable of reinventing itself as a divine protector and is then recognised by 
!Xabbu as ‘the dream that is dreaming us’67 before it dies. 
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Abstract 
This article contends that Harold Frederic’s The Damnation of Theron Ware (1896) cannot 

be fully understood outside of the parallel developments of anti-modern, -intellectual, and -
evolution impulses held by turn-of-the-century America. I argue that, respectively, early 
modernism, the man-of-science, and scientific racism are all monstrous representatives of an 
increasingly ‘fallen’ world. Although critics have noted how cleverly the novel succeeds in 
capturing contemporary social controversies; nevertheless, existent scholarship offers a reductive 
assessment of scientific progressivism as a principal factor in the spiritual skepticism of the age. 
The less-remarked-upon connection between the eponymous man-of-the-cloth and Doctor Ledsmar, 
an archetypal man-of-science, suggests a pervading acceptance of the professional on the part of the 
people, with doctor replacing minister as leading cultural authority. My argument is developed 
through close readings of two scenes: 1) Theron’s initial interview with Ledsmar, an eccentric walk-
on stereotype of the mad scientist, in which the Doctor delivers his theory that the Chinese are an 
evolutionary end-point; and 2) his visit to Ledsmar’s home and laboratory, where the Doctor tests 
his unusual hypothesis by administering an increasing dose of opium to his Chinese servant. The 
power dynamic between scientist and subject allows for and legitimizes his unethical 
experimentation in the name of ‘science.’ This is the second way in which the turn towards 
modernity is portrayed as monstrous, for it permits the third and final monstrosity: The paradigm 
shift from a faith-based worldview to a rational epistemology sanctioned theories and practices of 
scientific racism that led to American nativism. Frederic identifies these ongoing social tensions 
between not only science and culture, but also between white national identity and racial otherness, 
and expresses the dangers of having too much faith, whether scientific or spiritual. This paper 
redefines the novel as indicative of a complex experience with definitive implications for a new 
understanding of science and morality within modernity. 
 
Key Words 

American literature, nineteenth-century, modernity, science and culture, masculinity, race 
and national identity, evolution. 

 
***** 

 
1.  Introduction 

In Chapter VII of Harold Frederic’s The Damnation of Theron Ware (1896), Reverend Ware 
meets Ledsmar, a doctor who does not practice medicine. Upon being told that Ledsmar has not 
followed the field for nearly thirty years, Theron is surprised that a learned doctor would abandon 
his passion for science, which in Theron’s outmoded romantic mind should rival that of a layman’s 
love of woman. ‘But that would imply a connection between Science and Medicine!’ responds 
Ledsmar. ‘My dear sir, they are not even on speaking terms.’1 In Chapter XXI Ware visits 
Ledsmar’s home and laboratory and discovers just how vast the distance between disciplines can be: 
Ledsmar’s primary experiment is to observe and record the vital signs of his Chinese servant, whom 
he administers an increasing daily dosage of opium. Although the hypothesis of Ledsmar’s 
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experiment is clear—that the Chinese will outlast all other human races—nevertheless the testing is 
scientifically suspect and morally reprehensible. 

These scenes detail the lengths to which Theron is willing to go to be intellectually initiated, 
at the cost of his own moral demise. His ‘mental intoxication’2 after meeting Ledsmar gives way to 
professional admiration for his philosophy, in spite of his inhuman methods.3 Theron, thinking he 
now understands true science, however immoral it may seem, quickly attributes the Doctor’s 
despicable practices to a sophisticated secular ethics that he cannot comprehend. More significantly, 
however, the scenes establish the modern man-of-science and his ideologies and methodologies as 
monstrous, especially when compared with preconceptions of how man should think and act 
towards his fellow man. The increased professionalisation of science allowed scientists to formulate 
an identity and legitimacy that belied previously established social distinctions. Because the 
American 1890s was a decade of profound social, intellectual, and cultural change, objective truths 
advanced by the still nascent biological and social sciences challenged the orthodox dogma of 
Christianity. These transformations caused a paradigm shift in which secular thought displaced 
spiritual faith as the dominant epistemology. As a result, the atheistic scientist replaced the pious 
minister as leading cultural authority for much of the burgeoning bourgeoisie. That a naïve minister 
is so willing to renounce his belief in what is good and condone an immoral scientific experiment 
speaks to the enormity of such a shift. 

Into this fray entered Frederic’s local-colour novel, a best seller and minor masterpiece at the 
time of its publication, but a book that is too often ignored today. The novel, in its 
verisimilitudinous treatment of this turbulent time, details the intellectual illumination—the author’s 
preferred title—and damnation of Theron Ware, an upstart Methodist minister who is egregiously 
appointed to the parish of Octavius, a sleepy town in the remnants of burned-over upstate New 
York, instead of the more modern First M.E. Church of Tecumseh. Although Theron was raised on 
a small farm, he despises his humble origins and his devout brethren disgust him; nevertheless he 
comes to find that his new surroundings may well provide him opportunity for the personal and 
professional growth he covets. He is indoctrinated into exotic ideologies of aestheticism, Irish 
Catholicism, and Darwinism in this the unlikeliest of places, through his interactions with three 
diverse characters: Celia Madden, the beautiful bohemian daughter of the wealthiest man in town; 
Father Forbes, a liberal Catholic priest who loves luxury and learning; and Forbes’s ‘very particular 
friend,’ Doctor Ledsmar, a former medical man turned mad scientist who lives alone with his books, 
his lizards, and his Chinaman. Theron begins as a conventional hero but becomes progressively less 
sympathetic as he degenerates in his quest to become more worldly—sexually, spiritually, 
scientifically—before bouncing off to Seattle to become a senator, having lost his soul and learned 
almost nothing from his ordeal. Theron’s downfall is a metaphor for modern man’s humanist faith 
in materialism and progress as new religion. He is drawn away from God into the chaos of modern 
life. That Theron is drawn as much if not more towards Ledsmar than Celia is telling. In this way 
the homosocial relationship between the scientist and the minister, which is based on Theron’s 
idealisation of the bachelor-scholar, parallels the heterosexual seduction of the betrothed Theron by 
the alluring Celia; indeed, I would argue that the book is designed as a modern adaptation of the 
Biblical parable of Adam, Eve, and the fruit of knowledge, with art and sexuality on one side, 
science and knowledge on the other, each pulling together to pry godly man from his prelapsarian 
innocence. 

Damnation is a ‘historically significant document’4 because it expresses the rational 
scepticism, scientific materialism, and turn-of-the-century hedonism of the Mauve Decade.5 The 
novel captures the ‘intellectual disorder’6 of modernity, with the triumvirate of Celia, Ledsmar, and 
Forbes acting as ‘seducers of innocence’7 who stand in for the ‘competing demands of beauty, truth, 
and morality.’8 This paper focuses on Ledsmar, an eccentric walk-on stereotype of the man-of-
science. Ledsmar may only be a minor character, but his influence over the protagonist is arguably 
the most telling, because the most damning. Existent scholarship on the novel has offered only a 
reductive assessment of Ledsmar.9 Undoubtedly, the Doctor ‘is a kind of “mad scientist.”’10 He 
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perfectly embodies Glen Scott Allen’s ‘Wicked Wizard,’ a bad scientist whose intellectual elitism 
and monomaniacal obsession with a single alien ideology and totalising theory leads him to commit 
unnatural transgressions against humanity.11 The Wicked Wizard transgresses established 
conventions of human ethics through his monstrous science, and brings destruction to all but a 
select few through his unnatural innovation. In its ambivalent antipathy towards Ledsmar, however, 
the novel encapsulates a series of anti-modernist,12 anti-intellectualist,13 and anti-evolutionist 
impulses,14 all of which dovetail into mainstream resistance to the emergent hegemony of expert 
scientists and their elite science. I trace Frederic’s depiction of the mad scientist and his monstrous 
science against the backdrop of modernity. At the centre of my analysis is how American culture 
appropriated scientific discourses in order to define its national identity. This is to say that 
Americans were willing to accept monstrous theories about racial and ethnic others (themselves 
construed as monsters), as well as practices perpetrated against them that corroborated these 
theories (and the methods), in order to confirm their own racial and national superiority. 

My argument is developed through close readings of two scenes: 1) Theron’s initial 
interview with Ledsmar, in which the Doctor posits the Chinese as evolutionary end-point; and 2) 
his visit to Ledsmar’s home and laboratory, where the Doctor tests his unusual hypothesis by 
administering an increasing dosage of opium to his Chinese servant. The former establishes 
Ledsmar as a figure of social distinction—Doctor—but also one of possible deviance—mad 
scientist and bachelor; the latter illustrates how destructive this complex identity can be. Ledsmar 
the elite professional represents the potential dangers of modern science, especially when left 
unchecked by family and community. The organisational layout of my paper is as follows: a) First, I 
contextualise the ways in which Doctor Ledsmar and his monstrous science are made possible, 
namely through the professionalisation of science, in which the Doctor becomes a cultural authority, 
and the paradigm shift from a two-tiered worldview in which science served religion to a secular 
rationalism in which God, if He even exists, is nothing more than an explanatory mechanism.15 b) 
Next, I locate Ledsmar’s body as a de-corporealised site of pure abstract thought, and his home and 
lab as an un-policed place where gruesome experimentation may occur. With the man-of-science 
remade into an ideal modern masculinity, I turn my attention to what makes him and his science so 
monstrous. An unproductive bachelor-scientist, Ledsmar sees science as a site for disembodied 
masculine self-procreation. The Doctor’s ‘promise of monsters’16 seeks to birth a race of 
superhumans from one subhuman. While Frederic’s message is certainly another reiteration of 
romanticism’s rejection of Enlightenment empiricism, it also anticipates Donna Harraway’s 
contemporary critique of modern science as closed and uncontested rather than revelatory and 
transcendent. Such closure endorses the West’s scientia est potentia mindset of Nature-as-other that 
has led to all sorts of systematic oppression, specifically racism. d) After providing a summary of 
the literary content behind the Doctor—his degrees, dress, and deviant decorum—I revisit the 
relationship between the Wicked Wizard and the Drugged Chinaman, which articulates American 
anxieties about science, race, and nationality. Following a brief historical overview of exclusionary 
attitudes towards Chinese immigration, I describe Frederic’s critique of white racial superiority 
through a fictional depiction of sinister science. Here I once again delve into the ways in which 
Doctor Ledsmar and his monstrous science are made possible, this time through the biological, 
social, and political reasons that legitimise them. Edward Said’s Orientalism is used to emphasise 
how embodied racial and national identity intersected with intellectual debates over evolution and 
immigration. Ledsmar’s radical theory utilises white scientific elitism to undermine American 
jingoism against Chinese nationals within a rapidly changing post-imperial geopolitical climate.17 
 
2. ‘That Doctor and His Heartless, Bloodless Science’ 

Theron is driven to great lengths in order to pursue intellectual autonomy because of his 
naïve belief that ‘the opinion of an expert is everything.’18 The minister, the only profession without 
any real mastery of a specific branch of knowledge, recognized his increasing irrelevance within 
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society and sought to exercise what power he still had through emotional influence.19 Theron’s 
efforts to educate himself are illustrative of the man-of-the-cloth’s effort to reemphasise Christianity 
as a masculine religion of the head, not a sentimental one of the heart. To do so, he must adapt his 
worldview from a gendered feminine religious sentimentalism to a masculine abstract rationalism. 
In Damnation the eternal opposition between science and religion, which found full expression in 
public controversies over evolution, is seemingly resolved. 

Yet Ledsmar’s science subverts accepted tenets of scientific racism. His theory that an Asian 
race will outlive the Caucasian threatens the white supremacist logic of nativism even as it upholds 
cultural associations between white masculinity and American nationality. Frederic essentially 
articulates the previously ignored question: What if science, which our culture places so much faith 
into, were to dispute the status quo? What if all scientists were not virtuous good citizens of 
progress as expected? Such thinking opens up an entirely new set of frightening questions: What if 
white Americans, who had believed since at least the mid-nineteenth-century that they were 
superior to all other races, were actually inferior?20 What if, contrary to what Darwin himself 
argued, that, in the struggle for human existence, a primitive race was ‘fitter’ the most civilised? 
These questions and a host of others are broached in the novel, never answered. What is really at 
stake here is a primary redefinition of science’s public purpose: What happens when science fails to 
support preconceived notions about white America’s racial and national dominance? 

Regardless, Harraway poses one taken-for-granted question: ‘Who, within the myth of 
modernity, is less biased by competing interests or polluted by excessive closeness than the expert, 
especially the scientist?’21 ‘The scientist is the perfect representative of nature […] his passionless 
distance is his greatest virtue.’22 But the scientist’s ideal objectivity proves troublesome when his 
object possesses subjectivity; after all, ‘man, the investigator, is very far removed from man, the 
object of curiosity.’23 Doctor Ledsmar is the ultimate authority because he stands above social, 
economic, and political realities and popular prejudices in the pursuit of truth. He is closer to the 
monstrous threat posed by the Chinese to America than anyone else, living and working with it on 
an intimate level. This expert medical closeness, which requires dehumanising the other’s body as 
an object of inquiry, promises an answer to the Chinese Question through the objective reasoning of 
science. 

Ledsmar is a post-Darwinian proponent of scientific determinism, a rational skeptic 
regarding art and religion, and an unethical experimenter who treats his laboratory animals better 
than his human subject. These views are made clear when Theron is first introduced to Ledsmar 
during a visit to Father Forbes at the Catholic Church. He interrupts the two men’s dinner and 
reluctantly accepts an invitation to join them. Ledsmar’s scientific philosophy is that humans, like 
all other species of life, evolve—and devolve—over time. He outlines his theory with an example 
that even a rural reverend would understand: He postulates that the nomenclature of the Judeo-
Christian patriarchs in Genesis (‘this eponym thing’) is actually an allegory of polygenism (‘of 
peoples, not persons’).24 He follows up this toledot taxonomy with a shocking history of the 
downfall of the Egyptians, Assyrians, Greeks, and Romans on account of their ‘brood[ing] on the 
beautiful,’ and claims that the Jews, who until now ‘had the sense and strength to penalize art,’ are 
finally beginning to produce it, ‘mean[ing] the end of the Jews!’ This pseudoscientific prediction is 
based on his observation that ‘all art, so-called, is decay.’25 

Ledsmar, however, is no simple Darwinismus. His evolutionary theory is more neodarwin,26 
yet his forward-thinking is contradicted by facets that dispute Darwin’s own tenets. Separate 
creation contradicts Darwin’s theory of common descent; Ledsmar believes in the argument against 
design. Also, unlike Darwin he believes in an evolutionary end-point: That at a certain historical 
moment in the not-so-distant future, man will be perfected, ceasing the need to evolve. He theorizes 
that the Chinese will eventually prove itself as the greatest human race, lecturing Theron: ‘The 
Chinaman has the patience to live everything down—the Caucasian races included.  He will see us 
all to bed, will that gentleman with the pigtail!’27 His thesis diverges from Darwin’s not only 
because Darwin believed that stasis would never be reached by any race, but also because Darwin 
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did not differentiate mankind into distinct species. Although Darwin asserts that ‘at some future 
period, not very distant as measured by centuries, the civilised races of man will almost certainly 
exterminate and replace throughout the world the savage races,’28 the presumption is that this 
civilised race will be western and white. Ledsmar challenges the most popular—and least 
understood—notions of bastardised Darwinism: Survival of the Fittest, the Great Chain of Being, 
the White Man’s Burden, etc. 

Theron is bewildered by his conversation with Ledsmar and Forbes. Biblical genealogy, the 
foundation for his system of belief as well as his way of life, has just been debunked. He returns 
home to Alice, his wife, and Ledsmar disappears for a stretch (except for a brief house call to a 
bedridden Theron) as Theron begins an affair with Celia and the arts.  Theron is eventually drawn to 
Ledsmar’s house, despite the women’s warnings, but not without some trepidation of his own. 
Theron’s growing disdain for Alice, spurred by a desire for ‘wifeless, solitary academic calm,’29 
causes him to romanticise the single Ledsmar and his bachelor hall. This idealisation combines with 
the sense of debt owed to the Doctor for visiting him while he was exhausted to prompt his visit. 
Expecting to be admitted by the as yet unseen Chinaman, Theron is surprised to be greeted by the 
Doctor himself. He is led through Ledsmar’s living quarters, library, and laboratory—all of which 
are heavily littered, ‘[giving] Theron new ideas about the value of Chinese servants’—before finally 
laying eyes on the subject and the value he provides his master.30 

The scene is rather short, and is worth repeating in full: 
 
They stood now at the end of the garden, before a small, dilapidated summer-
house. On the bench inside, facing him, Theron saw a strange recumbent figure 
stretched at full length, apparently sound asleep, or it might be dead. Looking 
closer, with a startled surprise, he made out the shaven skull and outlandish garb 
of a Chinaman. He turned toward his guide in the expectation of a scene. 
 
The Doctor had already taken out a note-book and pencil, and was drawing his 
watch from his pocket. He stepped into the summer-house, and, lifting the 
Oriental’s limp arm, took account of his pulse. Then, with head bowed low, 
sidewise, he listened for the heart-action. Finally, he somewhat brusquely pushed 
back one of the Chinaman’s eyelids, and made a minute inspection of what the 
operation disclosed. Returning to the light, he inscribed some notes in his book, 
put it back in his pocket, and came out. In answer to Theron’s marveling stare, he 
pointed toward a pipe of odd construction lying on the floor beneath the sleeper. 
 
