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From the Editor’s Desk

If anyone had told me when I assumed the editorship o f  PCR 24 years 
ago that I would still be doing it today, I would have thought them mad, but here 
I am, and here it is: Volume 1 o f  the 25̂  ̂Anniversary Issue.

N o longer anyone’s stepchild. Popular Culture is a force in today’s 
academe and this issue’s selection emphasizes its scope and increasing 
globalization. We begin with H. Peter Steeve’s “The 1988 Show” which reprises 
his wonderful keynote address at the 25̂ *̂  Anniversary o f  the Far W est Popular 
and American Culture Associations, reminding us among many other things that 
change is constant, so we might as well embrace it no matter how wild the ride it 
take us on or what the final destination.

Julian Cha’s “‘Do We Look Like We Need Your Help?’ Techno- 
Orientalism in the X-M en Film Franchise” comes to the discouraging conclusion 
that the X-Men film franchise has been especially effective in perpetuating 
Techno-Orientalist stereotypes which situate Asian/Americans as being less than 
human— machine-like entities who threaten the “American” (white) way o f  life. 
In another venue, Denise Kawasaki in “The Case o f  the Dying Kimono:
Kimono Revival and Fusion in the United States” sees the current western 
interest in the kimono as, part o f  the growing “acceptance o f  non-W estem  
cultural and artistic values” perhaps due to the pervasiveness o f  media.

Maria Rankin-Brovm explores the multitude o f  reasons from brilliant 
marketing to se lf  identification behind the popularity o f  paranormal literature in 
her lively “Finding Our Humanity in Paranormal Literature.” Readers glory in 
the escapism o f  “kick ass” heroines and Byronic heroes in paranormal literature 
because “we are reading about ourselves, our strengths, our weaknesses, and 
most o f  all our hopes that we act humane and good triumphs over evil.” Byron 
rears his handsome head again in Chase Pielak’s much darker “Animal 
Transgression and Identity in Byron, W oody Allen, and Eminem” as he 
examines transgression and taboo in all three figures and in the larger world. 
Twenty years after losing my wolf, Raksha, I am still mourning, and this article 
gives me much to ponder.

Garland Beasley breaks new ground in Harry Potter criticism as he 
relates the series to the 18̂ *̂  Century Gothic and its castles. "'‘Harry Potter and 
The Castle o f Otronto: J. K. Rowling, Hogwarts and the Eighteenth-Century 
Gothic” provides evidence that Rowling as she “clearly and obviously” draws 
on the Eighteenth-Century Gothic. Beasley also comments on the similarities o f  
critical acceptance o f  the 18̂ ^̂  Century and the Potter series, the success o f  both 
relegating them to the “popular.”

What our currency says about us is the subject Heather Lusty’s 
“Popular Culture and National Identity.” Lusty takes us around the world as she 
illustrates the symbols o f  political and cultural heritage with which it is imbued.
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including figures from art, literature and popular culture which abound in many 
nations if  not in the United States.

On a global note is Alessa Gawlic’s “The Ever Expanding Universe o f  
Doctor Who: Narrative, Integrity, and Globalization.” O f particular interest to 
her,are the portrayals o f  Americans and whether these portrayals will increase to 
gain additional American audience.

Finally Linda Robinson examines immediacy and hypermediacy in 
Scorsese’s adaptation o f  Wharton’s The Age o f Innocence, concluding that its 
complicated relationships between the past and its cinematic recreation presaged 
more complicated films to come.

As this issue shows. Popular Culture Review continues to bring us 
exciting relevant criticism reflecting Popular Culture’s increasingly worldwide 
significance.. Here’s to another 25 years!

"pdccca. S'CUHpSeU

Felicia F. Campbell
Professor o f  English
Editor, Popular Culture Review
felicia.campbell@unlv.edu
http://www.farwestpca.blogspot.com

mailto:felicia.campbell@unlv.edu
http://www.farwestpca.blogspot.com


The 1988 Show

1. “Do Your Body Work”: The Problem of Change (Sponsored by 
Crystal Light)

It would be easy, if perhaps a bit cynical, to point out all of the 
ways in which American culture is different today compared to what it 
was in 1988.' Certainly, things have changed, and a dollar doesn’t buy 
what it once did. But this is true of every era. The cost of living goes up 
and times inevitably change. As cynicism goes, however, this is the 
minor leagues. If we wished to sound the depths of nostalgia, we could 
get much more disparaging. We could, for instance, work our way 
through the entire calendar year of 1988 and note how little things have 
changed rather than how much they have changed.

For example, we might remember that on January 15, 1988, 
Jimmy “The Greek” bemoaned on national television that black athletes 
are better at sports because of their “thick thighs.” And, he continued, 
that’s because slave owners always bred them that way to “work in the 
fields.” Luckily, in the years that followed, no one ever was racist again. 
On February 21, 1988, multi-millionaire televangelist Jimmy Swaggart 
appeared on television after being accused of hiring prostitutes, giving 
his famous “I have sinned” speech. Luckily, in the years that followed, 
no holy men ever sinned again. Also in February of 1988, to coincide 
with the Olympic games being held in Calgary, Nike launched a new ad 
campaign, introducing the world to the “Just Do It” slogan. Luckily, 
Nike went on to just do so many wonderful things for children and other 
sweat-shop workers around the world. On March 16, 1988, The First 
Republic Bank of Texas failed and entered FDIC receivership— t̂he 
largest government-assisted bank failure at that point in history. Luckily, 
in the years that followed, no bank ever defrauded anyone ever again. On 
the same day that the Texas bank failed, Lt. Col. Oliver North and 
Admiral John Poindexter were indicted on multiple charges related to the 
Iran-Contra affair in which $30 million was illegally sent to Iran in order 
to be funneled to the terrorist Contras in Nicaragua. North and 
Poindexter were found guilty of perjury and other felonies, though their 
sentences were later overturned. Luckily, in the years that followed, no 
politician ever lied to the American public again—especially about 
issues of violence and war. (And if they did lie, unlike North and 
Poindexter, they were surely all held accountable.) On April 7, 1988, The 
Soviet Union announced it would withdraw its troops from Afghanistan
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after a bloody nine-year war there had taken countless lives. Luckily, 
Afghanistan went on to become a place of peace right after that. On May 
27, 1988, Microsoft released Windows 2—“the only operating system 
you’ll ever need.” Luckily, we all still use Windows 2, and it continues 
to run like a dream. On June 23, 1988, NASA scientist James Hansen 
was called before the Senate. He testified that man-made global warming 
had begun and was measurable. He used the phrase “climate change” and 
warned that drastic measures had to be taken and changes needed to be 
implemented immediately in order to protect the planet. Luckily, 
everyone listened and today the planet is fixed. On October 30, 1988, 
Philip Morris bought Kraft Foods for $13.1 billion dollars in one of the 
largest—and strangest—corporate takeovers in history. But luckily, all of 
the multinational corporations after that decided to play nicely once they 
got together, and capitalism has worked ever since to lower prices, 
spread the wealth, create good living conditions for all, and generate a 
healthy middle class in the United States.