“This is one of my regular afternoon duties,” he explained, again with the 
whimsical half-smile. “I am increasing his dose monthly by regular stages, and the 
results promise to be rather remarkable. Heretofore, observations have been made 
mostly on diseased or morbidly deteriorated subjects. This fellow of mine is 
strong as an ox, perfectly nourished, and watched over intelligently. He can 
assimilate opium enough to kill you and me and every other vertebrate creature on 
the premises, without turning a hair, and he hasn’t got even fairly under way yet.” 
 
The thing was unpleasant, and the young minister turned away. They walked 
together up the path toward the house. His mind was full now of the hostile things 
which Celia had said about the Doctor. He had vaguely sympathized with her 
then, upon no special knowledge of his own. Now he felt that his sentiments were 
vehemently in accord with hers. The Doctor was a beast!31 

 
Ledsmar is admittedly no longer a clinical doctor due to ‘his truancy from the medical 

profession,’32 a distinction that presumably frees him from the Hippocratic Oath. Yet the Doctor is 
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still a scientist whose subjects are biological specimens. His work goes against modern ethical 
guidelines for human subject research. His systematic investigation is conducted without informing 
his subject of the dangers associated with the experiment. The Chinese servant is not in position to 
freely decline consent, let alone give informed consent, based on his oppressed status as immigrant 
worker. His social identity combines with a lack of proper professional procedure to subject him to 
physical and psychological harm. The experiment seems more like medical torture to determine 
how much cruelty the victim can endure (how patient he, as representative of his race, can be). By 
coercing his subject to ‘assimilate’ a highly addictive narcotic into his system, the Doctor is testing 
the limitations of opium tolerance. The Drugged Chinaman’s endurance of the Wicked Wizard’s 
abusive interventions and interactions with his body and mind proves the hypothesis. Unable to 
stand, lift his arms, or even open his eyes, the Chinese man is nearly dead, disproving the Doctor’s 
diagnosis that he is well-fed and physically fit. Ledsmar’s forced integration of opium into his 
subject is intended to prove him superhuman, but transforms him into something subhuman.  

Because the Doctor’s conclusion is based on observing opium’s effects on only one 
controlled specimen, his theory is objectively devoid of scientific merit, and therefore cannot be 
applied to an entire race of people. The Doctor participates as a torturer in his own right by crafting 
these horrific tactics, and then falsely legitimising their use in the name of science. He purposefully 
torments one unnamed Chinese man, not for the purposes of science, as representing a racial type, 
but rather for his own depraved amusement. (Recall his ‘whimsical half-smile.’) He is creating his 
own monster out of man, which proves the monstrousness of American racial biases. In doing so, 
however, he himself becomes the real monster. Whereas ‘“Doctor” Frankenstein is the archetypal 
scientist, who discovers, invents, or unleashes forces that make humanity confront its own creativity 
in the form of awesome alien powers;’33 Ledsmar is a slightly different kind of mad scientist.34 His 
science does not seek to invent or unleash any powerful alien force. His experiment is not indicative 
of ‘the evil that can be wrought by a good person through dabbling with chemicals.’35 His science 
merely records the natural course of biological adaptation and development according to 
evolutionary theory. Instead of an evil genius playing God (Frankenstein), Ledsmar is simply a 
passive observer content with predicting the downfall of western civilisation and its peoples. In fact, 
there is no evidence that suggests Ledsmar having ever been a good person; just a highly skilled 
scientist with a deeply disturbed mind. His science—indeed, all science—is, by definition, amoral. 
(This opposed to its being immoral, which it also happens to be.) The fact that his prediction favours 
an alien race over the Caucasian is what matters.  Here the double meaning of the word alien, both 
in its sense as something monstrous as well as something foreign, is pertinent. Ledsmar, amidst anti-
Asian sentiment, is beyond pleased that his personal theory is proving true. And it is precisely this 
conflation of foreignness with evil that would have made Ledsmar’s science so monstrous for most 
American readers. Neither the madness of his method, nor the method to his madness is what is so 
monstrous; it is the possibility offered by the promise of monsters, of an amodern history of science 
as culture, because not one of rational progress.36 Science then hastens man’s continued fall into sin, 
rather than our progress to perfection. 

Ledsmar’s perverse evolutionary teleology, which runs parallel to the novel’s underlying 
discontented theme of end-times millennial theology, is actually a sort of hybridised teratology, an 
offshoot of nineteenth-century romantic biology concerned with the philosophy and anatomy of 
monstrosity that is itself part-art and part-science. Moreover, ‘[s]cientists speak as if they were the 
mouthpiece for the speechless.’37 To be spoken for is tantamount to being possessed, and to possess 
knowledge of Nature, whether man or monster, is to also to dominate that matter. ‘The monster is 
always and must always remain speechless,’ for its silence is proof of its monstrosity.38 What allows 
for such power-dynamics between man over the un/natural is the changing field of science towards 
professionalisation and positivism. 
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3.      ‘The Beast’ and ‘His Cave’ 

During their initial interview, we are given a brief description of Ledsmar’s physical 
characteristics: ‘He seemed a man of middle age and an equable disposition,’ whose most 
distinguishing traits are his ‘broad, impressive dome of skull,’ ‘short full-beard,’ and ‘gold-rimmed 
spectacles.’39 Although he seems to be properly constituted physically, nevertheless he is afflicted 
with rheumatism in one of his shoulders, a physical handicap that signifies his inner psychological 
failings. His physique is that of the Wicked Wizard: 

 
The really bad ones usually have bald heads or, if meant to be not only mad and 
bad but also vile and monstrous, physically enlarged craniums—thus leaving no 
question that their moral depravity is rooted in their intellectual gigantism.40 

 
Furthermore, ‘goatees are clearly evidence of foreign roots and wicked intentions’ and the 

‘need for glasses [is] an almost ageless trope for physical infirmity.’41 Clearly Ledsmar, who 
‘represents the professionalism and scientism of nineteenth-century Germany,’42 fits the profile. He 
is a baldheaded, bearded, and bespectacled bachelor who flaunts his intellectual superiority and 
cosmopolitan worldview with his arrogant dress, speech, and manners; who undertakes forced and 
secret research away from the watchful eyes of family and community; and who also happens to be 
disabled so as to represent his spiritual and emotional bankruptcy. 

These are all the details about Ledsmar’s physical person. Though the table is well-lit, the 
rest of the room is ‘vague darkness,’ causing the Doctor’s features to ‘los[e] their outlines in the 
shadows of the background.’43 His ontological identity dissipates, further solidifying him as a ‘man 
of disembodied speculative intelligence,’44 a representation in line with ‘members of the medical 
profession [who] claim to stand above and outside corporeality.’45 Ledsmar ceases to be a physical 
entity and instead becomes only an imposing pair of eyes which pierce Theron’s person: 

 
[W]hat really disturbed him was the fact that Dr. Ledsmar had turned in his seat, 
crossed his legs, and was contemplating him with a gravely concentrated scrutiny 
through his spectacles. […] This uncomfortable gaze kept itself up a long way 
beyond the point of good manners, but the Doctor seemed not to mind that at all.46 
 

Theron’s unease from being looked at by Ledsmar exemplifies Foucault’s ‘clinical gaze.’ His 
social awkwardness foreshadows the more serious discomfort felt by the Chinese servant under the 
Doctor’s dehumanising gaze. Still, Ledmar’s stature exempts his lack of civility. Immediately upon 
being introduced, Ledsmar is enculturated as an authoritative source of knowledge. In the opening 
anecdote, he discusses his public status in terms of professional degrees: ‘I am a doctor three or four 
times over, so far as parchments can make one.’47 These degrees are icons of his scientific and 
medical expertise in particular, as well as his authoritative knowledge more generally.48 His private 
self differs greatly, however, from his public and professional identity. ‘In other respects, though, I 
should think I am probably less of a doctor than anybody else now living.’49 Despite his self-
professed lack of professional skill, made explicit during his house call to Theron, the title of Doctor 
further augments his social standing. (Theron always refer to him as Doctor with a capital ‘D.’)50 
The West’s metanarrative of modernity is based on principles of science and progress, with learned 
doctors as agents of that forward movement. Frederic recognises the ramifications of the man-of-
science’s apotheosis as society’s saviour, because science is itself socially constructed, and 
moreover, science as culture is a human domain, and therefore imperfect, fallen, monstrous. 

Ledsmar’s body and behaviour positions him as an authority of reason and science. This 
social position is strengthened by the geographical and architectural place he inhabits. When asked 
whether he and the priest live together, Ledsmar replies ‘I inhabit a house of my own […] an old-
fashioned place up beyond the race-course.’51 Although at first Theron has no interest in ever being 
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alone again with Ledsmar, let alone stepping foot into his house, nevertheless the allure of his 
invitation proves too great a temptation. The house is ‘of that spacious and satisfying order of old-
fashioned houses which men of leisure and means built for themselves while the early traditions of a 
sparse and contented homogenous population were still strong in the Republic.’ It is spatially 
separate from Octavius,52 mirroring its resident’s social division from the townspeople. Ledsmar 
lives ‘quite alone in the world,’ estimating that it has been over a decade since anyone ‘of my own 
species’ has been inside his home. Ledsmar obviously considers the Chinese race a separate species 
from himself. But a number of terms used have evolutionary connotations: Ledsmar lives ‘beyond 
the race-course’ not only in a geographical sense, but also in biological and social terms. This 
distance suggests his being outside of the homogenous population of Octavius and white America, 
with an added emphasis of being past it temporally. Ledsmar, as evolutionary scientist, is living in 
the world of the future. The house itself serves as an ideal of national sameness—one heroic white 
American race that holds similar democratic values. If the house is synecdoche for the early 
republic of America, then Ledsmar and his Chinaman signify the dangers posed by the infiltrating 
agents of aristocratic elitism and uncivilised barbarism into the American Eden. 

The appropriate setting for a Doctor who is more scientist than physician is the ‘privileged 
truth-spot’ of the laboratory.53 Ledsmar’s lab, however, is located within his home. Ledsmar leads 
Theron on a walking tour of the premises after leaving the library. The following is a condensed 
description of the various workspaces, particularly the lab, from Sam Bluefarb: 

 
Ledsmar’s rooms seem to represent the laboratory of the unhinged scientist 
obsessed with “truth,” even if the discovery of that “truth” leads to the complete 
destruction of man’s moral foundations. In one part of his house are bookcases, 
and “the corners of the floor [are] all buried deep under disorderly strata of 
papers, diagrams and open books. One could hardly walk about without treading 
on them.” Elsewhere there are “dark little tanks containing thick water, a row of 
small glass cases with adders and other lesser reptiles inside, and a general 
collection of boxes, jars, and similar receptacles connected with the [d]octor’s 
pursuits. Further on was a smaller chamber, with a big empty furnace, and shelves 
bearing bottles and apparatus like a drug-store.” Ledsmar’s house is a depository 
of the pathologically obsessive—the world’s knowledge gone berserk.54 
 

Ledsmar’s laboratory is laid out in a pattern that parallels his unorthodox evolutionary 
theory. His scientific system is epitomised by the architecture of his private home and workplace.55 

The reader experiences the pathological place where Ledsmar lives and works through 
Theron’s unreliable point-of-view.56 Walking de-centres Theron’s understanding, and therefore the 
reader’s. Unlike earlier scenes involving Theron and Ledsmar, in which both men remain primarily 
static, the characters in this episode are in constant motion. The haptic experience of this 
‘perambulatory encounter’57 is meant to discombobulate the senses. The abrupt movement from 
room to room, idea to idea, leaves us as confused as him. This effect is heightened by a magical 
description of the surrounding area outside the home, which is reminiscent of a medieval wizard’s 
tower. The place is ‘quite out of the town’ along a highway not without its ‘sylvan charms.’ To the 
west lies the factory industry; the east, a rural sawmill. Occupying a liminal space between 
‘primitive rusticity and urban complications,’58 his home and lab showcase man’s control over 
nature—the botanical garden and laboratory are filled with rare domesticated specimens, the library 
an array of eclectic books. Ledsmar’s institute of learning exists within a temporal threshold in the 
history of science that conflates the quasi-magical alchemy of the middle ages and pseudo-scientific 
white racism of science’s golden age. 

Ledsmar’s ‘self-willed alienation from family and community’59 paints him as a ‘man hating 
recluse.’60 That the bachelor-scientist shirked the domestic pleasures of the hearth in order to pursue 
solitary intellectual labour in an un-surveilled lab is part of what makes him wicked. He conducts 
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his experiments away from the prying eyes of the uninitiated, in a sacred space that stands as a 
sanctuary from societal constraints against science. The public space of the lab and hence any work 
performed there is unmonitorable, since as an autonomous unmarried professional male, there is 
neither a woman there to watch over him and his actions to ensure their moral correctness, nor any 
superior to regulate them. (The implication being that without either an Angel of the Household to 
morally recharge a man or an organised system of rules to follow, ‘moral improvement will lag 
behind intellectual progress’ in man and, by extension, society.) The fact that his work is located 
within his home conflates the doctrine of separate public masculine and private feminine spheres.  

The ‘single mad scientist’ is not without passion for a feminised object, however, but that 
desire is simply directed by an unnatural aim. Dr. Frankenstein’s desire, for instance, is indicative of 
transatlantic romanticism’s ‘complex involving the fusion of productive labour and sexual 
obsession, […] a sexualized obsession [that] seduces the experimenter’s sexual passion away from 
its “natural” target, [a] wife, and focuses it instead into the “unnatural” passion for penetrating 
“beyond prescribed depths.”’61 Because American masculinity is dependent upon the marriage of 
producing for the public—and reproducing a family as husband and father in private—these aims 
are indistinguishable. ‘The pursuit of wisdom is a spiritual procreation, which shares with physical 
procreation the desire for immortality through generation.’62 This holds true in science as well as 
art, as a work is often considered its creator’s child. But ‘if science has supplanted wife in the 
scientist’s sexual universe, then this union must be portrayed as inevitably a failure, Frankenstein’s 
monster being an example of what such a union would produce.’63 A work of monstrosity, because 
an unnatural product, lacks soul and thus must be an abortion. Worse, the Wicked Wizard’s work is 
‘a waste which inevitably returns—like some monstrous repressed memory or Victor’s abandoned 
creature.’64 Frankenstein’s manmade monster is conceived in sin. 

Here a pair of striking correlations emerges: First, between what Allen identifies as 
America’s anti-intellectualist attitude towards the Wicked Wizard and his theoretical work and 
Donna Harraway’s structuralist critique of modern science through the metaphor of a pregnant 
monster’s un-aborted fetus; and second, between Ledsmar’s teratological Darwinism and Edward 
Said’s manifest Orientalism. As Said reminds us, ‘according to a strangely transformed variety of 
Darwinism sanctioned by Darwin himself, the modern Orientals were degraded remnants of a 
former greatness.’65 Furthermore, ‘the scientist, the scholar […] thought about the Orient because he 
could.’66 The Orientalist had ‘intellectual authority over the Orient within Western culture’67 ‘The 
Orientals he studied became in fact his Orientals, for he saw them not only as actual people but as 
monumentalised objects in his account of them’68 Here a double logic emerges in which Ledsmar, 
as scientist and Orientalist, owns, speaks for, and does what he will with his version of Orientalised 
Nature/naturalised Oriental. Harraway’s critique of science cites Orientalism‘s epigraph, ‘The East 
is a career,’ to make a point about science, obsession, and inequality: ‘Nature legitimates the 
scientist’s career, as the Orient justifies the representational practices of the Orientalist, even as 
precisely “Nature” and the “Orient” are the products of the constitutive practice of scientists and 
orientalists.’69 But the mutual constitutiveness of science as culture over nature is not what is at 
stake here. Rather, it is the Doctor’s monstrous union of evolutionary biology and scientific racism. 
In effect, Ledsmar is re-producing the myth of modern science in his work even as he is artificially 
reproducing an unnatural amalgamation that goes against the ‘natural’ progress of American 
modernity. In actuality, Frederic uses Ledsmar and his Chinaman to critique modernity, 
intellectualism, and scientific racism. 

 
4. ‘New Ideas about the Value of the Chinese’ 

In the February 18, 1871 issue of Harper’s Weekly, famous cartoonist Thomas Nast depicts 
Lady Columbia protecting a stereotypical ‘heathen Chinee’ from an angry mob, fittingly led by an 
enraged Irishman. The figure, replete with shaven head and compulsory queue, is seated on the 
ground before a wall plastered with slurs such as’ ‘coolie’ and ‘rat-eater,’ and denigrating 
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statements that the Chinese are ‘the lowest and vilest of the human race.’ John Chinaman’s 
lascivious sexual appetite and lack of industry warranted vehement defence against an oncoming 
‘Chinese invasion’ of white America and its economy, politics, and morality.70 

Representations of the Asian/American male body have proven to be problematic at best 
whenever not altogether invisible in American culture. Stereotypes that favour the imagined over 
the real, of a monolithic Orient marked as decaying, passive, emasculated, deviant, and other, rather 
than as a plurality of places and peoples, have become norms. The truth is that classifying Orientals 
as primitive underscores some better-left-unsaid anxieties held by an emerging American empire, 
including cultural fears about social hygiene, yellow peril, real-life miscegenation, and race suicide. 
Even Nast’s drawing, which defends Chinese immigrants against prejudice and discrimination, 
illustrates the unmanning effects of white racism upon Orientalised bodies; Columbia, the feminine 
symbol of America, acts as protectress.71 Ledsmar’s Chinaman, himself harassed by Octavius’s idle 
boys and Irish labourers when first brought into town,72 reinforces such bigoted images. He is 
without a princess like Columbia, locked away in a Wicked Wizard’s domestic dungeon, as Celia 
languidly sits back and directs witticisms against Ledsmar. 

Xenophobic fears led to a series of anti-immigration legislation directed against the Chinese 
in the late-nineteenth-century. The first restrictive federal immigration law, the Page Act (1875), 
prohibited entry of ‘undesirable’ immigrants from Asia, mainly ‘coolies’ and prostitutes. The 
regulation was enacted for ‘the fate of the white men, white families, and a nation constructed as 
white’ and protected against ‘what were believed to be serious threats to white values, lives, and 
futures.’73 Such fear-induced speculation among the populace extended up the social ranks to elite 
professionals, such as those of the American Medical Association, which decreed that Chinese 
émigrés ‘carried distinct germs to which they were immune, but from which whites would die if 
exposed.’74 Chinese-American labourers and their bodies presented a biological threat to the 
national body. Less than a decade later, in 1882, the Chinese Exclusion Act was passed suspending 
all free Chinese immigration. It replaced the Burlingame Treaty that had been ratified in 1868, 
which had allowed free migration and emigration of Chinese. The laws were bolstered with the 
1892 Geary Act, which expanded the Chinese Exclusion Act. But what of those Chinese already 
living in their new host nation, struggling to assimilate Western social values? And what of the 
supposedly Oriental customs they brought with them? 

A popular racist stereotype is of sexually deviant John Chinaman and his opium pipe. The 
truth is that opium smoking was considered barbaric to the Chinese during the early modern period 
precisely because of its link to sex and sexuality. Chinese healers even prescribed the drug ‘to aid 
masculinity, strengthen sperm and regain vigour.’75 In fact, a late-sixteenth-century medical treatise 
on opium states that its ability to ‘arrest seminal emission’76 was a major reason that ‘lay people use 
it for the art of sex.’77 Recreational use became intimately coupled with sex, a connection that 
continued into the late-nineteenth-century in China, and was carried into American Chinatowns. 
American law sought to protect white sexual morality by containing addiction to opium to 
immigrants by prohibiting the Chinese from smoking the substance in the presence of an American. 
As early as 1874, smoking opium within the city limits of San Francisco was confined to 
neighbouring Chinatowns and their opium dens. Commissioner Jesse B. Cook, former Chief of 
Police, describes his experiences on the Chinatown Squad working the beat in San Francisco’s Old 
Chinatown around the turn-of-the-century:  

 
In those days the Chinese were allowed to smoke opium, provided they did not do 
so in the presence of a white man. If a white man was present it meant the arrest 
of all who were in the room at the time.78 

 
Fears about opium dens, fueled by horror stories about white men being seduced by dragon 

ladies or white women being sold into prostitution, were major causes of anti-Chinese sentiment. 
Tabloids owned by William Randolph Hearst published stories of white women being enticed by 
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Chinese men and their opium to invoke fear of the ‘Yellow Peril.’ Such yellow journalism, 
disguised as an anti-drug campaign, depended upon discourses of science and medicine to sway 
public perception towards prejudice. The ethereal realm of science converged with the gritty domain 
of politics, legislation, and law enforcement to oppress Chinese foreign nationals in their adopted 
home, just as it had in their former one. Not without historical precedent, doctors, like politicians, 
contained and oppressed this unknown threat. Ledsmar restricts where his Chinaman lives, works, 
and smokes just as Chinese immigrants and their opium were contained to the designated area of 
Chinatown. If Ledsmar’s home is a metaphor for America and a homogenous population of one 
white national race, then the summerhouse in which he confines his servant serves as an ethnic 
enclave of one. He differs, however, in that his goal is not to limit a Chinese racial incursion, but 
document its inevitability. 

But what happens when the Doctor’s investigation into nature becomes an intervention 
against it, an unnatural creation of mind and matter? In the last section I suggested that Doctor 
Ledsmar, the scientist-bachelor, in fathering his own race of superhuman—or subhuman—Chinese, 
becomes the progenitor of an entire race of people, with science as his mate. This instance of male 
procreation through science rather than sex, of science as a surrogate for sex, is in line with the 
productionism and anthropocentricism so valued by American science. Ledsmar’s science intends 
‘[t]o reproduce, literally, all the world in the deadly image of the Same,’ ‘to refuse[] the witty 
agency of all the actors but One.’79  

 
This productionism is about man the tool-maker and—user, whose highest 
technical production is himself; i.e. the story line of phallogocentrism, He gains 
access to the wondrous technology with a subject-constituting, self-deferring, and 
self-splitting entry into language, light, and law. Blinded by the sun, in thrall to 
the father, reproduced in the sacred image of the same, his reward is that he is 
self-born, an autotelic copy.80 

 
The old-world Orientalist understanding of opium as sexual stimulant parallels Doctor 

Ledsmar’s endorsement of the Chinese as eventual evolutionary endpoint. Regarding the Doctor’s 
unpardonable practices on a purely pragmatic level, the benefits of any scientific endeavour should 
outweigh the cost. Here the cost of life, one Chinese man, tips the evolutionary scales away from 
the Occident to the Orient. Unlike compulsory sterilisation that was intended to prevent the growth 
of so-called inferior populations, the result of legislation enacted in order to justify anti-
miscegenation statutes against undesirables such as the Chinese, Ledsmar’s theory is closer to those 
seeing the racialised hypersexuality of Asians as representing a romanticisation of sex as the final 
solution to the question/problem of race: Asians could be assimilated as yet another sexual 
companion. Ledsmar’s one-race theory, like Frankenstein’s monster, is the result of an 
amalgamation of man and science, an effort to produce an offspring out of an idea. 

Science is a cornerstone of modernity in western civilisation, which has historically valued 
reason and progress above morality. Scientists supplanted medieval magicians in the investigation 
into the mysteries of nature just as doctors replaced ministers by saving bodies instead of souls. 
Frederic’s novel, which combines contemporary elements of regionalism and realism with an 
outmoded romanticism, also provides perhaps the most insightful expression of modernism. 
Theron’s illumination and damnation involves losing faith in rationalism as well as religiosity, to 
become an infidel to modern life through pre-modern art and ritual as well as postmodern science 
and philosophy. Theron, whose marriage and profession prevent him from inhabiting an 
‘intellectual world’ of his own, is attracted to Doctor Ledsmar’s social position as a single scientist. 
But the allure offered by living and working alone in the same space is made suspect through the 
dual deviances of the seemingly unproductive scientific work—and non-reproductive sexuality—
performed by the Wicked Wizard. Doctor Ledsmar’s radical evolutionary theory questions the ways 
in which turn-of-the-century Americans defined the monstrous, especially in terms of race, 
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ethnicity, and nationality. Ledsmar’s self-imposed isolation leads to an overly individualistic 
ideology that favours foreigners and immigrants and challenges prevailing political and popular 
attitudes held by Americans towards Asians, including the Chinese. The scientist replaces his 
subject as the monster, with the racialised monster remade biologically normative. Progress, like 
beauty—or the monstrous—is in the eye of the beholder. 

A monstrosity is both something big and ugly, but also something bad and shocking. 
Monsters are strange, horrible, deviant; they are unnatural, inhuman. In scientific terms, a monster is 
a complex malformation, an abnormality of biological or physiological development caused by 
heredity and/or the environment. A science of monsters—monstrous science—consists of not only 
the ideologies and methodologies behind an elite white professional American man legally 
imprisoning a working-class immigrant Chinese man and forcing him to inhale a dangerous drug, 
but also America’s newfound belief in biological and social evolution and the professionalisation of 
science that leads to such an unsettling situation as that depicted in the scenes between the Wicked 
Wizard and his Drugged Chinaman. Frederic uses race, a base element in the debates of both 
evolution and immigration, to comment on his culture’s resistance of modernity. 
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Abstract 

Dark matter is a much theorised scientific concept, an invisible mass said to account for 
gravitational anomalies in space and accounting for a great deal of the mass of our universe. Though 
we know little about it for certain, when fiction writers—science writers and journalists, too, for that 
matter—approach the topic, they have a tendency to invest dark matter with a supernatural, 
monstrous intelligence. In this article I read this tendency via two science fiction novels. In Javier 
Negrete’s Spanish sf, dark matter is a substance thoroughly imbued with the monstrous and 
becomes a metaphor for the inability of science to deal with the supernatural. I argue that this image 
of science reflects a trend in humanistic study to frame the sciences in the context of the 
supernatural or religious. Stephen Baxter’s British sf, on the other hand, deals ambiguously with 
dark matter and reflects the current speculative nature of actual scientific work on the substance. 
Ultimately what this comparison indicates is that far from an apocalyptic cosmic war, what dark 
matter represents is a struggle over how we look at the heavens and how, in that struggle, we may 
fairly represent what we know or do not know about the universe.  
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1.  Introduction 
When he learns that an invisible mass has just passed through the sun Peter, a character in 

Stephen Baxter’s Coalescent (2004) remarks, ‘Baryonic matter, normal matter, is infested with life. 
Why not dark matter too? […] I’ll tell you what I think. I think there’s a war going on out there.’1 
The dark matter he refers to is a material whose existence was first theorised in the 1930s by Fritz 
Zwicky (though Einstein, too, alluded to a similar ‘energy’) that is meant to account for anomalous 
gravitational pulls in space. Essentially, galaxies or other units exhibit more gravity than is 
explained by their mass of normal matter, so physicists and others have theorised that some kind of 
matter, invisible to the naked eye, accounts for the other mass. According to the gravitational pull 
exhibited, dark matter could potentially comprise over ninety percent of the universe’s total mass. 
But a ‘war in heaven’? To wit, no physicist has yet discovered the exact content of dark matter, 
although many claim to and though the mysterious substance seems to fascinate many contemporary 
authors. In fact the widespread fascination with dark matter, which I shall here examine in two 
science fiction novels, is due in large part to the tendency to invest it with a spiritual element and to 
align it with the monstrous. 

For example, we find in Spanish writer Javier Negrete’s (1964-) Buscador des Sombras 
(2001) a view of dark matter at least as paranoid as that of Baxter’s text. In this short novel, for 
which Negrete won the Premio UPC in 2000, psychiatrist Pedro Rojo de las Heras must unravel the 
story of Álvaro Carreño, a scientist on death row in South Dakota for the murder of his wife. 
Carreño was experimenting deep in the caves of South Dakota, attempting to find physical proof of 
materia oscura, which he does find, but finds invested with a malevolent life, a creature from a 
parallel universe that plans to invade the earth through the body of Carreño’s wife. This novel offers 
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several examples of scientists, confounded by enigmatic concepts such as dark matter, and 
ultimately powerless in the face of the spiritual and the supernatural. For example, the psychiatrist 
Rojo is at first confounded by the mysterious Pisani sleeping sickness of which the future world 
lives in fear, but ultimately succumbs to the spiritual forces that the reader learns are behind Pisani. 
Thus, the investment of scientific concepts such as dark matter with something spiritual becomes a 
charge against the sciences themselves, that they are powerless in the face of the spiritual—a charge 
that, as I show below, is common not only in science fiction stories and popular science, but is also 
part of a widespread trend in the humanistic study of the sciences to connect the scientific with the 
religious.2 

Interestingly, the writing of the very scientists and science writers reporting on dark matter 
also often serves to strengthen the idea of monstrous dark matter. While the scientific research on 
which popular pieces are based may be sound, the rhetoric that these reports adopt often 
sensationalises dark matter. One report recently asked the question, ‘Is dark matter a dinosaur 
killer?,’ suggesting a kind of power that—as will be clear below—is reflected in novels such as 
Stephen Baxter’s.3 Another article even adds dark matter to what it calls the ‘Monster Mix,’ 
suggesting the substance plays a role in the development of supermassive black holes.4 Again, 
though the theoretical science featured in these articles may be important to the fields of astronomy 
and physics, the rhetoric such reports use may have unforeseen consequences. The consequence I 
hope to highlight in this article is the equation of dark matter to monstrosity. I follow the 
epistemology of the term monster from its usage as a tool of exclusion—stemming from the Latin 
monere meaning ‘to warn,’ i.e. of impending danger. Elsewhere, I have suggested a historical 
connection between other terms originally used as religio-political categories of exclusion, such as 
pagan, barbarian, and heathen.5 Most important in the present context, however, is the idea that the 
monster’s primary function in literature and popular culture is to inspire fear, particularly that of an 
Other. When scientists and journalists sensationalise concepts such as dark matter, they may 
provoke the kind of fear of scientific concepts that novels such as Negrete’s popularise, and even 
engender an easy denunciation of the sciences. 

Stephen Baxter’s (1957-) novel, on the other hand, is more ambiguous in the manner in 
which it treats dark matter. There are two competing narratives (actually three if we consider the 
historical flashbacks, but two are relevant here) at play in this novel. In the first our protagonist, 
George, attempts to track down a long lost sister, whom he discovers has become a part of a 
clandestine, hive-like society called the Puissant Order of Mary Queen of Virgins. In the other, 
George’s childhood friend Peter becomes involved with a group of scientifically minded terrorists, 
protecting against potential threats against humanity, including the malevolent dark matter. These 
stories, if I may, coalesce when Peter identifies the Order with the evil dark matter and commits to 
destroying the hive, which he claims is an evolutionary dead end. And yet, dark matter in this 
instance is a slightly more ambiguous substance—perhaps closer to the enigma it still represents to 
scientists—in that its malevolence is possibly the result of Peter’s paranoid delusions about 
conspiratorial science bringing an end to the world. The simplistic fear of dark matter that one sees 
in Negrete’s novel gives way to an uncertainty in Baxter’s about our values surrounding both 
science and spirituality. Baxter’s novel challenges the categorical exclusion of the monster, which is 
arguably science itself in Negrete’s text, and instead shows a greater comfort with the ambiguity of 
such scientific concepts as dark matter. 

The first of our claims, then, is very simple: there is a tendency in representations of dark 
matter to invest it with supernatural intelligence, to create a war in heaven (in several of Baxter’s 
other works, as more examples, or Robert Sawyer’s Starplex (1996), or even to a certain extent 
Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials series). Moreover, this tendency may be motivated by what 
one critic calls the ‘opposition between scientific and religious world views.’6 Such a theme is not 
new to contemporary literature, considering how Baxter cites Charles Williams’ novel War in 
Heaven (1930), a book that is DaVinci Code in plot but C. S. Lewis in tenor; a murder mystery plot 
involving the Holy Grail that is seemingly resolved by divine intervention. Therefore my second 
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claim, and the more arguable one, is that this tendency to represent dark matter as supernatural has 
much in common with a wider reaching trend to frame discussions of scientific concepts within a 
religious framework, or at least within a framework in which science and religion appear to 
cooperate without tension. Nowhere is this trend more visible than in the work of Bruno Latour, 
widely read in the many academic fields related to Science Studies, and who, over the course of his 
long career, has moved from showing the ‘social construction of scientific fact’ to ‘talk[ing] 
religiously’ about science.7 

Latour’s early work to map the networks of influence that go into producing scientific 
knowledge or products has been rather productive and immensely popular in the newer field of 
Science and Technology Studies. However, though well taken in many cases, it also often opposes a 
‘strategy to subvert the rational attempt to impose order on chaos’ to an ‘explicit attitude toward 
religion.’8 We can see this subversion very clearly in Latour’s work, even that which deals with the 
social aspects of science: 

 
What is at stake here is mastery. In making the world the product of individuals’ 
thoughts and fancies and in talking about construction as though it involved the 
free play of fancy, modernists believe they make the world in their image, just as 
God made them in his. This is a strange and rather impious description of God.9 

 
To talk religiously about science and scientists, therefore, demands a willingness to ascribe 

something spiritual, not only to actions of scientists as Latour does, but also to the gaps in scientific 
knowledge, as I would argue our two novels do. In this way the writer and critic must privilege ‘the 
borderlands where what can be humanly known in the deepest sense runs up against the limitations 
of language and the fetters of biophysical necessity.’10 To find in fiction a malevolent entity hidden 
within dark matter, therefore, no longer seems very surprising. 

Nor is Latour’s critique of science all that surprising. In a sense it is only a continuation of 
the dialectical nature of science that Adorno and Horkheimer once posited: 

 
But laboratory conditions constitute the exception…The expected event fails to 
occur, yes, but the unexpected event does occur: the bridge collapses, the crops 
wither, or the drug kills. The spark which most surely indicates the lack of 
systematic thinking…is no transient percept, but sudden death.11 

 
Of course this is mixing contexts, but what I mean to highlight is that the tendency to inflate 

concepts such as dark matter into something on the order of the supernatural is only a small part of a 
much wider trend to fill in the gaps in scientific knowledge with spiritualism. Even scientists and 
popular science writers inadvertently fuel this trend as they sensationalise what discoveries they do 
make. 