Indeed, it would be too easy to go through the calendar year and 
find such examples of “the more things change, the more they stay the 
same.” But we need to be realistic in our analysis, not cynical. And 
realistically, the relationship between change and permanence is a 
complicated one with a eomplicated theoretical ontology at work. So let 
us begin here; in order for something to change, there must be a 
permanent background or a permanent context behind it such that the 
change can even be recognized or manifest itself In other words, without 
something not changing, change itself could never appear. And there is 
thus, at best, a dialectical relationship at work.

To see why this is so, consider the following thought experiment. 
What if you were suddenly to grow ten times larger than you are right 
now? Obviously, you and everyone around you would definitely notice 
this and be able to measure it. You would smash through the ceiling of 
the room in which you are sitting, looming over it—and everything 
else—like a giant. Now imagine instead that you grew ten times larger, 
but at the exact same instant, so did everything else in the imiverse. That 
is, the entire cosmos, everywhere, started growing at the same rate and 
eventually ended up ten times larger than when it all began. You, me, 
tables and chairs, planets and stars and space itself. Imagine everything 
were to start increasing in size at the same rate. The interesting point is, 
of course, that we would never notice it. We wouldn’t notice it while it 
was happening, and we wouldn’t notice it when it was done. In fact, we 
more or less can’t be sure that this isn’t happening right now in reality
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because if there is nothing that is stable, nothing constituting a 
background that remains the same, then there is nothing against which 
we can measure the change. Our rulers and yardsticks, growing at the 
same rate as everything else, would read what they have always read. 
This is just one reason it gets philosophically tricky to talk about the 
entire universe changing. If the universe is everything—with, by 
definition, nothing outside of it— t̂hen how can we really conceptualize 
change at that scale? At every level, then, change in general always 
assumes something non-changing. When we look back at the past— ât, 
say, the clothing, music, and culture of 1988— t̂he reason that it all seems 
dated and strange, thus must be because something has remained 
constant over the last quarter-century against which we measure 1988 as 
looking funny. But what could that be?

If, for instance, we were to look back at a cultural artifact from 
1988 such as “The 1988 Televised National Aerobics Championship” 
sponsored by Crystal Light, we would find that this television special 
seems laughably outdated.^ It would be instantly obvious that something 
is out of synch with the current times. But what, exactly, is it? And why 
is this so obvious to us? Is it that leotards are no longer made in such 
bright neon colors with the legs cut up past the thighs? When, exactly, 
did they stop making such leotards? Or is it that the way 1988 bodies 
moved is not the way that we move our bodies today? When, exactly, did 
we change our bodily comportment and settle our flesh into a new 
millennium? Is it that our conception of what constitutes a “fit” body— 
and what constitutes appropriate exercise to achieve that level of 
fitness— ĥave changed? Again, when and how? Did you notice it 
happen? Can you pinpoint a moment when the present became the past? 
If we go looking for such precise moments of change—a passing from 
the normal to the laughable in what constitutes a cultural norm—we will 
never find them, of course. Like most things, culture tends to change 
gradually. And gradual change has a history of conceptual problems in 
the west.

We can trace this back to the ancient Greeks. It would not be too 
much of an overstatement to say that the Greeks were obsessed with the 
problem of change. It seemed to them that there were two extremes. 
Either logic dictated that change could never truly take place or 
everything is changing so much that there really isn’t anything like stable 
identity at all.

Any one of Zeno’s paradoxes of motion was an attempt to make 
the former point. For example, Zeno once claimed that it is impossible
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for an arrow to fly through the air because in order to get from point A to 
point B it must first go half of that distance, and this takes time. But in 
order to get to that midway point, it must first move half of that distance, 
which also takes time—less time, to be sure, but still some amount of 
time. And in order to get to that quarter point in space, it must first move 
half of that distance—again taking some time. The time chunks, like the 
chunks of space, get smaller and smaller, but they are infinite in number 
and thus would seem to add up to an infinite amount of time. 
Consequently, for the arrow to move at all would require an infinite 
amount of time. All change, concluded Zeno, must be impossible.

Heraclitus was fond of the second sort of change problem. His 
claim that no one can ever step into the same river twice was essentially 
a worry about the way in which change calls into question stable identity 
over time. Put one foot in a river, Heraclitus argued. The river keeps 
rushing on, some water added to it, some evaporating, the shape of the 
riverbed slowly changing, etc. By the time you place your second foot 
into the river, that river is no longer itself It’s changed so much that it is 
no longer really the same river you first stepped into. And given that all 
things are constantly changing over time, what right do we have to think 
that anything truly is anything from one moment to the next?

In both of these cases, the essential problem is one of deciding 
how change and stability can coexist. The crisis is not really one of 
gradual change, though that is often how philosophers look at it. Gradual 
change is just one manifestation of the problem, though it is, to be sure, a 
challenge. Part of NASA scientist James Hansen’s difficulty back in 
1988 was that he was warning us about a gradual change in the climate 
that was hard to see at the time. Global warming tends to take place 
slowly, though if we had been looking, the signs were already there, and 
they continue to multiply around us today.

Gradual change, then, is a worry. But the real concern is that 
change in general seems to be incompatible with permanence even as 
each requires the other. If we see the Crystal Light Aerobics 
Championship as strange and outdated, that must necessarily be because 
something has remained constant over these last years against which we 
measure 1988. But what is the permanent background here that makes 
the change appear? It cannot be the culture itself because that’s precisely 
what’s doing the changing.