The dangers of this trend are, at best, the expectation that one may know something 
positively about what dark matter is. At worst, it fuels a profound misunderstanding and 
monsterisation of science as the harbinger of apocalypse. In between lies a middle ground in which 
we may understand science’s limits and be comfortable with what we do not yet know. In fact, in 
reading these two novels one finds that while Negrete’s text reinforces the supernatural and 
apocalyptic nature of dark matter, Baxter’s is perhaps the fairer portrayal in that it is ironically 
comfortable with the ambiguous nature of the substance.  

 
2.  Searching in the Shadows 

The reader first meets Carreño, the protagonist of Buscador de Sombras, through the eyes of 
his arresting officers in Rapid City, South Dakota, where they consider him ‘un auténtico científico 
loco, como los de las peliculas…como quien no ha matado una mosca’ [a real mad scientist, like the 
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ones in movies…like someone who had never killed a fly].12 While  they consider him less 
dangerous due to his status as a scientist, however, it does not make him more endearing in their 
eyes. In the very next sentence it is ‘Como si los científicos no tuvieran la culpa de agujero de 
ozono, el calentamiento de la atmósfera, el Sida y la enfermedad de Pisani’ [As if scientists were not 
to blame for the hole in the ozone, the heating of the atmosphere, Aids, and the Pisani disease (a 
fictional sleep sickness)].13 We may infer that the officers are actually less surprised by his 
murderous actions because, as a scientist, he bears the guilt of all these other maladies. 

We may infer this also, because most of the characters of this novel see the world from a 
decidedly spiritual, if not religious, perspective. Rojo, the same scientist who a few pages before 
denounced American religious sensibilities, proclaims Carreño, ‘Más culpable que Judas’ [More 
blameworthy than Judas].14 Eleanor Dawkins declares posthumously from Carreño’s journal that 
South Dakota is a ‘lugar olvidado de la mano de Dios’ [place forgotten from the hand of God].15 
And as the prison guard Danvers sums up nicely, ‘Si todo el mundo respetara las normas y fuera a la 
iglesia los domingos, sería mucho más sencillo’ [If all the world respected the rules and went to 
church every Sunday, it would be much simpler].16 While Rojo must forcefully hold back a 
sarcastic comment to this statement, throughout the rest of the novel, he gradually moves away from 
his position as the empirically minded scientist. That is, as he increasingly loses his empirical 
detachment, he begins to adopt the more mystical views of those around him. This is true to the 
extent that by the time we encounter materia oscura in the novel, we are prepared for a supernatural 
interpretation of it. 

We first encounter Carreño’s research through Rojo’s eyes as he interviews Carreño’s 
colleagues at CalTech, who are not surprised by his murder either since Carreño was such a solitary 
person. His former boss says of him that, ‘Es más del tipo del investigador solitario, usted ya me 
entiende…pero eso ya pasó a la historia. Hoy hay que colaborar, buscar consensos, sinergias’ [He is 
more of the solitary researcher type, you know what I mean…but that is history already. These days 
we have to collaborate, seek consensus, synergy].17 So Carreño’s real sin in their eyes was that he 
sought dark matter on his own, without collaborating. One gets the impression here of the 
stereotypical mad scientist, working alone in his lab and shutting out the outside world—the 
cardinal sin of sciences that demand openness and collaboration. By showing explicitly and 
repeatedly how ‘La objetividad es imposible en cualquier ciencia’ [Objectivity is impossible in 
whatever science], Negrete also increases the supernatural character of dark matter.18 The fear of 
this substance as some malevolent being is as much dependent on a negative view of science as it is 
on a spiritual worldview. 

Using this double strategy, we may see how Negrete effectively mythologises dark matter. 
He does so at exactly the point from which he begins to extrapolate beyond science, the very 
moment in which his narrative begins to blur the line between science fiction and fantasy. In the 
same conversation between the two scientists Carreño says, ‘si ahora hubiera aquí, a nuestro lado, 
un psiquiatra y un condenado a muerte formados por partículas de materia oscura, no nos daríamos 
cuenta…ni siquiera aunque ocuparan el mismo espacio físico que nosotros’ [if there were now, next 
to us, a psychiatrist and someone condemned to death formed of dark matter particles, we would not 
notice…not even if they occupied the same physical space as us].19 This is only a foreshadowing of 
the personification of dark matter we shall eventually encounter. Rojo soon discovers that there is a 
parallel world of malevolent beings attempting to invade and destroy the world of ‘normal’ matter, 
which no human scientist can detect but that exists nonetheless. This blurring of the boundaries 
between the material and immaterial is the final step in this text’s strategy to recreate science as the 
supernatural. Or as Rojo states what is essentially Buscador’s phenomenology, ‘Fantasmas, 
sombras, materia oscura; tal vez todo consistiera en la forma de verlo’ [Ghosts, shadows, dark 
matter; perhaps everything depends on how one views it].20 

Finding ‘fantasmas’ in the machine is even easier when we examine the relation of dark 
matter to the mysterious sleeping sickness, Pisani, in which the victims’ bodies dry up as if drained 
entirely of all matter except the basest carbon ash. Carreño connects dark matter to Pisani for us as 
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dark matter is ‘imprescindible para dar razón de algo que hoy día sigue siendo un enigma al que los 
científicos aún no han encontrado explicación’ [essential in order to give a reason to something that 
to this day remains an enigma for which scientists have not found an explanation].21 Thus the Pisani 
disease is something equally confounding to modern science. This text provides a material, 
pseudoscientific explanation to something immaterial, even as it creates something supernatural out 
of a scientific concept. As one critic words it, ‘Negrete juega con el efecto final a explicar con 
argumentos racionales las implicaciones fantásticas’ [Negrete plays with the end effect of 
explaining fantastic implications with rational arguments].22 We find here a hint of the impetus to 
debunk science’s truth claims—namely that they have, according to this text, attempted to infringe 
on the immaterial realm of legend and myth.  

It is, on the contrary, the mythical world of Néfele that will impose on the scientist. At the 
very end of the novel, after Carreño has been put to death, Rojo dares to sleep without his own 
Anóneiros (the apparatus that wards off Pisani), and finally meets face to face with Néfele. Now 
that Carreño is out of the way, he can take his place with Néfele. As they meet, she asks Rojo ‘¿Qué 
me darás a cambio de mi amor?’ [What will you give me in exchange for my love?] to which he 
responds, ‘Te entregaré el mundo’ [I will give over to you the world].23 Negrete assures us that Rojo 
has intentionally betrayed the world. This final betrayal of humanity by the scientist returns the 
reader to the appraisal of science at the beginning of the novel, as bearing the guilt for mankind’s 
worst maladies. As Rojo moves from objective psychiatrist to impassioned traitor, he also changes 
from empirical scientist to an adherent of the immaterial. Not only has dark matter become 
something supernatural, but the last scientist of the novel has betrayed mankind to become a 
supernatural being himself. 

Negrete’s ‘war in heaven’ is therefore complete, as is his critique of science. This novel first 
conflates the scientific world with the spiritual, an approach entirely in line with current 
philosophies of science, then discredits science in its treatment of scientists. One may consider the 
caricature of the materialist scientist who either absentmindedly, or in this case through his own 
selfishness, allows the destruction of the world. Rojo de las Heras is a character worthy of a Kurt 
Vonnegut novel such as Cat’s Cradle (1963), as Vonnegut creates the mould for the self-absorbed 
scientist, not to mention that suspicion of science so common after the Manhattan Project.24 That 
Negrete uses dark matter to this same end perhaps demonstrates that literature will continue to find 
new venues in which to make supernatural the gaps in scientific knowledge and to demonise science 
as the bringer of apocalypse. 

 
3. Dark Matter in the Spotlight 

Before examining Baxter’s text in more detail, though, it is fair to ask if scientists are not in 
fact partly to blame for the anthropomorphising of concepts such as dark matter. The general public 
wants to believe in the improbable—as popular reactions to the made-for-TV movie Mermaids: The 
Body Found (2011) have recently shown. Scientists, on the other hand, reacted violently. A fair 
question, though, is whether or not sensationalism in popular science is not just as problematic. In 
fact in many ways contemporary literature’s representations of dark matter are merely reflections of 
a much more widespread cultural narrative that begins with scientists themselves. As I mentioned 
above, the precise nature of dark matter remains an area of contention. Yet all too frequently teams 
of scientists announce new discoveries that threaten to end the mystery of dark matter, by ‘bringing 
it to light.’  That is, they often confront the main problem with studying the substance—the ability 
to see it, to confront it in a physical way. Thus one recent report stated that, ‘Researchers at 
McMaster University (Hamilton, Ontario[, Canada]) now claim to have located the missing dark 
matter in a halo around galaxies.’25 Other scientists claim to have found dark matter in ‘Einstein 
Rings,’ or rings ‘formed when light from a distant galaxy is bent by the presence of a nearer 
massive object, usually another galaxy.’26 The difference of opinion, even concerning the very 
presence of dark matter, calls attention to the problems that the substance poses to scientists. 



98 |  War in Heaven? 
 

Yet the nature of the reports of these discoveries also lends a mysterious air to the concept of 
dark matter. Much of the study of non-baryonic matter involves modeling the creation of galaxies 
themselves, in the effort to understand the distribution of matter. Such research inevitably leads 
scientists, via theoretical ‘cold dark matter’ or slow-moving particles, to examine clashes between 
younger, smaller galaxies that form those like our own Milky Way. As little relation as such 
computer modeling may have to what we think of as empirical scientific method, the social problem 
of dark matter is exasperated further by the reports of findings on cosmic history, which often seem 
to amplify the concept of dark matter into something supernatural. For example, one such article 
from Astronomy, titled ‘How the Milky Way devours its neighbors,’ personifies interactions 
between galaxies, including ‘cold dark matter.’ With such statements as, ‘Episodes of violence, 
plunder, and cannibalism pervade astronomers’ emerging picture of our galaxy’s history,’ 
astronomers and science writers set the stage for further devolution of scientific concepts into 
something supernatural, even malevolent.27 

Popularising concepts such as dark matter, therefore, often leads scientists to theorise a 
violent history of galactic accretion. That is, the theory of cold dark matter, ‘suggests structure 
formed from the bottom up. Large galaxies grew from the mergers of smaller clumps, and those 
galaxies later came together to make clusters and, in turn, superclusters.’28 Such theorising, 
however, is not likely to entertain or to merit further funding for such scientific modeling (a 
growing problem in all of the theoretical sciences). Instead, scientists and science writers try to 
make their work more appealing to the masses by showing how their ‘Simulations indicate that faint 
galaxies of a seemingly tranquil class were born in violent cosmic encounters.’29 The idea of a 
violent cosmic encounter, then, as well as cannibalism, etc. lend a much more dramatic flair to their 
theories, even as such ideas give rise to the kind of paranoid pseudo-science that Negrete employs. 

One might also see dramatic conflict, though, in the interactions of various scientists working 
with divergent theories of dark matter. A quick search through scientific journals will reveal a great 
deal of difference in theories concerning where one might actually find dark matter, not to mention 
the nature of what will be found. Most importantly, though, these debates play out in a decidedly 
public sphere. As one article tells us, ‘Polite disagreement escalates to acrimony when discussion 
turns to the question of whether one group has actually spotted [a dark galaxy].’30 Again the nature 
of the problem, as Carreño says, is first and foremost a problem of detection. The acrimony among 
scientists certainly lends itself to the already prominent mystique that follows dark matter from 
scientific modeling through to the discourse that surrounds it. However, this same article from 
Science reminds us that, ‘The debate over the definition of a dark galaxy pales in comparison to the 
dispute over whether one has been spotted.’31 In other words, scientists are at least aware that the 
content or definition of dark matter is not their primary concern. Observation remains the initial 
challenge, as it should in order to follow any semblance of the scientific method. 

And it is important to note that disputes over observation are not nearly as dramatic as they 
are often portrayed in popular science journals. In the movement from academia to popular outlet, 
article titles change from ‘Observational Constraints on FRW Cosmologies with Dark Energy-Dark 
Matter Interaction’ to ‘Tales from the Dark Side’ rather easily. One might argue that such language 
is partly necessary in order to perform the complicated task that science writers must, namely to 
communicate complicated scientific ideas in language that the average reader can understand. 
However, the sensationalism of such texts often sounds remarkably similar to the kind of 
supernaturalism implied in novels about dark matter, which in turn have a certain kinship with 
social theories of science that seem to want to create a dark matter out of science. There are, 
however, narratives that ultimately do not mythologise the concept of dark matter, as there are 
among most scientific communities. Texts such as Stephen Baxter’s Coalescent rather leave the 
substance as ambiguous as it appears to still be within scientific circles. 
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4. Darkening the Matter 

Baxter also appears to reach a conclusion distinct from Negrete’s in that he relates dark 
matter directly to a religious mystery cult. His novel follows the development of a hive-like, quasi 
religious order born in the fall of Rome (5th Century CE) that essentially diverts its adherents to a 
divergent evolutionary path. For example, all its members are born androgynous and only develop 
female sexual characteristics in order to breed more members. However, at the same time that 
Baxter inflates dark matter into a war in heaven he acknowledges the dangerous potential of such 
normalising orders and would seem to launch a critique of the conflation of biology with 
spirituality. As one member of the mysterious religious order claims the order’s inherent 
benevolence, Peter responds, ‘Your conscious purposes—the religion, your communal projects—
are just by-products…They could be replaced by other goals—cruelty instead of benevolence, 
futility instead of useful purpose—and the Order would work just as well.’32 Peter’s conclusion, that 
the religious order exists ‘only for itself,’ is in fact a complete reversal of what Negrete has done to 
science in his novel. He implicates spirituality as a self-centred evolutionary dead end that in turn 
draws the attention of the fearful, menacing dark matter, which in turn draws us into the war in 
heaven. 

The idea of dark matter, too, is left as ambiguous as the purpose (and genders) of the hive’s 
members. The protagonist of the novel, George, reunites after the death of his father with his friend, 
Peter, who is the vehicle for scientific understanding in the story in his association with the 
Slan(t)ers, an online watchdog organisation that monitors the scientific community. It is Peter who 
first introduces us to ‘Dark Matter...the whole galaxy is embedded in a big pond of it, and turns like 
a lily leaf in a pail of scummy water. But otherwise it passes through our planet like a vast ghost. 
How marvelous, how scary.’33 Peter, who shares with George a childhood fascination with science 
fiction, is as ready as the general public today to sensationalise dark matter, to imbue it with the 
supernatural. When he later declares that there is a ‘war in Heaven,’ it is because ‘for every ton of 
good solid brick, there are ten of dark matter, out there, doing something.’34 His paranoia drives him 
to the brink of insanity. He and the other Slan(t)ers blow up a research laboratory experimenting 
with quantum gravity, which they believe might act as a beacon to this outside, evil intelligence and 
pose a threat. While not exactly cannibalistic galaxies, still one cannot miss the echoes of popular 
science journalism when Peter frantically wonders ‘what is it doing in our sun?’35 

George’s responses to these paranoid rants are quite interesting in this context, and given 
what we have already encountered in Buscador. At one point he suggests, ‘Peter, your background’s 
showing. You’ve just somehow sublimated your Catholic upbringing into this great space-opera 
story of war in the sky.’36 Even Peter must admit he may be clouded by his religious upbringing. 
Coalescent, at least, appears conscious of the fact that there is a problematic inflation of dark matter 
into something supernatural, even spiritual. But the end of the story is perhaps the most telling, as 
Peter’s story and George’s collide. While Peter has been exploring dark matter, due to the presence 
of an anomalous light in the sky, George has been searching for a sister that he never knew existed. 
He traces her to the ‘Puissant Order of Holy Mary Queen of Virgins,’ a clandestine society that 
arose to protect women and children when the Vandals sacked Rome in 455. He finds his sister, but 
realises that she has become enmeshed in the Order, which has not only separated itself from society 
but actually taken a divergent evolutionary path. Peter, who is with George when he meets his sister, 
realises this and identifies this hive-like Order as yet another potential threat to humankind—the 
novel culminates as Peter blows up the crypt that houses the Order. 

However, George is not convinced of the sincerity of Peter’s reasons, and herein lies the 
ambiguity of this novel in comparison to Negrete’s. Peter condemns the hive-like Order for being a 
self-enclosed system, lacking in individual intelligence and instead subservient only to the interests 
of the order; drone-like and serving only for the propagation of the Order itself. Yet George 
recognises that ‘The Slan(t)ers have no leader; their network has no central point. Their behavior is 
dictated by the behavior of those “around” them in cyberspace, and governed by simple rules of 
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online-protocol feedback. Among the Slan(t)ers…there are virtually none with children.’37 Other 
than a sideways critique of online communities, the implication here is that Peter’s motives may 
have been self-serving. As George himself muses, ‘I believe that he wasn’t really acting for any 
rational goals. The Slan(t)ers, the hive as a whole, had recognized the existence of another hive—
and like a foraging ant coming from another colony, Peter attacked.’38 That Peter is only a part of 
another hive mind (the Slan(t)ers) does not mean that hive culture is not an evolutionary dead end, 
but it does call into question whether or not an evil intelligence, in the form of dark matter, has been 
watching Earth. 

Is there a war in Heaven? Is dark matter some kind of supernatural, or extraterrestrial, being 
threatened by our advancing technology or by our ever greater interconnectedness? The final 
chapters of the book provide a kind of answer, though they do not go so far as to clear up Baxter’s 
ambiguity. While most of the book jumps between the present and ancient Rome, the final section 
of the book alternately depicts George’s final thoughts and a futuristic space ship mission to another 
world. On this mission we see a military unit visit a ‘cold’ and ‘pale’ planet, full of caverns infested 
with hives, which they systematically destroy. One soldier, however, foolishly removes his mask, 
breathing in pheromones from the breeding room of the hive and falling instantly in love with the 
inhabitants. The text reiterates that the hive, while compelling, is an evolutionary dead end, even as 
the one soldier stares longingly back at it as the ship pulls away into the stars. 

George, too, betrays a tendency seemingly characteristic of humanity in his affinity for the 
culture of the hive. George ends the novel with his thoughts: ‘a part of me, I know, will always long 
to be immersed again in that dense warmth, to be surrounded by smiling faces like mirrors of my 
own, to give myself up to the mindless, loving joy of the hive.’39 Like the soldier, George ends with 
an ambiguous feeling toward the hive. It is so compelling, so comforting, that it seems a shame—
even inhuman—to destroy it. And yet destroy it we must, and in this necessity we see the ambiguity 
of the novel regarding dark matter. Have humans at the end of this novel not now become advanced 
‘supernatural’ beings, flying from world to world, policing the universe and ensuring there are no 
threats to humanity? This is precisely the charge that Peter levelled at the Kuiper anomaly in the 
sky, and his hypothesis about the presence of dark matter in Earth’s sun. The suggestion the end of 
Coalescent leaves us with is that Peter may have been correct…maybe there was, is, a war in 
Heaven. 
 
5. Conclusions 

One conclusion, however, is certain: this war in Heaven is far more mundane than either of 
these fantastic stories have pictured it. This reading shows that the supernatural, religion, and our 
natural tendency to sensationalise (every bit as tempting, even to scientists, as a hive) complicate 
our appreciation of scientific concepts such as dark matter. There is an inherent tension when 
scientific concepts are made supernatural; a tension that critics such as Latour would prefer to 
overlook in the service of their impulse to ‘talk religiously’ about science. And perhaps herein lies 
the real war: 

 
if we were really setting out to debunk science’s claims to know the world out 
there, everyone would admit that “this means war,” a world war even—at least a 
metaphysical one… If anyone wants to wage this war, they will now know on 
what grounds I stand, what values I am ready to defend, and what simple weapons 
I expect to wield.40 

 
However, these tools are not so simple from the scientist’s perspective. Latour is clearly 

ready to wage a ‘war in Heaven’ against a science reduced to ‘cruise missiles [that may] gather me 
in the vineyard…when one of the relationships of force to which the laboratories have contributed 
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explodes above France.’41 Surely we can find a less polemical dialectic of science—or at least avoid 
making one of the poles the destruction of the Earth. 

At least in the context of dark matter, Stephen Baxter’s Coalescent may have found it. While 
Negrete’s technohorror travels in a very familiar science fiction formula leading to supernatural 
Armageddon, Baxter manages something different. Yes, this text partly repeats the sensationalism 
of which Buscador is the logical end, and which we have seen even scientists find difficult to avoid. 
But there is something honest about the ironic ambiguity of the ending: is dark matter the vehicle 
for an extraterrestrial race policing our scientific advancement, or are these merely the ravings of a 
madman subsumed in a hive mind protecting its own boundaries? Both interpretations are equally 
valid, and rather than advocate an interpretation—which might be to begin or enter a kind of 
‘war’—it is enough to identify this ambiguity. 

This ambiguity is sufficient because it reflects the current state of scientific work on dark 
matter. Negrete’s story is equally entertaining, and it is only through the richness of the science 
fiction genre (i.e. reading both texts) that we can see the contrast between two different approaches 
to dark matter. However, in Coalescent we find a comfort with the gaps in scientific knowledge that 
most of us have not attained. In this way, the supernatural science fiction novel teaches us better 
how to approach the science of dark matter, even science itself, and to keep ourselves out of wars, 
waged in the heavens or below. Taking note of this approach may well be the key to not making 
dark matter—felt but unseen—out of science itself. 

 
Notes 

 
1 Stephen Baxter, Coalescent (New York: Ballantine, 2004), 419. 
2 The novum (to cite sf critic Darko Suvin) of this novel is as much concerned with the scientific 
concept of dark matter as it is with the supernatural beings that Negrete suggests occupy it. As such 
I would distinguish this novel from the magic realism genre, popular in the Spanish tradition, in that 
the ‘supernatural’ does not exist within the everyday lives of its characters. Moreover, these 
otherworldly alien beings (who we might also take to be inhabitants of a parallel universe) are a 
stock image of the science fiction genre. 
3 ‘Is Dark Matter A Dinosaur Killer?,’ New Scientist 221, 12 March 2014, 17. 
4 Stephen Battersby, ‘Monster Mix,’ New Scientist 217, 6 March 2013, 44. 
5 See my ‘Religion, Monstrosity, and the Sovereign Decision in Blish’s A Case of Conscience,’ 
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R. Fuente Ballesteros and J. Pérez Magallón (Valladolid: Universitas Castellae, 2003), 41. 
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bomb during the Second World War. 
25 Colin R. Johnson, ‘University Researchers Claim to Have Found Missing Dark Matter,’ 
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27 Ray Jayawardhana, ‘How the Milky Way Devours Its Neighbours,’ Astronomy 36, No. 4 (March 
2004): 34. 
28 Ibid., 35. 
29 Curtis Struck, ‘Astronomy: Dim View of Past Clashes,’ Nature, 13 December 2007, 956. 
30 Adrian Cho, ‘Where Are the Invisible Galaxies?’ Science, 2 August 2007, 594. 
31 Ibid., 595. 
32 Baxter, Coalescent, 493. 
33 Ibid., 189, original emphases. 
34 Ibid., 419, original emphases. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid., 516. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid., 527. 
40 Latour, Pandora’s Hope, 300. 
41 Bruno Latour, The Pasteurization of France, trans. Alan Sheridan and John Law (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1988), 263. 
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Abominable Science! Origins of the Yeti, Nessie, and Other Famous Cryptids 
Daniel Loxton and Donald R. Prothero 
New York, Columbia University Press, 2013 
432 pages 

 
 
Cryptozoology is a pseudoscience involving the search for animals that have not been proven 

to exist. ‘Cryptids’—the animals sought by the cryptozoologists are often known only through myth 
and folklore. Accordingly, while new species of invertebrates and amphibians are discovered every 
year, most cryptids are thought to be large and fantastic animals. Abominable Science! is a critical 
exploration of the history of cryptozoology and the most famous cryptids––sasquatch, yeti, the Loch 
Ness monster, sea serpents, and mokele-membe (a dinosaur-like creature rumored to live in the 
Congo.) Daniel Loxton is a former believer in cryptids who is now a professional skeptic and 
Donald R. Prothero is a paleontologist. Their work walks a fine line in attempting to point out the 
many fallacies of the pseudoscientific search for monsters while refraining from ‘scientism’ and 
scorn for strange ideas simply because they are strange. While this book provides a fascinating 
history of the major sightings, investigators, and seemingly endless hoaxes surrounding these 
creatures, at heart Abombinable Science! is a plea for greater scientific literacy. 

Although they are skeptics, the authors are not entirely dismissive of cryptozoology. They 
consulted with noted cryptzoologists such as Loren Coleman and John Kirk and present many of 
their insights. Instead, they also demonstrate why cryptozoology does not currently employ the 
same methodologies or standards of evidence as mainstream science. Most cryptozoologists are 
amateurs with no scientific training and even those who are scientists are not trained in fields such 
as ecology, which the authors feel would qualify them to assess claims of giant, hidden animals. 
Loxton and Prothero also outline a cultural gap between scientists and their cryptozoological 
counterparts. Many amateurs in search of bigfoot and other cryptids have expressed contempt for 
the scientific establishment and branded scientists as hypocrites who will dismiss any evidence that 
counters their paradigms. The authors regard this attitude as part of a larger climate of anti-
intellectualism and hostility to science that they regard as an imminent disaster for American 
civilisation. 

While the authors are primarily concerned with scientific methodologies, there is much here 
for humanities scholars interested in the historic and cultural significance of monsters. By providing 
a detailed origin of major cryptids, the authors provide ample evidence that sightings are influenced 
by popular culture. For instance, the first sighting of the Loch Ness monster occurred in 1933 when 
George Spicer and his wife allegedly saw a dinosaur-like creature cross the road in front of their car. 
1933 was also the year in which King Kong appeared and featured a scene in which explorers are 
chased by a diplodocus. Loxton and Prothero outline the similarities between this scene and the 
Spicer sighting and note an interview in which Spicer described seeing King Kong prior to the 
sighting. A chapter on sea serpents demonstrates a much older pattern of life imitating art in which 
creatures depicted on Greek vases, which the artists imagined, became the basis for actual sightings. 

The authors conclude that there is a ‘feedback loop among popular entertainment, news 
media, and paranormal belief.’1 Accordingly, they indict news media for its tendency to uncritically 
report claims of bigfoot sightings. They also bemoan how cable television stations formerly 
dedicated to science and learning have become ‘an endless conveyor belt of monster media’2 by 
featuring documentaries in which investigators with dubious credentials hunt for cryptids. Loxton 
and Prothero’s analysis suggests that such media will lead to further sightings, increased belief in 
cryptids, and decreased understanding of scientific methodology. Also fascinating is the connection 
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between cryptozoology and Biblical creationism. A number of cryptzoologists are creationists and 
several cryptozoological expeditions, notably the search for mokele-membe, have been funded by 
creationists. Creationists believe that the discovery of a living dinosaur such as the Loch Ness 
Monster will disprove the theory of biological evolution. This is, of course, fallacious reasoning 
whether or not such creatures exist. As the authors point out, claiming that evolution is disproved 
because older species continue to exist is ‘akin to saying that your grandfather must have died when 
your father was born, and your father died when you were born.’3 This connection further 
demonstrates how cryptozoology is tied to a cultural struggle over the authority of science. 

Unfortunately, the book’s final chapter entitled ‘Why Do People Believe in Monsters?’ is 
somewhat wanting. Much of this chapter is simply an overview of analysis found in Paranormal 
America by Christopher Bader, F. C. Mencken, and Joe Baker.4 Bader et al. draw from the Baylor 
Religion Survey to analyse how such factors as gender, church attendance, and socio-economic 
status correlate with ‘paranormal belief.’5 While the Baylor Religion Survey categorises belief in 
cryptids such as the Loch Ness Monster and Bigfoot as ‘paranormal,’6 it is not clear that the 
findings in Paranormal America are applicable to cryptozoologists. As Loxton and Prothero note, 
many cryptozoologists vehemently deny that cryptids are ‘paranormal.’ Furthermore, the 
paranormal is such a nebulous category that Bader et al. are only able to formulate rough hypotheses 
from the data. In the absence of any real theory for why people believe in cryptids, the chapter 
offers less than compelling possibilities such as a sense of control over the world or a feeling of 
community with other cryptid enthusiasts. In sum, the question of why twentieth-century people 
believe in monsters is left for others to answer. However, anyone seeking to answer this question 
will doubtless be aided by the excellent history of these modern mythologies found in Abominable 
Science! 
 

Notes
 

1 Daniel Loxton and Donald R. Prothero, Abominable Science! Origins of the Yeti, Nessie, and 
Other Famous Cryptids (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013), 133. 
2 Loxton and Prothero, Abominable Science! 336. 
3 Ibid., 294. 
4 Christopher Bader, F. C. Mencken and Joe Baker, Paranormal America: Ghost Encounters, UFO 
Sightings, Bigfoot Hunts, and Other Curiosities in Religion and Culture (New York: New York 
University Press, 2010). 
5 Baylor University, The Baylor Religion Survey, Wave II (Waco, TX: Baylor Institute for Studies of 
Religion, 2007), accessed 19 May 2014, 
http://www.thearda.com/archive/files/descriptions/baylorw2.asp. 
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Cauldron of Changes: Feminist Spirituality in Fantastic Fiction 
Janice C. Crosby 
Jefferson, McFarland, 2013 [2000]. 
205 pages 

 
 
Janice Crosby’s title, Cauldron of Changes: Feminist Spirituality in Fantastic Fiction, 

adeptly prepares her readers for an alternative interpretation and approach to fantastic fiction written 
by American women writers. An opening reference to a pagan chant, from which Crosby borrows 
the title, cleverly insinuates the witch’s cauldron that suggests the image of the three witches in 
Shakespeare’s Macbeth or Goya’s dark and menacing figures of witches. But it is precisely these 
archetypal and androcentric images of female knowledge and creativity against which Crosby 
compiles her approach and interpretation of her selection of authors of fantasy fiction in dialogue 
with other established feminist writers in the field. Evident in the title is the feminist approach to her 
investigation, one that encompasses and is guided by a notion of feminist spirituality such as Carol 
Christ, Thelma Shinn and Charlotte Spivack to name a few. 

Cauldron of Changes comprises five major chapters in addition to an introduction and 
conclusion. As part of her reconceptualisation of the spiritual self within an androcentric patriarchal 
society, the organisation of the chapters reflects the progression of the heroine on a quest towards a 
‘personal understanding of the Goddess, of female deity.’1 Chapter one focuses on establishing the 
link between female spirituality and literature as exemplified in The Mists of Avalon. Chapter two 
works through the problematic of rewriting and retelling history by including the woman’s 
perspective that has been previously under-represented and/or ignored in traditional patriarchal 
narratives. Chapter three develops the ideas of the interconnection between the feminist spiritual 
and existential crisis in relation to an ethics of gender(ed) power relations. The figure of the 
Goddess as integral to the woman’s spiritual quest and the power in storytelling are brought into the 
discussion in chapter four. Chapter five then culminates the study with the closing of the spiritual 
journey with achievement of personal understanding of Goddess that now allows for a new journey 
of personal and collective healing to take place.2 

A minor point to mention is that, unfortunately, Crosby’s introduction comes across as vague 
in a manner that belies the clear writing style of her other chapters. For example, her use of the term 
‘magic realism’ appears without a clear contextualisation  or application to how it will be used in 
this specific study;3 in Latin American literature, magic realism can be quite distinct from the same 
genre in other cultures and languages. Nevertheless, Crosby does succeed in clearly situating her 
selection of texts within the genre of speculative fiction even though ‘while originally misogynistic, 
lends itself to feminist questioning and vision in a way that realism cannot’4 yet functions well for 
Crosby’s approach to describing ‘heroic femininity as a spiritual exercise.’5 Essential  to her 
methodology is an acknowledgement that the understanding of the Goddess rituals in the texts are 
intrinsically limited by the reader’s own background knowledge of the subject. Crosby  successfully 
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clarifies, for the general reader, that the process of reclaiming the Goddess is, essentially, a process 
of female conscientisation through the empowering/magical power of storytelling and how these 
stories impact others. 

Undertaking an academic project that involves an exploration into spirituality has not always 
been well received by academia, yet Crosby’s linking of feminist spirituality to popular culture 
makes her study relatable for her readers, even those not familiar with the quest for the Goddess. 
Crosby sets up the following relationships for the reader: cauldron = language; writers = wise 
women/witches; and the reader = the creator of change. One could then intimate that Crosby 
therefore fulfills an additional role not mentioned in her methodology: her role as the mediator or 
facilitator in so much as the writer mediates both the spiritual and academic by producing a text that 
is comprehensible for practitioners and non-practitioners of feminist spirituality as well as those 
(un)familiar with speculative fiction. Crosby specifies that feminist spirituality is a ‘living, 
contemporary cultural manifestation’6 and thus, focuses specifically on American women writers of 
speculative fiction since they share a common American cultural backdrop. Crosby chooses to 
include authors with notable critical material such as: Marion Zimmer Bradley, Octavia Butler, Toni 
Morrison, Joan Vinge and draw comparisons with more recent authors: Mercedes Lackey, Gael 
Baudino, Starhawk, and Patricia Kennealy.7 This selection aims to combine both academic and 
grassroots perspectives with both a literary and theoretical methodology that best encompass 
Crosby’s aim in Cauldron of Changes: to provide the reader with a focus on a ‘feminist struggle to 
reclaim history/herstory’8 that highlights the interconnectedness of personal and community power. 
Although Crosby’s focus is one of feminist epistemology, her argument could be extended to both 
genders. That is to say, the social organism can only be healed through the individual as an engaged 
member of their community—and in Cauldron of Changes political challenge is part of feminist 
spirituality. It is in questioning the dominant patriarchal context by creating a ‘new’ authentic 
context inside and outside of the self that leads to the potential for communal change and 
improvement.9  

Crosby’s writing style is clear and indicative of a well developed theoretical background that 
carries the reader through her thought process of linking literature, feminist theory and spirituality 
with a sense of social activism and justice. In closing Crosby emphasises: ‘Cauldron of Changes 
enriches literary studies by bridging the gap that currently exists between feminist theories of 
spirituality and literatures which display spiritual feminist practices and beliefs.’10 Yes, she does 
accomplish this task, but I would add that the clarity of her argument can also speak to individuals 
who can take these teachings for personal growth and socio-communal awakening to their particular 
context. That is, this process of spiritual growth ultimately acknowledges that the ‘self’ is part of a 
larger ‘whole’11 with a focus on the interconnectedness of humanity and its overall potential to grow 
and change—that to heal oneself can lead to a healing of others. Herein is the speculative aspect to 
this fictional writing: that beyond the risk and fear of the feminist quest there can be a textual 
healing vis-a-vis a ‘magical’ story-telling12—where the magical is seen as both the subject matter 
and the outcome—and it is speculative fiction that provides the backdrop for true reflection and 
personal change and empowerment.  