There is a tradition of attempting to answer this question by 
appealing to a comparison: 1988 is compared to today, and the two years, 
the two moments in time, are found to be different. It was in this vein, for
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instance, in which one of 1988’s most memorable moments took place 
when, during the only vice presidential debate of the election that year, a 
catch-phrase was bom as vice presidential candidate Dan Quayle 
suggested that his youth not be held against him because, after all, John 
F. Kennedy was also young and relatively inexperienced in politics when 
he was elected. Quayle’s opponent. Senator Lloyd Bentsen, listened in 
disbelief, paused for a moment, and then fired back;

Senator, I served with Jack Keimedy. I 
knew Jack Kennedy. Jack Kennedy was 
a friend of mine. Senator, you’re no Jack 
Kennedy.

The problem here, though, is that two different men are being compared 
to each other. No one doubts that they are different, and the debate thus 
has to do with how much they actually have in common. There is no 
assumed continuity between Quayle and JFK. And even in instances 
when a comparison does assume some continuity, it is usually not deeply 
ontological. In the case of comparing the year 1988 and the year 2013, 
they are confusingly ontologically similar. Both were once called “now” 
or “today.” Over time, 1988 changed into 2013. But there was never a 
time when JFK and Quayle were referred to with the same indexical. 
Consequently, we cannot say that 2013 and 1988 are different because 
we are comparing them to each other.

If, for instance, we were to look at the 1988 movie Die Hard and 
compare it to the 2013 movie, A Good Day to Die Hard, we might say 
that the 2013 movie is “a” Die Hard movie, the fifth in the franchise, and 
we might debate whether or not anything could really ever top the first 
two installments, but we would still all know that each Die Hard movie 
is unique and has its own essence—what the Greeks would call, an eidos. 
We would be, in some sense, comparing apples and oranges. In 
comparing American culture in 1988 to American culture in 2013, 
though, the assumption is that there is one thing—American culture—at 
work, and it, singularly, has changed over time. But saying “it 
singularly” has changed is like saying “it” is doubled, “it” is two things: 
one thing then and another thing now. And so, which is it? Is it one 
culture or two? If it is one, then there is no change. And if it is two, then 
there is no change as well since there are just two separate things being 
compared. Either way, change seems to be an illusion.

In the search for some sort of stable background against which 
we can measure the passage of time, we inevitably come to the claim that 
what must have remained stable from 1988 to 2013 must be us—it must
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be the Self. Historically, this is the final refuge of theory. /  must be the 
thing that is stable, permanent, and eternal: the still point around which 
the culture and the cosmos turn. And so, is that constant thing you, your 
self, your ego, your own identity? Like Heraclitus’ river, you, too, are in 
constant flux, which must make us initially wary of this approach. But it 
is worth an investigation. And, interestingly, there is no better place to 
turn for answers to the question of personal identity than the song that 
held the number one position on the Billboard charts for the first week of 
January back in 1988.

2. Faith: Performing Identity Across Time
George Michael had four number one singles in 1988—more 

than any other artist that year. He did not have the number one song of 
the year (we will encounter that classic at the end of our investigations), 
but the album from which his four number-one singles came sold more 
than 25 million copies. He also launched a world tour to support his first 
solo album in 1988. It was a year in which George Michael was re 
making his identity.

Do you remember who you were in 1988?
Are you sure who you are right now?
In 1988 1 was still in college. I was thinking ahead to grad 

school, trying to make up my mind about whether or not to get my Ph.D. 
in physics or philosophy. 1 remember hearing George Michael’s song, “I 
Want Your Sex,” the year before, and I also remember that many radio 
stations were unwilling to play it. Kasey Kasem even refused to say the 
title of it when announcing it on his Top 40 Countdown, and George had 
to add an introductory disclaimer to the video before MTV would show it 
(which they still only agreed to do late at night), claiming that his song 
was not about casual sex and should merely be seen as an endorsement 
of “exploring monogamy.” Indeed, the times have changed. But to be 
honest, none of this controversy really interested me back in 1988.1 was 
aware of George Michael, but I was not listening to his music. I had a 
band at the time. The Foolish Mortals, and we were more excited about 
playing material that didn’t stand much of a chance of crossing paths 
with Top 40 music. We defined ourselves by who we listened to, but also 
by who we didn’t listen to in the culture. We established our identity that 
way as a band—as, I am willing to bet, most bands still do today. But 
when I say “I” had a band, what exactly do I mean by that? In what sense 
am I the same person that I was back then?

When the mind and behavior change, as they always do as the
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years pass, how is it that identity is maintained? Mind and behavior are 
lofty notions, abstract ideas about apparently immaterial things that 
constitute who we are. But there are, of course, physical ways to alter 
them. And 1988 is, in fact, the year that two important narcotics went 
into wide release that some would argue challenge the continuity of 
identity no matter how it is defined.

In January of 1988, the New York City police department held a 
press conference in which they discussed a dangerous new drug that had 
appeared in the city and seemed to be growing in popularity. Though the 
drug had gone by many different street names, the NYPD called it 
“crack,” and the name stuck. Physiologically, crack cocaine is a chemical 
that causes massive amounts of dopamine to be released in the brain, 
thus creating a euphoria that typically lasts five-to-ten minutes. Without 
immediate further use, however, dopamine levels fall far below even 
normal range, thus—somewhat ironically—initiating a deep depression.

Interestingly, depression is the illness that the second major drug 
of 1988 was meant to combat, as it was, coincidentally, also in January 
of that year that the FDA gave its approval to Eli Lilly to begin 
marketing Prozac. Prozac is a triple reuptake inhibitor—a drug that, in 
part, blocks the breakdown of dopamine in the brain, thus keeping levels 
high: the same end goal as crack, but, one hopes, with safer methods and 
side-effects. By the end of 1988, Prozac was a cultural pharmacological 
phenomenon and had brought in a record $350 million in profit for Eli 
Lilly. Though crack has been in countless movies since its introduction 
to the streets, it strangely took Hollywood 25 years to make a movie that 
centered on the question of whether or not we are still ourselves when on 
antidepressants. For better or for worse, this is one of the main themes of 
Steven Soderbergh’s Side Effects (2013). Can a medicine make us sleep 
walk through life and turn into a different person? Or might we not even 
truly be the people we seem to be in the first place? Identity, Soderbergh 
seems to be arguing, is never stable, whether chemically altered or not. 
The person you love might not be the person you think he or she is at all.