In Cauldron of Changes, Crosby weaves within the structure of the book an educational 
journey for her reader that evokes the same ‘dynamic of textual, cultural, spiritual, and personal 
change’ she outlines in her text.13 Although written from a feminist perspective based on American 
literary examples in fantastical fiction, the overall message Crosby develops in Cauldron of Change 
is that there exists a predetermination of powers based on traditional binaries of male/female where 
male power is physical (or ‘of the sword’) and female power is more intellectual or of ‘sorcery.’14 
Crosby concludes that change is achieved in this cauldron through language and by engaging in an 
honest and open dialogue between author, reader, critic and culture15 thereby allowing for 
alternative mythologies and histories to be examined and gender based prejudices to be questioned. 
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Notes
 

1 Janice C. Crosby, Cauldron of Changes: Feminist Spirituality in Fantastic Fiction (Jefferson:  
McFarland, 2013 [2000]), 5. 
2 Ibid., 81, 85 and 146. 
3 Ibid., 2. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid., 3. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., 2. 
9 Ibid., 78. 
10 Ibid., 164. 
11 Ibid., 163. 
12 Ibid., 166. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid., 87. 
15 Ibid., 6. 
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The ‘Evil Child’ in Literature, Film and Popular Culture  
Karen J. Renner, (ed.) 
London; New York: Routledge, 2013 
191 pages. 
 

The ‘Evil Child’ in Literature, Film and Popular Culture is a diverse selection of essays 
which is intended to address the deficiency of scholarship caused by a paucity of larger and 
sustained works pertaining to the ‘evil child’ figure and its place in contemporary discourse. Renner 
begins her survey in the latter half of the twentieth-century, and suggests that ‘we would be hard 
pressed […] to discover many instances of wicked youngsters in earlier literature.’1 Whilst  I 
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heartily (and academically) disagree with this position, I can appreciate both the reasoning and 
benefits of her decision—for this is, as she points out, when the wealth of material is available, due 
predominantly, to the evolution of visual media. The eight essays (preceded by Renner’s 
introductory chapter) range from the very obvious—for instance A. Robin Hoffman’s comparative 
analysis of Rosemary’s Baby and Alien—and (for the average Westerner) the alternative—as 
exemplified in Meheli Sen’s consideration of childhood in East and South East Asian cinema. 
Despite the stark contrast of these particular pieces however, the collection repeatedly presents a 
crossover of material which does not necessarily offer positive reiteration, nor does it appear solely 
the result of intentional interdisciplinary weaving, rather indicates the limited material being 
offered. Nevertheless, there is much to be commended about the collection.  

Of the three literary contributions, Holly Blackford’s excellent and inspired essay ‘Private 
Lessons from Dumbledore’s “Chamber of Secrets”’ reconsiders Tom Riddle as a child whose 
singularity left him shunned by those in authority who perhaps had the power to assist, if not control 
him. Yet, further than this, the very rules and components of civility and magical law which he is 
said to have broken or dishonoured are in fact, according to Blackford, the very aspects his teachers 
both praised and coveted, leaving Tom a potential victim of circumstance. Daniel Sullivan and Jeff 
Greenberg address a seemingly disparate and yet, to the savvy reader, related figure from Doris 
Lessing’s The Fifth Child by employing psychological analysis (specifically a form of trauma 
theory) to uncover the motive in the creation of eponymous child Ben, and the subsequent fear felt 
by the reader, as a figure considered a ‘harbinger of mortality.’2 Sara Williams similarly looks to the 
psycho-medical connection in her consideration of William Blatty’s novel The Exorcist as the 
intentional realisation of psychoanalytic discourse. This was, once again, an exemplary essay, 
perhaps more so for acknowledging the history of hysteria and its role in both a wider social 
analysis of the child and its textual formation. These three essays also offer the most breadth in 
terms of genre; children’s literature, a renowned ‘literary’ writer, and a piece of pop-fiction. 

The other five essays focus on visual media, with four of them specifically analysing film. 
Steffen Hantke uses two horror films to explore what he terms ‘visual reticence,’ which is the 
director’s refusal to offer the audience a clear picture of the creature of horror.3 This is used, Hantke 
argues, as a means of more effectively creating terror and his essay starts the collection well by 
engaging with an idea perhaps familiar, but not considered extensively, by an audience. William 
Wandless’ essay on ‘Unsettling Ethics and the Representation of Evil’ is a good accompanying 
piece for Hantke’s—exploring how, and the extent to which, an (excellent) range of contemporary 
horror films attempt to provide reasons for the child’s evil and therefore offer comfort to the 
audience, and how successful he deems this to be. In a similar vein, A. Robin Hoffman looks at the 
contextual influences of the ‘monstrous birth’ trope employed in two films; one horror, the other 
sci-fi horror, offering interesting points about the connections between the pieces despite their 
apparent difference, but lacking the genealogical consideration offered by, for example, Williams’ 
piece; when monstrous birth is one of the oldest formations of the trope to persist through cultural 
narratives, and both the essay and collection would have benefitted from even a brief contemplation 
of its history. Meheli Sen’s ‘Terrifying Tots and Hapless Homes: Undoing Modernity in Recent 
Bollywood Cinema’ is, by far, the most distinct study in the collection. It undoubtedly offers 
connections with the other pieces; particular with the Western counterparts of the films she 
explores, and is certainly an extremely thought-provoking insight into the influences from East to 
West and vice versa. However, through its singularity Sen’s piece is rendered representative for all 
‘other’ genres and cultures. Catherine Fowler and Rebecca Kambuta add another degree of 
originality by addressing the blurring of boundaries between the fictional and the factual in their 
commentary on the television show Supernanny and its limitations in its tendency to fix behaviour 
rather than address the root causes of such behaviour. Yet, as fascinating as their study is, and 
despite Renner’s addendum that even if these children are not necessarily evil they are tiny terrors 
after all, this piece seems out of kilter with the rest of the collection.4 
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Visual representation of the child dominates the essays in the collection, being the focus of 
five out of the eight essays, as well as a large component of Renner’s own introductory piece, and 
this demonstrates an unfortunate lack of breadth. Both Hantke and Hoffman analyse Rosemary’s 
Baby and The Exorcist is engaged in two separate essays—though one the textual version and the 
other its cinematic adaptation. Horror, whilst the most obvious film genre for the ‘evil child’ figure 
is not the only form, and the crossovers have the potential to confirm and collate ideas for the 
reader, but similarly to mislead them about the actual extent of the figure in wider culture. Although 
Renner discusses the overt use of the evil child motif, the term ‘popular culture’ is not clarified in 
the introduction. It is presumably utilised in order to incorporate the chapter by Fowler and 
Kambutam, but perhaps consideration of the term (as meaning more than just mass media) and 
whether the difference in genre and form changes the way we perceive this figure would have been 
a welcome addition. 

An essay collection of this kind is certainly a welcome addition to what has previously been 
a very narrow field. For the scholar wishing to familiarise themselves with the changing discourse 
on the more monstrous side of childhood in fiction and culture, to date the most inclusive associated 
studies—discounting the masses of singular articles on the demonic child in film—have been fairly 
sporadic. There are numerous publications on the role of the child and childhood in literature more 
generally, but for consideration of a more monstrous motif one might begin with Reinhard Kuhn’s 
1982 study, Corruption in Paradise: The Child in Western Literature.5 Although the title suggests a 
limited view in terms of form, and in fact promises a wider geographical consideration than actually 
delivered, Kuhn draws upon a wide range of external sociological sources that influenced the 
literature he discusses. Kuhn identifies three types of child: the redeemer, the threat and the child as 
enigma, yet all have elements of the monstrous and uncanny about them. Sabine Büssing’s Aliens in 
the Home: The Child in Horror Fiction (1987) is one of the first monologues to consider the 
monstrous or evil child in its ‘natural habitat.’ At first glance Renner’s collection offers a broader 
spectrum in terms of genre, but actually Büssing’s, as a single study rather than an essay collection, 
covers an impressive range for which ‘horror fiction’ is not really an accurate term. Büssing 
encounters the difficulty of definition, especially as many of her sources border on fantasy and 
science fiction, but chooses to present her subject as a literature of fear ‘which subsists both on the 
terrors it describes and the dread and anxiety it evokes within the reader.’6 However, like Kuhn’s 
study, Aliens in the Home examines not only the child considered ‘evil’ or ‘monstrous’ itself, but 
any child who appears in horror fiction as victim as well as perpetrator. Ellen Pifer’s Demon or 
Doll: Images of the Child in Contemporary Writing and Culture (2000) was published following a 
substantial gap, and offers snapshots of contrasting depictions of the child as idealised and 
demonised in literature from the Romantic period to the present day. For the new scholar, her 
introduction is the most insightful section, weaving together these cultural and historical periods and 
filling in the gaps between the chosen texts; which are diverse, though lean towards ‘high literature’ 
rather than popular culture.7 Adrian Schober’s Possessed Child Narratives in Literature and Film 
(2004) considers the child as subject to the liminal and uncanny position of enacting evil, but victim 
to an external force; possession. Like Pifer, he does so by using specific textual, and later filmic, 
examples starting with Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter which makes the connection between what is 
deemed supernatural in modern depictions and its origins in the ‘new country.’ Although his 
examples are trans-global, he is nevertheless offering commentary on the place of these narratives in 
American history; how they are prompted by and an influence on American culture. His 
introductory segment on the lost child seems a little gratuitous at first glance, but his discussion of 
the ‘possessed child’ trope discerns the integral connections between the range of narratives. Some 
of his examples are covered in Renner’s collection, and as such the chapters on The Exorcist in the 
‘evil child’ collection, for instance, seem a little overdone. Finally, consideration might perhaps be 
given to Eric Ziolkowski’s deliberation Evil Children in Religion, Literature, and Art (2010) which 
promises a much broader, and needed crossover between other, neglected, but central forms (such as 
Art) and a more specific examination of the ‘origin story’ in Judeao-Christian thought beyond the 
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usual focus by these studies on the ‘original sin’/‘innocence’ influence. However, the reader will 
likely find, as I did, that many of the ‘connections’ seem extremely tenuous. 

Most of these works have compared dichotomous depictions of the angelic and demonic, 
studied examples of the uncanny child, or the child (whether innocent or evil) within specific genre 
settings and, as in Pifer and Schober’s works, have focused on individual texts to analyse the 
utilisation of the child figure in overtly negative perspectives. Where Renner’s collection triumphs 
is in its agenda—to bring together various scholars and perspectives on this motif, and in doing so 
gives an insight into the preoccupations of this area of scholarship at the time.  

What is not achieved, even by the many considerations of Karen Renner’s opening essay, 
‘Evil Children in Film and Literature,’ is a comprehensive, in-depth study. The choice to draw 
together these particular pieces which engage with the visual, the sub-textual and the niche to pass 
commentary on the phenomenon of the figure is both advantageous, but also potentially disruptive 
to the reader unfamiliar with the trope and its history. Renner acknowledges some of the restrictions 
in her opening chapter and is aware of the limitations of addressing the child in this manner—not 
least that ‘evil’ is a problematic limiting term. As such she chooses to offer an overview of two sub-
types; the possessed and the feral child in order to draw a connection between the pieces in the 
collection. Her suggestion that this is ‘the first book-length study devoted to the subject’8 of the 
pervasive plot convention is, I believe, a slight misrepresentation and overstatement of what the 
collection achieves. For the reader hoping to aid their own comprehension of particular films, texts, 
visual interpretations of a particular version of the child, individual essays from the collection are 
undeniably both stimulating and fruitful and Renner’s essay offers an admirable scope and 
introduction. However, the collection fails to weave together the sometimes overwhelming disparity 
between pieces and there is a tendency throughout the piece to gloss over a monstrous heritage that 
deserves critical attention. I highly recommend, and commend the attempts of the piece to bring 
together what has undoubtedly been an overlooked and fragmented area of scholarship and it 
certainly offers an exemplary depiction of disparity as revolving around this particular figure, but 
ultimately does not offer a comprehensive overview due to its sometimes narrow filmic focus.   
 

Notes
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A Brief Guide to Ghost Hunting: How to Identify and Investigate Spirits, 
Poltergeists, Hauntings and Other Paranormal Activity 
Leo Ruickbie 
London: Constable & Robinson, 2013 
362 pages 

 
Sherlock Holmes famously said, ‘How often have I said to you that when you have 

eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth?’1 - and this 
very much forms the basis of this fascinating book by Leo Ruickbie. Indeed as one reads it, one 
realises it is not about ghosts but about the art, or science, of investigating unexplained phenomena. 
With the popularity of such films as Paranormal Activity (Peli, 2009) and TV shows such as ‘Most 
Haunted’ or ‘My Ghost Story,’ the popular interest in ghosts, spirits and ‘things that go bump in the 
night’ has rarely been higher. In fact, such graphic and accessible depictions of spectres and their 
various hunters, have influenced both the way such endeavours are undertaken and the results 
expected, or as the book's author notes, ‘inevitably, ghost hunting TV has changed the way in which 
people investigate the paranormal in the real world.’2 Subsequently, from the start of the book, 
Ruickbie takes great pains to remind the reader of retaining objectivity in such a sensational field of 
research: ‘I have tried to present ghosts and ghost hunting in an objective a manner as possible, but 
this is an emotive subject with ardent supporters on both sides of the belief/disbelief divide.’3 The 
book itself, then, purposely settles into the style of a 'how to' manual and methodically lists out what 
the passionate beginner or more experienced hunter might need when embarking upon an expedition 
into locating ‘Anomolous Phenomenon.’ Consequently, it is divided into chapters titled, ‘Prepare’; 
‘Equip’; ‘Investigate’; ‘Identify’; ‘Locate (1) What?’; ‘Locate (2) Where?’; ‘Contact’; ‘Explain’ and 
‘Survive.’ This makes an interesting contrast to Marina Warner's book, Phantasmagoria which 
covers much of the same ground but in more literary/mythological vein but titles its chapters, such 
as ‘Air,’ ‘Mirror,’ ‘Ectoplasm,’ and ‘film’ after the quality or the manifestations or the mediums in 
which they appear.4 

‘Prepare,’ consists of an overview of ghosts and those that have encountered them. 
Beginning with Pliny the Younger we, are briefly led through a history of recorded sightings and 
experiences that encompasses Homer, Samuel Johnson, Queen Victoria and Charles Babbage 
amongst others. Indeed the Victorian period receives much attention, as it was the proclivity of that 
age for spiritualism and séances that formulated and consolidated the various ghost clubs that had 
arisen at the turn of the 19th century. The founding of the Ghost Club in London in 1862 is seen to 
be of great import to the science of ghost hunting and the continuing narrative that runs through the 
book. We are then lead through names, such as Elliot O’Donnell, Harry Price and Peter Underwood, 
who have been central to the evolution of ghost hunting in general, and the Ghost Club in particular. 
This chapter, as are all the others, is interspersed with various tables illustrating, in this instance, 
‘early ghost hunters,’  ‘apparitional experience in the general population’ and ‘chronology of ghost 
hunting on television.’ Whilst being interesting and often informative, these insertions can belie 
their attempt at objectivity and accumulate to give a weight of reason behind a subject that can only, 
largely, be both individual and emotional. The author himself takes a more obvious part in this 
through various surveys he himself undertakes, and with the various results being spread through 
many of the chapters. The first chapter concludes with the answer of one respondee, and which 
rather ‘haunts’ much of the objectivity that the book tries so hard to maintain: ‘[I] can’t understand 
why everyone isn’t out there trying to answer the most fundamental of questions about life and 
death.’5  

The next chapter, ‘Equipment,’ lists the various pieces of ‘kit’ that are deemed essential by a 
variety of ghost hunters, and these can vary from the most basic forms of ‘a shorthand notebook, a 
ball-point pen and a measuring tape,’6 to the most sophisticated pieces of technology such as an 
‘electromagnetic field (EMF) meter…infrared (IR) thermometer… electronic voice phenomena 
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(EVP) device… and a motion sensor,’7 though the more renegade adventurers are known to include 
a revolver and/or a hip flask as well. In fact, it would seem that, much of the equipment is not to 
prove the existence of ghosts but rather to discount the incursion of outside influences or more 
rational explanations. As with many of the current plethora of ghost hunting films show, 
particularly those using found footage such as Grave Encounters (Minhan and Ortiz, 2011), 
electronic devices are now central to detecting the presence of Anomalous Phenomena, and so the 
chapter succinctly describes much of the devices most commonly used. As such, presences are 
mainly seen as forms of energy, and there are devices to detect low and high frequencies, heat and 
atomic ionisation, X-rays and changes in temperature, electromagnetic fields, sound (audible and 
inaudible), humidity and even smells. Cameras, of course, play a large part in this even though, as 
the author states, ‘no well-known photograph that I can think of has been taken whilst the 
photographer was also observing the phenomenon. The supposed proof is usually only discovered 
after the fact.’8 This is feature made much use of in popular culture, in films, such as Sinister 
(Derrickson, 2012) and Lake Mungo (Anderson, 2010), where the shyness of the spectra presences 
is paralleled by the decreasing impartiality of the viewer of the pictorial evidence. Curiously, 
alongside this increase of technology in the process of detecting ghosts there is an equal, if opposite, 
incursion of Anomalous Phenomena in to electrical equipment itself, and as Ruickbie notes ‘the 
range of phenomena reported has grown to include telephone, video, television and computers.’9 
One is left wondering, whether the ghost is not only, quite literally, in the machine, but might be 
produced by our dependence upon machinery itself.  

Chapter three moves on to the investigation itself, and here again, it ranges from the more 
‘manly’ and stoic Victorian virtues of ‘intelligence, bravery, critical thinking and lack of bias’10 to 
the more romantic and sensationalist use of mediums and Ouija boards. However, much advice is 
given in terms of site visits and the recording and interpreting of evidence before, during and after 
the investigation. This will also often include the questioning of witnesses, and many tips are given 
in relations to collecting objective information. With the increase both in the amount of equipment 
being used and the quantity of information being collated, the notion of teams is now very much 
part of modern ghost hunting, and therefore a list of the usual constituent roles is also given. And so 
the ‘team’ normally consists of a ‘Lead,’ who is in overall chargé of the investigation; a ‘Research 
Officer’ who takes care of background checks such as local history and geological reports; a 
‘Technical Officer’ who is in charge of the various pieces of equipment; ‘Security,’ who is 
something of a health and safety officer; and lastly, and possibly most contentiously, a ‘Medium.’ 
Whilst being the favourite member of the teams as presented on film, the author finds Mediums 
rather too subjective for what is supposed to be an objective endeavour and so are often eschewed 
by more serious investigations. The chapter then proceeds to list ways of collecting information, 
assessing witnesses and what questions to ask, as well as consent forms and even privacy and data 
protection. (A rather interesting film The Paranormal Diaries: Clophill (Gates & Bartlett, 2013) 
shows all these particular procedures in some detail.) Once onsite, hunting protocol and the 
importance of patience are described, as well as the best times for conducting the experiment itself. 
This last part is a most interesting diversion, and whilst the most general observations say that ‘most 
anecdotal evidence from ghost hunters suggest that the period after midnight and before dawn is 
most likely to be the most productive for ghost hunting,’11 there are cases for 3:30 am or 3:33 am. 
This is to be a ‘mockery of the Christian Holy Trinity.’12 This section concludes, once again, with 
the call for objective analyses of the information and the levelling observation that ‘after almost half 
a millennium in total investigative working on almost 5,000 cases, not one of the ghost hunters I 
interviewed has been able to scientifically prove or disprove the existence of “ghosts”.13  

The next section, called ‘Identify,’ then lists all the different kinds of manifestations or 
presences that might constitute Abnormal Phenomenon. Whilst we might largely expect these to 
follow the kind we have seen in films, in actuality they seem to be constitutive of an almost endless 
selection of possibilities. As such, visible ‘ghosts’ are not just those that we can see but can be 
substantial, or insubstantial, two dimensional or in 3D and in black and white or full colour. But this 
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is not all, as the author claims, they can also appear instantly, or gradually fade in and out, move 
quickly or slowly. More than this, they do not necessarily need to be a whole human but can be 
various parts, often wholly separate from the whole, but also encompass various other constituent 
parts such as fluids etc. Of course, not all phenomena are limited to humanoid form but can be in the 
shape of almost any animal or bird, both domestic and wild, as well as objects such as pieces of 
furniture, houses, automobiles, trains and even aeroplanes. Furnishings here are of interest as they, 
as often shown in many ghost narratives, seem able to carry the phenomena with them, or as the 
author notes: ‘even a fragment of something from a haunted location appears to be able to transfer 
the haunting.’14 Equally here, there are many forms of non-visible phenomena, which is not limited 
to the expected poltergeist activity. These can effect all of our various bodily senses and so also be 
sounds, smells, temperature changes and tactile experiences. More so there can also be violent 
changes in behaviour and mood and even illness. The chapter ends by dispelling much of how the 
popular imagination attempts to interpret these phenomena by explaining that, on the whole, most of 
these manifestations seem to have no purpose and indeed the majority occur with little interaction 
with the humans observing them. A final paragraph on living ghosts, that is the appearance of a 
spectre of someone who is still alive - Queen Elizabeth I being the most famous example when her 
‘ghost’ was seen whilst she lay in a coma in the Palace of Richmond,15 - makes one think of 
psychoanalyst Ernest Jones’ observation that the ‘undead’ are not brought back to life by unfinished 
business but by the love or desire of the living.16  

The next two sections ‘Locate (1) What?’ and ‘Locate (2) Where?’ are companion chapters 
that deal with the types of properties and locations that provide the best chances of encountering 
Anomalous Phenomenon. As Ruickbie points out, whilst this list is quite extensive it does provide 
indications where one should focus:  

 
Almost every conceivable type of property and place has its reputed ghosts, and 
not just houses. Everywhere has its haunting spirits, if indeed spirits they be. This 
means that ghost hunting can be conducted almost anywhere; however, there are 
patterns in the data.17  

 
Although the highest proportion of these are residential properties, proving that the dead are 
attracted to the living, just about every other type of building has a share in the action. Curiously, 
while religious locations are next on the list, burial sites only manage 2.28%. Sightings are not 
limited to buildings of course; other locations such as fields, beaches and even motorways, 
apparently the M6 tops the list, have their fair share of unexplained apparitions. Subsequently, we 
find out that England and Scotland feature at the top of most lists of locations, largely due to The 
Tower of London and Edinburgh Castle, though the White House also appears frequently in the 
many tables shown. The sightings of course are not limited to these countries; there are examples 
given from around Europe, Canada, Asia, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. The impression 
one is left with is that the more people visit a site, the more likely it is that experiences of the 
inexplicable might happen. 

 Chapter seven deals with the ways one might be able to contact whatever is causing the 
unexplained happenings. The most famous, or infamous, of these is the Ouija board, and the brief 
history of its use and development is most interesting. However, its general regard in popular 
culture throughout much of the past as ‘the mouthpiece of the Devil,’18 and indeed most 
representations of it in contemporary films paint it as such, means that ‘given its reputation it is not 
surprising that few ghost hunters take a Ouija board along with them.’19 This section moves on to 
dowsing and divining, mediums and sensitives and even Necromancers who all appear to have had 
as many cases of establishing successful contact as they have in failures or even somewhat dubious 
cases of deceit and fraud.  

The next section, entitled ‘Explain,’ returns to the opening quote from Sherlock Holmes, 
where the investigator does his best to explain away the inexplicable in any rational or logical way 
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they can. As the author observes: ‘On one level the sheer number of reports across time, continent 
and culture seems irrefutable. But as one investigates each story many of them unravel into fantasy 
and fabrication.’20 More of the examples given fall into the category of the former rather than the 
latter, and it is extremely informative to hear about the many cases of haunting that have physical 
explanations, some of which, if it had not been proved to be the case, would seem more improbable 
than the return of one's loved ones. In this list we have geological causes, such as the ground 
particularly rich in ironstone and iron pyrites which are good conductors of sound, and, of course, 
the more obvious underground tremours and earthquakes. Buildings themselves are often the 
culprits, with bad workmanship, plumbing, condensation, faulty machinery and even carbon 
monoxide poisoning being cited as responsible. More unusual causes are also listed such as high 
frequency waves from power lines which cause unexpected effects on the people and surroundings 
in their vicinity. From the more easily provable the chapter moves on to more theoretical realms, if 
also slightly more ‘out there.’ Here we have paragraphs on environmental memory, necrotic 
radiation, quantum poltergeists and multidimensionality, some of which feel as unlikely an 
explanation as spectral visitation itself. The mind is next to come under query, with cases of 
delusion, suggestion, misperception, hallucination, fantasy prone and multiple personalities and 
even ghostly telepathy and noisy minds. If these are often cases of self-deception the, chapter ends 
by showing examples of actual criminal behaviour, or as Ruickbie comments, ‘It is an anti-climatic, 
“Scooby-Doo” outcome for the ghost hunter, but sometimes people do just make it all up and often 
for the basest reasons.’21 The key causes listed are property value, rehousing and rent reduction, 
illegal occupancy, publicity, criminal intent and straight forward malicious intent. One can only 
assume that with greater interest and the large amount of television coverage received in more 
recent Times, the latter are on the increase.  

The volume concludes on a cautionary note, and the author begins the final chapter, 
‘Survive,’ with the ominous warning: 
 

Ghost hunters have been shot at. They have fallen to their deaths. They have been 
attacked by unknown assailants. They have been run over by trains. They have 
heard voices telling them to kill themselves. They have lost their minds. They have 
been sentenced to death. Fear is only the beginning.22  

 
The dangers are not just in regard to the active pursuit of spirits but in the act of ghost hunting itself. 
Here then we are told about shootings, hit and runs, falls from great heights and descents into 
madness. Not unexpectedly, many of these are due to poor preliminary research on the site to be 
investigated or over enthusiastic assistants. That said, as the author notes, ‘just over half of all the 
ghost hunters I interviewed said that on at least one occasion they had been truly frightened during 
an investigation.’23 Whether there was something to actually be frightened of, of course, is a 
different matter and, as Ruickbie goes on to say, ‘The jury is out on whether they [ghosts] do ‘exist’, 
and even if they did it is unlikely that they could be ‘caught’ in any physical sense.’24 

The volume has a nice amount of endnotes and a concise list of further reading for those that 
are interested in trying out some ghost hunting for themselves, or honing down their technique. 
Overall, the book leaves one with the impression that ghost hunting is an endeavour somewhere 
between train-spotting and wild animal hunting, both of which are never just a hobby and have the 
potential to be very expensive. That said, to paraphrase Professor Abraham Van Helsing from 
Dracula, the superstitions of today may become the science of tomorrow,25 and even for the more 
sceptical reader, such as myself, this little book provides much research material that provides 
invaluable background when watching the plethora of supernatural narratives that ‘haunt’ popular 
culture in the early 21st century. 
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Notes
 

1 Arthur Conan Doyle, ‘The Sign of Four’, in The Adventures and the Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes 
(New York: Sterling Publishing Inc., 2004),  275. 
2  Leo Ruickbie, A Brief Guide to Ghost Hunting: How to Identify and Investigate Spirits, 
Poltergeists, Hauntings and Other Paranormal Activity (London: Constable & Robinson, 2013), 30. 
3 Ibid., xxi. 
4 Marina Warner, Phantasmagoria: Spirit Visions, Metaphors, and Media into the Twenty-first 
Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). 
5 Ruickbie, Ghost Hunting, 34. 
6 Ibid., 36. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., 42. 
9 Ibid., 59. 
10 Ibid., 69. 
11 Ibid., 94. 
12 Ibid., 92. 
13 Ibid., 98-99. 
14 Ibid., 122. 
15 Ibid., 145. 
16 Ernest Jones, On the Nightmare (New York: Liveright Publishing Corporation, 1951), 101-102. 
17 Ruickbie, Ghost Hunting, 146. 
18 Ibid., 211. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid., 225. 
21 Ibid., 262. 
22 Ibid., 271. 
23 Ibid., 285. 
24 Ibid., 284. 
25 Bram Stoker, Dracula (London: Signet Classics, 1996 [1897]), 205. 
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Tracking the Chupacabra: The Vampire Beast in Fact, Fiction, and Folklore 
Benjamin Radford 
Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2011 
202 pages 

 
 
In 1996 stories began to emerge out of Puerto Rico about a creature that attacks livestock and 

drains their blood like a vampire. The monster was soon dubbed the chupacabra (goatsucker) and 
sightings began to occur throughout Mexico, Nicaragua, Chile, Brazil, and the American Southwest.  
Eventually several ranchers in Texas claimed to have dead or taxidermied chupacabras. These 
alleged chupacabra carcasses can now be seen in state fairs and even in Fundamentalist ‘creationist 
museums’ where the proprietors claim that the existence of such a beast disproves the authority of 
the scientific establishment. 

Benjamin Radford is an editor for the skeptic magazine The Skeptical Inquirer. To 
investigate the chupacabra legend, Radford traveled throughout America and abroad, even tracking 
down one of the original witnesses. His unsurprising conclusion is that there is no evidence for a 
mysterious creature that feeds on animal blood. However, he provides a fascinating analysis of how 
several poorly understood phenomena appears as evidence of a monster. For instance, DNA testing 
alleged of chupacabra corpses has revealed that these creatures are usually coyotes afflicted with 
mange (a disease that is fatal in colder climates but only disfiguring in Mexico and the American 
South).  Furthermore, claims of exsanguinated animals are usually the result of a failure to 
understand the process of livor mortis, in which gravity causes blood to drain to the bottom of a 
corpse.   

While most of the book focuses on debunking the chupacabra, Radford explains that his 
book really about the social processes through which folklore is ‘“made ‘real”.’1 Although the 
cultural and historical significance of the chupacabra often takes a back seat to scientific analysis, 
Radford produces several findings that are salient to a larger discussion of the cultural significance 
of monsters. The most interesting argument he puts forth is that one of the earliest and most 
significant chupacabra sightings was inspired by the 1995 science-fiction film Species.2  The alien 
in this film, parts of which are set in modern Puerto Rico, was designed by H.R. Giger. It bears an 
uncanny resemblance to a creature allegedly seen by Madelyne Tolentino in 1996.  Radford 
interviewed Tolentino and discovered that she had seen Species prior to her sighting and was very 
impressed by it. This discovery adds to a growing body of data on how monster sightings are often 
influenced by fictional media.  For instance, in Abominable Science!3 Daniel Loxton and Donald 
Prothero note that one of the earliest sightings of the Loch Ness monster appears to be inspired by a 
scene from the film King Kong.4  And Susan A. Clancy in Abducted5 notes that in the seminal alien 
abduction case involving Betty and Barney Hill, the aliens the Hills described while under hypnosis 
bore an uncanny resemblance to creatures from an episode of ABC’s The Outer Limits that had 
aired just twelve days before. 

Another important discovery is the monster’s role in an evolving milieu of conspiracy theory 
and its function in articulating social tensions.  From its earliest sightings the creature has been a 
symbol of Latin American resentment toward American hegemony. The chupacabra’s ability to 
drain vitality mirrors the process by which the natural resources of Puerto Rico have been drained 
by foreign interests.  One Puerto Rican told Radford, ‘Since we’re not a state, they [the U.S. 
government] can do anything they want, and we have no power or status.’6 Many chupacabra 
enthusiasts throughout Latin America believe that the creature is the result of an evil American 
genetic experiment.  One Puerto Rican group even claimed that creature was the source of the AIDS 
epidemic. In the United States, the chupacabra has been incorporated into a different set of 
conspiracy theories. One Christian ministry produced a booklet claiming that the chupacabra is 
predicted in Revelation and is actually a genetically engineered weapon that will soon be unleashed 
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by the antichrist.  These connections point to the polyvalent significance of the chupacabra and 
should be developed further. 

Finally, the chupacabra is significant to the scholarly discussion of an older monster––the 
vampire.  Radford draws on the work of vampirologists such as Paul Barber to argue that the same 
failure to understand decomposition that gave rise to the original Slavic vampire has now led 
modern people to explain unexpected features of corpses by postulating the existence of monsters. 
While there is clearly more to the Slavic vampire legend than a failed attempt to explain 
decomposing corpses, the connections made by Radford makes the chupacabra an important case 
study for any discussion of the history of the European vampire. While Radford’s book is overly 
focused on assessing the reality of the chupacabra as opposed to interpreting its cultural 
significance, Tracking the Chupacabra will probably remain the definitive work on this creature for 
the foreseeable future. Furthermore, Radford’s work is highly readable and would make an excellent 
choice for an undergraduate course on monsters, folklore, or even a writing seminar designed to 
hone students’ critical thinking skills. 