Apart from the question of whether or not we are still ourselves 
when taking mood-altering chemicals, there is a further social and 
political point that crack and Prozac have in common. Prozac, especially 
before it had a generic form available, was prescribed almost exclusively 
to the white upper-class. And crack, though chemically identical to the 
powdered cocaine used mostly by white Americans, was criminalized 
and pursued more doggedly by law enforcement due, at least in part, to 
the fact that it was used almost exclusively by poor African Americans.
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Given the particular form of bigotry that took over the culture in the 
1980s, the unfortunate term “welfare queen,” coined by Reagan years 
before, was soon joined by the term “crack whore,” both calling up, in a 
sweep of an ugly phrase, the blatant dual misogyny and racism that was 
always there in America and simply came to the fore in the Reagan-Bush 
culture. In the end, Prozac and crack, that is, manifested themselves 
economically and socially in a society that prejudged what it meant in 
terms of one’s identity to take such drugs.

Indeed, it is the problem of prejudice that calls our attention 
now, for as we will see, the real question of change is not an ontological 
one but an ethical-political one. Here, then, is our first hint of an 
important truth; metaphysics offers us little in terms of an answer to the 
question of change. But if we refocus our efforts and begin thinking 
about the ethical-political implications of change, we begin to make 
headway. Specifically, it might be possible to find a better way to think 
about identity across time if we investigate the problem of prejudice and 
the construction of gay identity in 1988—and fascinatingly, 1988 was a 
year in which George Michael was dressing as a cliched gay-biker- 
leatherman, but still, somehow, in the closet.

It would be one thing to focus on how it is that Americans in 
general missed all of these cues.^ George Michael did not come out until 
1998, and the sad circumstance of his public embarrassment following 
his arrest for lewd conduct in a men’s bathroom in a Beverly Hills public 
park is nothing short of tragic. But the arrest, and the coming out, came 
as a surprise to many people. Some might say that looking back to 
George’s time with WHAM!, it is hard to imagine that there were ever 
questions about his sexual orientation. While there may be some truth in 
this and there might even be something interesting to investigate about 
what it means for “mainstream” culture to never quite get it—or at least 
pretend that we never quite got it— t̂he reason I want to avoid framing 
the question in this way is that it focuses too much on reactions to gay 
identity, on what Liberace or George Michael’s sexual identity means to 
us, does for us, and affects us. No matter who gets included in that “us,” 
it seems, in some deep sense, disrespectful of the person and of the 
political and ethical question of gay rights to frame the investigation in 
terms of what the culture gets out of it.

That being said, it is a simple matter of fact that 1988 was not a 
time in America that was friendly to gays and lesbians. An artist with 
hopes for mainstream success had legitimate concerns, economic and 
otherwise, in terms of making an announcement about his or her



The 1988 Show 13

sexuality. In every way, in fact, 1988 was a terrible year in terms of gay 
history.

On February 10, 1988, a three-judge panel of the 9th U.S. Circuit 
Court of Appeals in San Francisco struck down the Army’s ban on 
homosexuals, but the decision was quickly overturned at a higher level, 
and being found to be a homosexual once again was grounds for 
discharge from the armed services. On May 24, 1988, the U.K 
conservative government passed “Section 28” which banned “the 
promotion of homosexuality” by local government. It was a move that 
Reagan and Bush had championed as well and, in many ways, started the 
first skirmish that would be called “the culture wars” ten years later in 
the U.S. Nineteen-eighty-eight was also the first year that the restaurant 
chain Chick-Fil-A was faced with a discrimination lawsuit by an 
employee who was gay and claimed to have been fired due to his sexual 
orientation. More than twenty-five years later, Chick-Fil-A continues to 
be in the business of hate, working to prevent gay marriage from being 
legalized.'' The 1988 lawsuit against Chick-Fil-A would be followed by a 
dozen more, though in the ‘90s the number of lawsuits declined because 
the company began instituting a new policy of hiring employees that 
involved a series of interviews that could last more than a year and often 
included talking to the families and neighbors of the prospective 
employee. Truett Cathy—who was CEO during those years and is the 
current CEO, Dan Cathy’s, father—said that he would fire any employee 
who he found to be “sinful” in any way. It made more sense to make sure 
gays were never hired to begin with, then, by asking friends and 
neighbors.

Nineteen-eighty-eight was also the founding year of the 
American Family Association. This is a group that has tried to keep gay 
soldiers from being buried in Arlington National Cemetery, has 
boycotted Home Depot and McDonald’s for their “gay agenda,” and 
whose leader claimed that “homosexuality gave us Adolph Hitler.” Since 
moving online in 2010, the AFA has increased its sponsorship to more 
than two million members.^

The culture at large in 1988 was thus openly hostile to gays. A 
1988 poll, in fact, indicated that 89% of the population opposed gay 
marriage and a startling 75% of the population thought that same sex 
relations of any kind were “always wr o n g . I t  is little wonder, then, that 
AIDS was called “the gay cancer” and had been virtually ignored by the 
government. It was also in 1988, however, that the World Health 
Organization organized the first ever “World AIDS Day” to spread
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awareness about a crisis that was reaching pandemic proportions. In May 
of that year, the Reagan government relented, and the CDC mailed a 
brochure entitled “Understanding AIDS” to every household in the 
United States. The pamphlet covered such issues as “Can you get AIDS 
from kissing or from an insect bite?” and “Do married people ever get 
AIDS?” Though the brochure, of which 126 million copies were printed, 
tried to make the case that AIDS can affect anyone, there were 
interestingly questionable claims throughout. The pamphlet discussed 
condom use as a general preventative measure, for instance, but it 
discouraged anyone from ever having anal sex under any circumstances, 
even with a condom. No explanation for this was given.

Nineteen-eighty-eight was one of the first years that it became 
public knowledge that some celebrity deaths were due to AIDS. Wayland 
Flowers, a puppeteer who, along with his creation, Madame, had 
appeared on Solid Gold, The Andy Williams Show, and Hollywood 
Squares, died in October. Adult film star John Holmes died in March. 
And co-anchor of “World News Tonight,” Max Robinson, passed away 
in December. They, along with 4,552 other people, were known to have 
died from AIDS in the US in 1988. By 1996, that number would increase 
to 35,000 deaths per year.