 
Notes 

 
1 Benjamin Radford, Tracking the Chupacabra: The Vampire Beast in Fact, Fiction, and Folklore 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2011), 176.   
2 Roger Donaldson, dir., Species, Hollywood, MGM Studios, 1995. 
3 Daniel Loxton and Donald Prothero, Abominable Science! Origins of the Yeti, Nessie, and Other 
Famous Cryptids (Nwe York: Columbia University Press, 2013). 
4 Merian C. Cooper and Ernest B. Schoedsack, dir., King Kong, Los Angeles, Universal Studios, 
1933. 
5 Susan Clancy, Abducted: How People Come to Believe They Were Kidnapped by Aliens 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2005). 
6 Radford, Tracking the Chupacabra, 33.   
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Trollhunter 
Dir. André Øvredal 
Filmkameratene A/S and Film Fund FUZZ, 2010 
Film 103 minutes 
 

 
Trollhunter (Trolljegeren) is a 2010 Norwegian dark-fantasy found-footage film directed 

by André Øvredal. It tells the story of three student filmmakers, Glenn Erland Tosterud, 
Johanna Mørck, Tomas Alf Larsen, who set out to shoot a documentary about an alleged bear 
poacher in the northern forests of Norway. Once they track down the man in question, a rough, 
hard-boiled character masterfully played by comedian Otto Jespersen, they find out he is 
actually a civil servant working for the TSS (Troll Security Service), on the hunt for some 
unruly trolls. The students follow Hans during four of his night missions and get to record on 
camera the killing of trolls of different sub-species, a three-headed Tosserlad, a Ringlefinch, a 
group of Mountain Kings and a 200-feet-tall Jotnar. From Hans, and the veterinarian who works 
with him, the students learn that trolls are animals with no intelligence, who ‘eat, shit and 
mate’;1 their diet is made up of concrete, charcoal, animals and the occasional human; 
furthermore, since they cannot convert sunlight into vitamin D, they die from exposure to 
sunlight (older trolls, whose bones are ʻcalcifiedʼ, turn to stone, while younger ones explode). 
The students also learn that the trolls’ existence is only known to, and regulated by, the 
Norwegian government, which has set up power lines all around troll territory in order to keep 
the creatures at bay. 

Øvredal’s cinematic exploration of the troll creature is of a very different nature than its 
namesake antecedents Troll,2 a not-so-memorable dark-fantasy film, Troll 2,3 an improbable 
story about goblins and vegetarianism, looking to capitalise on the first film’s success, and Troll 
3,4 again a title used for marketing purposes by two other generic creature movies. Rather, 
Trollhunter harks back to horror mockumentaries such as The Blair Witch Project5 and 
Paranormal Activity.6 While many critics have noted the hackneyed nature of the found-footage 
set-up, I would argue that, in this case, it manages to avoid gratuitousness by contributing to the 
construction of the film’s symbolism.  

The most explicit thematic thread of the film is the comparison of troll-slaying to the 
destructive effects of human action upon nature. In Norwegian folklore (directly or indirectly 
referred to throughout the whole film), trolls are considered nature beings, so much so that 
particular landmarks are regarded as the result of a troll turning to stone. Therefore, the power 
lines erected around troll territory in the pristine mountains of northern Norway represent both 
an electrified fence for the creatures and a desecration of the landscape. The film also suggests a 
substantial equivalence between the devastation of the planet’s ecosystem and the self-
destruction of humanity. In the film, Hans tells the students about the time he was ordered to 
exterminate an entire community of Mountain Kings to facilitate the excavation of certain 
tunnels. Hans’s heartbroken account of the massacre of baby trolls and mother trolls has a 
multiple function: it helps to include the conventional tender side in the characterisation of the 
hard-boiled anti-hero; it establishes an uncanny similarity between troll communities and 
human communities; and it invites to consider, although in a rather conventional way, where 
real monstrosity lies. On a deeper level, the film articulates the discourse of monstrosity around 
the poles of visibility and obscurity – an articulation in which the hand-held camera plays a 
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central role. In H.P. Lovecraft’s ‘The Dunwich Horror’, the gigantic monster threatening to 
destroy the village of Dunwich is invisible to the human eye. The men follow the traces it 
leaves (crushed grass, snapped trees, a peculiar stench, a ‘tarry stickiness’7) until they manage 
to locate it and bring out its silhouette by spraying a ‘potent powder’8 from a ‘long distance 
sprayer.’9 In order to fight the unimaginable, they need to make it visible. In a similar fashion, 
trolls leave elusive traces of their passage – overturned stones and broken trees, as well as a trail 
of smelly green muck (the ‘troll stench’10 with which Hans and the students must cover 
themselves in order to approach the monsters undetected). Since trolls have to be hunted out of 
the dark in order to be killed, most of the fighting scenes are shot with the camera on night 
vision, allowing the human eye to pierce through the darkness of forests and caves. The camera 
is, in a way, a trollhunter’s most effective weapon, together with the incredibly powerful beam 
of UV light through which Hans petrifies or blows up the creatures. In both the short story and 
the film, the monster’s demise is made possible through a prosthetic enhancement of vision. (It 
is not by chance that the annihilation of the Dunwich monster is narrated from the point of view 
of the villagers watching the scene through binoculars). If a monster’s habitat is darkness and 
invisibility is its main strength, to bring the creature into full view means to destroy it.11 

A related question of interest is that of the space or spaces of monstrosity. Again the 
Dunwich creature comes to mind: born and raised in Wizard Whateley’s house, it grows to such 
proportions that it finally breaks the house apart from the inside out and escapes its 
confinement. In Trollhunter, the reason why Hans is charged with this particular mission is 
because some trolls have escaped the regions in which they are confined and have killed some 
tourists. The cause is finally revealed to be a rabies-infected Jotnar from the remote region of 
Jotunheim invading other trolls’ territories, thereby pushing them out of forests, caves and 
mountains and into human territory. In fact, a breach in these physical barriers threatens the 
collapse of a much more radical division, the epistemological ‘either/or’ upon which the 
difference between humanity and monstrosity is constructed. In his seminal essay ‘Monster 
Culture: Seven Theses,’ Jeffrey Jerome Cohen states that ‘the monster’s very existence is a 
rebuke to boundary and enclosure.’12 I think the film succeeds in highlighting the tension 
inherent in this process of boundary-setting. On the one hand, the dark areas beyond what is 
considered human (beyond ‘the visible edge of the hermeneutic circle’13) exercise a dangerous 
fascination – they must be pierced through and illuminated, the monster must be chased out of 
the darkness. On the other, the creature itself is a warning against these explorations, the 
embodiment of the threat of disintegration suffered by humanity upon contact with monstrosity. 
The monster is there to remind us of the artificial (and therefore unstable) nature of the fences 
we have built. 

 In conclusion, the film innovatively plays on the centuries-old characterisation of 
trolls as an integral part of Norwegian landscape in order to invite a reflection on the 
consequences of human impact on the environment. Although this cue for reflection is offered 
in a rather simplistic way, it is interestingly interwoven with questions of humanity and 
monstrosity and with the negotiation of the literal and metaphorical boundaries between them. 
 

Notes
 
1  André Øvredal, dir., Trollhunter, Filmkameratene A/S and Film Fund FUZZ, 2010. 
2 John Carl Buechler, Troll, Empire/Altar Productions, 1986. 
3 Drake Floyd, Troll 2, Filmirage, 1990. 
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4 David Hills, Troll 3 (also known as Quest for the Mighty Sword), Filmirage, 1990; David 
Hills, Troll 3 (also known as Creepers), Filmirage, 1993. 
5 Daniel Myrick, Eduardo Sánchez, The Blair Witch Project, Haxan Films, 1999. 
6 Oren Peli, Paranormal Activity, Solana Films/Blumhouse Productions, 2007. 
7 H. P. Lovecraft, ‘The Dunwich Horror,’ in The Best of H. P. Lovecraft: Bloodcurdling Tales 
of Horror and the Macabre, introduction by Robert Bloch (New York: Ballantine Books, 1982), 
114. 
8 Ibid., 129. 
9 Ibid., 128. 
10 Øvredal, Trollhunter, 2010. 
11 This also speaks of the uncanny nature of monstrous sightings: uncanny is, according to 
Schelling’s definition as famously quoted by Freud, ‘everything that ought to have remained... 
hidden and secret and has become visible’, in Sigmund Freud, ‘The Uncanny,’ in The Standard 
Edition of The Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud (London: The Hogarth Press, 
1953-74), 17: 223. 
12 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, ‘Monster Culture (Seven Theses),’ in Monster Theory: Reading 
Culture, ed. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 7. 
13 Ibid. 
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Under The Skin  
Dir. Jonathan Glazer 
Film4 and BFI, 2013 
Film 108 minutes 

 
 

The last thing you expect from a picture about a female alien on the prowl for male flesh 
is for it to be gentle, slow-paced and subtle, yet Jonathan Glazer has created exactly that. Under 
The Skin is adapted from the novel of the same title by the Dutch author Michael Faber from the 
year 2000. Scarlett Johansson plays what we assume is an alien that has taken on the form of a 
human woman. Refreshingly, this British production, which premiered at Telluride Festival last 
year, focuses on atmosphere rather than plot, and is as far away from the hammy Species1 as 
you could possibly imagine.  

In the prolonged opening sequence the viewer witnesses what can only be described as 
the birth of an eye/I. The viewer then follows the subject through her first interactions with 
humans. Scarlett Johansson’s character tries to pick up men and lure them to her place, at which 
point they seem unable to resist her. Director Glazer aims for a rough and unpolished look when 
it comes to these human interactions. He achieves this by secretly filming non-actors reacting to 
Johansson’s attempts to pick them up. The fact that a well-known Hollywood actress is filmed 
is this way, incognito and unrecognised while playing an alien pretending to be human provides 
an interesting play on ideas of identity and the inversion of aggressive sexual behaviour. This 
also allows a complex exploration of surface and skin themes. Although familiar horror motifs 
like mirrors and reflections are revisited their handling in Under The Skin is never trite or 
simplified. The film maintains an unresolved ambivalence about what can be found underneath 
surfaces. Clothes for example serve as protective layers and the victims need to be shed of them 
so the predator can consume them. However, the alien here feeds in an unconventional way.  

Once picked up, the victims are in a state of sexual arousal and hypnosis. With their eyes 
focussed on the predator they enter the dark vault of the alien’s home which has no discernable 
walls or ceiling; the only visible surface the mirror like floor they walk on. As the woman 
undresses so do they, slowly walking across the room as she beckons them to follow her. 
Without the men noticing the solid floor changes and they slowly walk into the liquid ground. 
There is no violence in this act. The alien exploits the vulnerable bareness of the men and 
merely watches from above as they float beneath the surface. Trapped and paralysed 
underneath, they are suspended in a womb-like space that allows them to remain conscious 
while submerged. However, the liquid is not a life-giving amniotic fluid at all, but rather it acts 
like gastric acid. The victim’s skin becomes porous and bulges in places and then, in a moment 
of terrifying beauty, the flesh, inside organs, the blood and bones are violently extracted leaving 
only the skin behind. The bloody, pulpy mass, now not surrounded by skin, is transported away 
on a gruesome conveyor belt. To assume that they will serve a nutritious function would only 
be a guess.  

Set in Glasgow and the Scottish countryside, the unruly natural world is presented as a 
possible motor for redemption. Force and structure create the demarcations that Under The Skin 
discusses. The skin can act as a border and divide that holds together and keeps apart at the 
same time. The camera roams over Johansson's sparsely lit naked body as she becomes 
increasingly aware that this stolen skin might betray her otherness to the onlooker. Johansson 
gives an intense performance flickering between sensual, bewildered, and most importantly, 
truly alien.  

The longer the alien hunts among humans the more aware it becomes that under their 
skin there is more than just flesh to feed on. As the alien’s self-assuredness falters, the 
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previously established sexual power imbalance is discarded. The main character begins a futile 
transformation process that examines questions of female sexuality from within that discourse. 
Traditionally, the horror film visually expands existing rules with transgressive depictions of 
bodies into the realm of the uncanny. In this film the monstrosity of the female is not a 
devouring vagina dentata. On the contrary, the ensnaring perpetrator attempts to break the 
violent circle of devouring and asks if human life is a possibility. Although it's hard to say 
whether she starts to make ethical decisions about her actions, it is exactly the notion of 
rethinking that eventually allows others to exert force on her borrowed body.  

The dialogue is sparse and Daniel Landin's slow-paced cinematography with its textured 
cross fades reconsiders the surface motive and creates precarious borders between the subject 
and its environment. This film has a sophisticated visual language that constantly creates, 
presents or disrupts surfaces to explore how mirrored surfaces and the more abstract concept of 
beauty are woven into the complex figuration of female sexuality, power and morality.  

 
Notes

 
1 Roger Donaldson, Species, New York, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 1995. 
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Only Lovers Left Alive 
Dir. Jim Jarmusch 
Recorded Picture Company/ Pandora Film (2013) 
Film, 123 minutes 

 
 
Only Lovers Left Alive, Jim Jarmusch’s first film in nearly five years, answers the 

questions that the recent glut of cinematic and television vampires have addressed so 
unsatisfactorily: how does a centuries-old being occupy his or her time, and why bother?  The 
answer is not go back to high school, to relive the time when it is all beginning; instead, 
Jarmusch’s Eve (Tilda Swinton) and Adam (Tom Hiddleston) are like retirees, filling their time 
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with interesting hobbies and people and enjoying their accumulated wealth. Books and music 
fill their time, but it is love that gives them a reason to stay alive. It is the nature of the love 
between Adam and Eve, and the power of Jarmusch, that makes the seemingly trite premise of 
soul mates so satisfying. 

Only Lovers Left Alive seamlessly inserts itself in the vampire canon, following rules set 
out in the vampire novels of the nineteenth century and gesturing frequently to Anne Rice’s 
Lestat and decades of cinematic vampires. Because this is a vampire film, there is blood, sex, 
and violence, and because this is a Jarmusch film, not much happens, but that’s what makes this 
a perfect vampire movie: not much happens.  Time hangs heavy on the elegant gloved hands of 
Eve in Morocco and is counted out by the metronomes surrounding reclusive but famous 
musician Adam in Detroit, Rock City.  What the audience witnesses is one of their not-
infrequent reunions.  When Eve’s ‘sister’ (the precise nature of their relationship is never made 
clear) Ava (Mia Wasikowska) shows up bored and hungry, a few things happen, and then they 
face a very real crisis of our age, that of contaminated blood, but these moments of crisis are 
just a backdrop to a moment in the story of two unbelievably beautiful people living forever, 
and forever is made primarily of everyday moments. 

Detroit is made as exotic as Tangiers as Adam drives Eve around in the middle of the 
night to see abandoned buildings and, to her tremendous excitement, Jack White’s house.  Eve’s 
joy in almost any experience is a reminder that, although these characters literally live in 
darkness and Adam falls prey to a seemingly regular bout of darkness of the soul, their lives are 
light.  While Adam rails against the ‘zombies,’ humans living their day-to-day lives in a way 
that horrifies him, he too finds pleasure: in his music, sort of gothy prog-rock, much of the 
soundtrack actually provided by Jarmusch’s band SQÜRL; in his inventions, DIY hacks of 
outdated technology including a muscle car that runs on Tesla coils and a videophone cobbling 
together a corded telephone and cathode ray television; in his encounters with his minion, Ian 
(Anton Yelchin) – every vampire needs a minion, and Ian finds him classic guitars and keeps 
the world at bay; in drinking blood from gold-rimmed cordial glasses; and most of all, in Eve. 

Although they acquire it from doctors and drink it from fine glassware, these vampires 
don’t have cheats or workarounds for their need for blood.  They will die without it, and bad 
blood can kill them as well.  However, it is also a drug, irresistible to Ava, a ‘young’ vampire 
with no impulse control, and harder to get than back in the day to the world-weary Adam, who 
sounds like nothing so much as an old hippie when he complains about prices and quality.  A 
good drink leaves them high, and then sated and exhausted.  

As with any good vampire story, Only Lovers Left Alive is also about sex; the magnetism 
between Adam and Eve is neither the chaste hero-worship of the Twilight saga or the aggressive 
fucking of True Blood, but instead reflects the stylised eroticism between Catherine Deneuve 
and David Bowie and Susan Sarandon in Tony Scott’s The Hunger (1983). When, late in the 
film, Adam and Eve hungrily wander Tangiers in search of blood, it is another couple burning 
with lust but clearly in love that attracts them.  

Blending genres as Jarmusch is, and perhaps to mitigate any ‘horror’ in the story, there 
are moments of humor, primarily of a literary bent: Adam buys his blood from a man who is 
identified both as Dr. Watson and Dr. Caligari, and Eve’s closest friend in Morocco is 
Christopher Marlowe, who reveals that he did in fact write most of Shakespeare’s plays.  Eve 
books all of their travel under the names of classic literary characters, and the fact that no one 
bats an eye at Daisy Buchanan and Stephen Dedalus booking an overnight flight through Paris 
is perhaps a commentary on modern society, more subtle than Adam’s loathing of the 
‘zombies,’ which almost drives him to suicide. 

We never get their back story, and questions are raised to be left unanswered – Why do 
Adam and Eve ever live apart? What is the relationship between the ‘sisters’?  Why won’t Eve 



Film Reviews | 129 
 
travel through London?  How is Adam’s music being ‘leaked,’ and how do his fans know where 
he lives?  These questions don’t matter, though, because we learn the answer to the question 
that matters: how cool would it be to be a vampire?   
 
Leah Richards is an Assistant Professor of English at LaGuardia Community College, City 
University of New York, in Queens, NY. After taking doctoral exams on Very Serious 
Victorian Literature, she wrote her dissertation on the Victorian Gothic. Her recent scholarship 
is on monsters of all kinds, including vampires, Hydes, capitalism, and the patriarchy.   
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