Because of the increasing pandemic worries, and also because of 
the evils of England’s “Section 28” law, Ian McKellan decided that 
having a media spotlight gave him a social responsibility to raise 
awareness, and it was thus, at the age of 49, that McKellan became the 
first major actor to aimounce that he was gay. Fourteen years later, 
hosting Saturday Night Live, McKellan found the culture willing to 
accept his sexual identity and allow him to appear in drag. And yet, his 
kiss with SNL cast-member Jimmy Fallon was the cause of a great laugh 
that evening. The culture had apparently changed from finding such 
intimacy “always wrong,” but it still saw it as “other”—as something that 
shocks. Laughter is better than tears, to be sure. But both are signs that 
what we are watching is not considered to be “normal.” Both are signs of 
a rupturing of norms and, undoubtedly, prejudice.

One has only to think of Jodie Foster’s cryptic speech at the 
2013 Golden Globes to understand the depth of the problem and the 
complicated decision anyone must face about whether or not to come 
out, especially as a celebrity. In that speech, over several meandering 
minutes, Foster came close to announcing, and yet never really stated, 
that she is a lesbian, instead proclaiming, after a long and nervous build 
up: “I have a sudden urge to say something that I've never been able to
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air in public that I'm a little nervous about. . . I’m just going to put it out 
there, loud and proud . . . I’m single.”  ̂ In the days that followed, no one 
was really clear about what had happened. Foster seemed angry about 
something, but had she come out? Had she told us it was none of our 
business? Had she just been drinking too much?

And so, what of George Michael?
Gay leather culture began in the 1950s, most likely as a reaction 

to World War II. According to Robert Marks Rindinger, many “returning 
servicemen brought with them to civilian life customs based on military 
social traditions.” Apart from being their first experience of extended 
male camaraderie, the war also taught men the love of uniforms and 
especially leather, the value of exchanging insignia “between friends 
serving in different branches or units of the armed forces as a mark of 
their bond, a practice which provided the basis for the creation and 
formal exchange of friendship pins within leather society,” and it taught 
them, simply, a love of adrenalin that transferred to a less violent outlet 
in peacetime: motorcycle culture.* The leather look, and especially the 
leather jacket, became associated with masculinity: straight, gay, and all 
points between. Already it had made its mark in Hollywood—from 
James Dean to Arthur Fonzarelli. And in the music business, it ran the 
gambit from Elvis to Glenn Hughes of The Village People. In some 
ways, leather was playing the role of a dual cultural signifier— r̂eading 
different ways based on the receiver’s own past and background 
knowledge. More interestingly, however, we might say that it was simply 
coming to be associated with “the masculine” in general: with being a 
man. The fact that being a man could include being sexually attracted to 
another man just suggests how fluid such a category always is, even if 
the culture is unwilling to address and outwardly acknowledge such 
fluidity. And thus, in choosing to dress as he did, George Michael was 
not only wearing a costume as a performer in a video, but was also 
wearing a costume for a performance of his sexuality, of his masculinity. 
It was a costume that could have multiple meanings—letting him express 
and be many different things at the same time.

But all performances have multiple meanings. It is one of the 
most wondrous and enjoyable things about art. Hamlet means something 
different to me today than he meant to me in 1988. But so, too, do I  mean 
some different, because I am just a performance. No matter what clothes 
I am wearing, they are always a costume. No matter what words I am 
speaking, it is always in character. The character shifts and changes and 
means something different to different people at all times because that’s
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what it means to be a character. To say that identity is performance is not 
to say that it is a lie. Performance is not a mask. It is the cornerstone of 
the ontological status of the self Because I am always in a context, I am 
always in character. To think that there is some real, permanent, non- 
performed, unchanging thing it is to be me buried underneath the 
performance, is to imagine that there could be some moment in which 
there is no context. But that is an absurdity. There is always context.

And this is the important lesson of George Michael. It is not the 
question of whether or not we wish he might have come out sooner—or 
if we even have the right to wish such a thing. And it is certainly not the 
question of how so many people could have missed the supposed signs. 
Rather, it is that announcing what one is is also always already a 
question of hiding what one is. As Nietzsche and Heidegger knew long 
before 1988, unconcealment only operates in terms of what it conceals. 
We cannot think them apart. And what constitutes truth—what the 
Greeks called aletheia (an unconcealedness or unforgetting)—is an 
embracing of the two together. Perhaps even more importantly, then, we 
learn that what it means to be this or that, is to be performing this or that 
changing role. The self is closer to being something like an event than it 
is to being a thing. Here is the answer for which we have been searching: 
the stability that founds the permanent background against which change 
is measured is only the changing performance itself. It is a truth revealed 
to us by hiding itself in plain sight—a. truth that stretches out in time, just 
like identity.

3. Having the Technological Time of Our Lives
One truth revealed, then, we turn to another. Here is a claim 

about the past that is surely irrefutable: Dirty Dancing was the number 
one movie of 1988.

Full disclosure: there was a part of what I just said that was not 
the truth. Something I purposively did to trick you. I don’t know if you 
caught it or if it went by too quickly for you. The thing about the movie 
Dirty Dancing is, it was actually released in 1987. And it was merely the 
number eleven movie of 1987 in terms of box office. It would seem that I 
have lied.

But, full concealment, this wasn’t truly a lie. Dirty Dancing was 
the real number one movie of 1988 from a certain point of view because 
it was the number one video movie rental of that year as well as being 
the first movie ever to sell one million home copies on video. Truly, with 
the advent of videotape technology, isn’t this a far more important
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hallmark than anything the Academy Awards might have bestowed on 
some movie released to theaters in 1988? And if anything, the last 
quarter of a century has been marked by rapid technological change—so 
much so that we might even (mistakenly) think that technological change 
is the most important change in our culture.

In 1988 physicist Stephen Hawking published his book A Brief 
History o f Time with a foreword by Carl Sagan. Also in 1988, physicist 
Richard Feynman died. Both events—a start and an ending—had a major 
impact on science and on the culture at large.

Nineteen-eighty-eight was also the year that the U.S. B2 stealth 
bomber was unveiled. The program would go on to cost $45 billion, and 
the B2, flown with only a crew of two men, cruised the skies throughout 
the remaining days of the Cold War and eventually into Iraq and 
Afghanistan. The B2s carry eighty 500-pound smart bombs or sixteen 
2400-pound nuclear bombs—totaling about 450 Hiroshimas per plane. 
According to The New Yorker in August 2011, the raid that killed Osama 
bin Laden was originally proposed to be completed by a B2, but it was 
argued that the external collateral damage would be too great and the 
destruction so complete that it would be impossible to verify that the 
right person had been killed, so special forces were sent in instead. 
Technology and violence tend to go together, both changing together. 
Again, we are coming up to the realization that ethics and politics are 
always at the heart of metaphysical questions.

This was also the year of the CD. 1988 was the first year that 
CDs outsold vinyl and became the most popular format for music 
delivery. Perhaps it is this historic fact that should most interest us. CDs, 
of course, continue today to far outsell vinyl albums; but apart from 
hipsters who cling to vinyl (and soon might long for the days of the CD), 
the MP3 file is quickly becoming the main musical media format. MP3s 
and online soiuces are, in fact, media with very little physical heft to 
them. CDs were digital but still had mass. As recently as 2008, Justin 
Bieber was a popular musician—and I am going to go ahead and use the 
term “music” to refer liberally to what he creates— ând he had nothing 
other than a YouTube channel: there was nothing, physically, holding his 
music; nothing, physically, you could even buy.

One of the interesting consequences of the digitalization of 
music is that it has changed the idea of what it means to own a piece of 
music. Making an investment in an album or CD, as I did back in 1988, 
was making an investment in one’s identity. To have a milk-crate full of 
Led Zeppelin albums or a bookshelf full of Talking Heads CDs was as
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much of a statement of character and “belonging” as it was an economic 
commitment.’ Today, when a song eosts a dollar when it is purchased 
legally (and is free otherwise), and a 5th-generation 64 GB iPod-touch 
holds more than 31,000 songs, it is hard to find one’s identity. If you 
went to a restaurant and they had 31,000 different dishes on the menu, it 
would be diffieult to say what sort of restaurant this would be: what kind 
of decor would such a restaurant have? What sort of flatware would best 
fit it? Everything and nothing? The stakes are low in terms of 
establishing restaurant identity, but when we are talking about your own 
inability to perform your own personal identity, it gets trickier. This is an 
ontological problem, though it is also essentially a problem of values. 
And the particular crisis here is rooted in the blind acceptance of 
technology.

It would have been difficult to predict twenty-five years ago that 
as a culture we would have chosen the value of music’s portability over 
its quality. But perhaps this is because we never really chose these 
values. They were sold to us and forced on us. Let’s be clear here, 
because this is an important point. First, a quick primer on MP3 files. 
Then the deeper point about technology in general.

A song on a compaet disc has fourteen times more data 
compared to an MP3. This is actually a huge ratio difference. An average 
song on a CD is stored as 32 million bytes. When that song is transferred 
into MP3 format, it becomes less than 3 million bytes. When a song is 
compressed like this, parts of the music are literally removed. This 
happens in two major ways. First, the compression-algorithms look for 
sounds that are above and below the range of most human hearing and 
they remove all of that data. Whether or not this reduces the richness and 
depth of what is still heard is debatable. And second, the algorithms look 
for very loud sounds in the music, and when they find them, they erase 
all of the other sounds that are playing at that exact same moment. This 
is based on the idea that if a sound is loud, it is all that we will focus on 
and thus all we really need, leaving us, in effect, unable to hear anything 
else at that moment. Phenomenologically, however, this is just plain 
wrong. This is because we can experience the being-together of things, 
including the being-together of sounds at different volumes. In the same 
way that we experience buttered bread as more than bread + butter 
(because we experience the being-together of the bread and the butter in 
order to constitute something greater than the sum of their parts), so, too, 
do we experience the being-together of sounds. This is why a chord 
played on a guitar is not simply experienced as six individual notes
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played simultaneously but rather as a chord. Even when one note is a bit 
louder than the others, it is the chord that we hear. And so what is lost 
when the MP3 algorithm gets rid of what it considers extraneous 
simultaneous sound? A lot of music is lost. And somehow, we have all 
tacitly agreed to this, agreed that it is change that we accept. It is the sort 
of agreement, however, that is not really active, because once we agreed 
to the technology we also agreed to the change in values. And this is 
because all technologies, and all tools, are conveyers of values. They 
force us to take up their values the moment we adopt them for use. The 
general misconception that tools and technology are “value neutral” is, in 
fact, one of the most dangerous beliefs in culture today. It not only blinds 
us to the reality around us but also shifts the moral debate that should be 
taking place. Rather than focusing on how we should be using a certain 
piece of technology, we should, instead, be asking whether we want that 
technology to begin with and thus whether we want to accept the values 
it ushers into our lives and our culture.

This is true of all technology and all tools. They necessarily 
carry values with them and we adopt those values when we use the tool. 
Email is not at all best understood as “just like regular mail, but faster.” 
It is a totally different form of communication. A cell phone is not “just 
like a regular phone, but now it’s mobile.” Rather, a cell phone changes 
everything about how we communicate, how we think of ourselves, our 
family, our jobs, etc. And so an iPod is not just like a record player, but 
now it’s portable. It changes everything about how we listen to music, 
how we conceptualize music, and how we define our own identities.

The truth of the matter is that the overwhelming majority of 
technological change over the last twenty-five years has brought us tools 
that have built-in values that are bad values for us. They are values that 
separate us and disempower us—and it is part of their evil, in fact, that 
while they are doing this they lie to us and tell us that they are bringing 
us together and democratizing power for us. The values that inhabit most 
media tools today are the values of corporations not people, oligarchs not 
communities, and capitalists not humanists—and although the built-in 
values are impossible to overcome once we use the tools, it is not 
necessary that we accept the tools themselves in the first place. Change is 
inevitable. But it is immoral for us to believe that a particular 
technological trajectory of change is inevitable and we must just sit back 
and go along for the ride—that somehow the force of history demands 
we must be on Facebook, must have a cell phone, and must text and 
Tweet and Instagram every moment of our lives.
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Consider the way in which the telephone alone has changed our 
culture since its introduction and in its various technological iterations. 
Although it seems that we have as a culture completely bought-in to the 
technology that is sold to us, we could give a brief deconstructive—even 
psychoanalytic—reading of what is taking place, and in doing so, see 
that on some fundamental level we already know that it is all bad. On a 
fundamental level, what we really long for is the ability to be face-to- 
face and not have the technological media changing and transforming us 
in the ways that they do. The telephone is an example that suggests that 
perhaps the technology is well aware that its promise of community is a 
lie. An example of how communications technology is actually on a 
collision course with its own inherent contradictions.

Nineteen-eighty-eight was the year that the first transatlantic 
fiber-optic cable went into service. It was able to carry 40,000 telephone 
calls simultaneously underneath the ocean, and the quality of the calls 
was said to improve drastically in terms of the noise on the line. Mobile 
phones—^phones without lines—had been available since 1983, but 
hardly anyone had one. That would change, of course, during the ‘90s. 
But it is not truly the mobility of the phone that is in question here, for 
what the phone does, and has always promised, is the erasure of space: 
the ability to make the Other present here and now. When phones were 
first developed it wasn’t long until people began realizing that this 
contract had not been fulfilled: the Other was there, but only as a 
disembodied voice. By the 1940s, we, as a culture, were already 
dreaming of the picture-phone—a way to make the Other visibly and 
well as audibly present. From Dick Tracy to Flash Gordon, we imagined 
the glorious possibility of being able to see the person to whom we were 
talking. It was science, but our hopes were still fictions, and thus it is 
little surprise that the genre of science fiction was so often the conveyor 
of these desires. We have been waiting for Skype and Facetime, for 
picture-phones, for so long that they already seem old-fashioned now 
that they are here. And though we tend to think that such technologies 
are an improvement, we all still know that the promise has still not been 
kept. The hollow voice and flat image of the Other simply will not do. 
And so we continue to dream of a communications technology that will 
bring us something better, something three-dimensional, something with 
heft and body. We dream of a holographic projection of the person on the 
other end of the line. Like Princess Leia, hunched over and uttering 
“Help me Obi-Wan Kenobi, you’re my only hope,” we imagine that the 
hologram will make the communication experience better, more like
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what we truly desire. Yes, yes, we think. The hologram is our only hope. 
But a holographic Tupac performing for us is one thing, yet even a fiill 
hologram of a person on the other end of the phone would still be unable 
to touch us, interact with us, be with us. What we really desire from our 
communications technology is something that could put the person 
we’ve dialed up directly in front of us. It’s not Star Wars that holds our 
dreams, that is, but Star Trek. What we need is a transporter. A 
teleportation device that will instantly make the Other appear in the room 
with us when we want to converse; the Other made flesh and blood, fully 
present, here rather than there. This, then, is the ultimate trajectory of the 
telephone. But notice: what the transporter ultimately does is allow us to 
have a face-to-face conversation— which is exactly what we had before 
all o f this technology got in between us in the first place. That is, we long 
for real, embodied, fleshed out presence. We know it is the only real, and 
only really fulfilling, form of communication. Communications 
technology thus truly wishes to destroy itself, to overcome itself, to give 
us what we had before it arrived on the scene and mediated our 
interactions. The dirty secret we have been dancing around is that we are 
actually trying to do away with communications technology. This will 
never succeed, of course—at least without true revolution. Because if 
technology of all kinds gave us what we all truly want—knowledge, 
health, well-being, flourishing, and personal face-to-face community—it 
would have to do so by virtue of its own non-being. This is the ultimate 
paradox that lies at the center of many myths surrounding technology. 
And it’s why we might rightly say that Dirty Dancing was the number 
one movie of 1988. Because that was the year that the movies got 
smaller, the year that watching a film could mean going home to be by 
yourself, the year we fell into bad faith and started to accept that we have 
no control over the change, the year we let technology treat us like babies 
and put us in the comer.

4. Everything Changes . . .  Until it Doesn’t
In the end, perhaps the reason we cling to the self—cling to the 

hope that we are the still point of the universe around which everything 
else dances and changes—is because in the performance of our lives, we 
want to think that we are the main characters. Though we have 
discovered that it is change itself that founds our identity, we have also 
seen that change is value-laden, full of the messy work of ethics and 
politics, and though the weight of existence can be heavy, we do not 
want to think that there could ever be non-existence.
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A quarter of a century in American culture is the blink of a 
cosmic eye. The move from George Michael to dubstep is an 
infinitesimal border crossing. Because the true change is the change from 
being to non-being—the final change, the real change, the move from 
life to death. This is a change even more terrifying than the great script 
for Die Hard 1 morphing into the terrible script for Die Hard 5. Dying is 
hard. But it is all part of the performance. This is the ultimate reality of 
change, the telos toward which it all points. And we try to hold on, find 
something that is permanent, and search for a forever. But those forevers 
are illusion. And so we conclude as everything must conclude. With a 
final change that ends all change. It is the story of the largest context for 
change there is: the story of the death of the cosmos.

You will die. Everyone you love and everyone who loves you 
will die. You know that this is true, though, if you are like most people, 
you try not to think about it too much. To dwell on this truth is to live at 
the edge of the abyss— t̂he point where metaphysics and values seem to 
come together and be destroyed simultaneously. It is a tall order to 
accept— t̂ruly to accept— t̂hat one is going to die. But the fact of the 
matter is that this is change on a small scale. Our entire species, too, will 
die. We humans have had a relatively good run. Most species don’t last 
as long as ours already has. And whether the end will be due to our 
slowly changing into something else over time (which is the best we can 
hope for), or a random act of devastating nature (such as the asteroid that 
killed the dinosaurs), or our own idiocy (which is, unfortunately, 
infinitely most likely), we will not last. Long before the world perishes. 
Homo sapiens will not be around. But even if we somehow managed to 
hold on for billions of years, we would eventually have no world. This is 
because the Earth itself will die. In less than 6.5 billion years, our sun 
will be using up the last of its hydrogen fuel and, in a final death dance 
of its own, will begin expanding in size. The sun will grow so huge in 
diameter that it will eventually reach Red Giant status, swallowing 
Mercury, Venus, and Earth in their entirety. Once our home planet is 
gone, the sun will finally begin contracting and cooling, eventually 
smoldering out and coming to its own end as a tiny, dwindling dwarf.

Just as our star will die and engulf the Earth, so every star in the 
universe will die, each in its own way—some expanding into giants, 
some collapsing into black holes, some just blowing out devoid of 
spectacle or fanfare, like a candle in the cosmic abyss. In less than one 
hundred trillion years, there will be no stars left burning in the universe. 
All of them will be cold, dark, and dead. One might be tempted to think
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that this is the end of the cosmos, but the fact is that the story of the 
universe is just beginning. In the years to come all matter will begin to 
decay, even the bits of gases and heavier elements in interstellar space. A 
proton holds itself together for ten trillion trillion trillion years, but after 
this long “life,” even these basic bits of matter die and decompose. 
Protons decay. And with protons gone, all nuclei and thus all atoms die. 
Only subatomic particles of various kinds will remain, awash in a vast 
cosmic void.

At this point in the cosmic story, black holes are the only 
interesting and active things in the universe, truly the only things worth 
mentioning. The black holes that used to sit at the center of their host 
galaxies vacuum up the dead bits of matter that used to compose their 
local stars, planets, and gases. These ravenous beasts wander aimlessly 
throughout the ever-expanding cosmos, eventually colliding and forming 
super-massive black holes. Shattered protons fall endlessly down the 
rabbit hole, never reaching the bottom of a black hole. And after 1040 
years, there are no more galaxies, no galactic structure at all, in the 
universe. Just blackness, emptiness, and bottomless holes in spacetime.

For a long time, little changes. But even a little change is worth 
noticing at this quiet point in the lifespan of the imiverse, and so it is that 
Hawking radiation trickles out of each of these black holes such that over 
time—over a great deal of time—each black hole eventually loses all of 
its resting mass and is extinguished. Even black holes die. And thus at 
the age of 1067 years old, the cosmos is filled with black holes that begin 
popping out of existence in one final flash of energy and light as they spit 
out the quantum-sized bits of matter that used to be in their bellies. As 
they do, the regurgitated matter they emit is so small (with 
accompanying miniscule gravitational fields) and the universe is so large 
(having expanded and expanded), that the pieces of dead matter do not 
have the opportunity to interact with each other. Eventually, they grow 
cold, slow down, and have no effect on anything.

It is at this point, some 10,000 years from now, that it is truly all 
over. Nothing moves, nothing does anything, nothing changes. Time 
itself stops and the cosmos is utterly and finally dead. And black holes, 
suns, planets, life of all kinds, species, you, me, Richard Feynman, 
George Michael, Patrick Swayze, and all the rest played such a minor 
role in this story that it is barely worth mentioning any of us were ever 
here. The main character in the narrative all along was only change itself 
And when it stops, there is nothing left to be said and no significance to 
be found in anything.
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So take this to heart and let it sink in: you are going to die, it’s 
true; and so is the universe and thus so is all possibility of meaning. But 
you know what? It’s okay. Not only is there nothing we can do about it, 
but it is truly the case that there is something wondrous in the entire 
story, some deep hidden truth in the lesson of how change changes until 
it simply doesn’t change anymore. And besides, what else did you 
expect? What else do you really think you deserve? Meaning must be 
had while it is capable of being had, and this is why ethics must always 
proceed ontology, why even the death of the universe itself cannot erase 
what it means to be and to have been. While there is time, there must be 
change. While there are stars, they must bum. While there is life, it must 
be lived. While there is good, it must be done.

The nugget of this tmth—like all tmths, we finally realize—was 
there all along in 1988. It was there even in the number one song from 
that year: the song that made the most money in CD format as well as 
vinyl, the song that was played on the radio more than any other song 
and stayed on top of the charts back in 1988 with a title Kasey Kasem 
was glad to say out loud. The song that teaches us the depth of tmth that 
is sometimes hidden in pop culture. Everything is going to end, my 
fiiend. But smile. Love each other. Have a cookie. Do good. And don’t 
worry. Be happy.

DePaul University H. Peter Steeves

Notes
' This essay, in a different version, was originally delivered as the keynote address at the 
25’’’ annual meeting o f the Far West Popular and American Culture Association in Las 
Vegas, Nevada in February 2013. At that time, I spent the first fifteen minutes o f that 
address recounting the accomplishments o f Prof Felicia Campbell, the organizer of the 
conference and president of the FWPCA, who very nearly single-handedly created the 
organization and grew it over twenty-five years into one of the most vibrant and exciting 
academic organizations around. The 25’" anniversary (from 1988-2013) of Felicia’s 
organization is what gave rise to this look back at how culture and the study of culture 
have changed since 1988. In more ways one could know, it is thus Felicia Campbell’s 
heart, mind, and determination that made possible this analysis. I dedicate this essay to 
her, with thanks for all that she has done and with appreciation and anticipation for all 
that she will continue to do.
 ̂The special is online on YouTube. And it is hosted by Alan Thicke. If you did not live 

through it, or cannot remember it, it is worth a moment o f your time to Google it up and 
revel in its splendor.
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 ̂Liberace, though, had died just the year before, and I can recall my grandmother saying, 
with all sincerity, how sad it was that he never found the right woman to settle down 
with. “He must have been so lonely without a wife,” she remarked, nearly in tears that 
day.

In Chicago, Mayor Rahm Emanuel proposed banning the fast-food chain in 2013 
because, in his words, “their values are not Chicago’s values.”
 ̂ C f <http://www.rightwingwatch.org/content/american-family-association> and < 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Family_Association >.
 ̂C f The University of Chicago News:

http://news.uchicago.edu/article/2011/09/28/americans-move-dramatically-toward- 
acceptance-homosexuality-survey-fmds >.
 ̂For a transcript of Foster’s speech, see <

http://articles.latimes.com/2013/jan/l 3/entertainment/la-et-mn-golden-globes-2013- 
transcript-of-jodie-fosters-speech-20130113 >.
® Robert B. Marks Ridinger, “Things Visible and Invisible: The Leather Archives and 
Museum,” Journal of Homosexuality, Vol. 43(1) 2002: 2.
 ̂My thanks to Steve Ingeman in helping to think through this question of technological 

identity and music.
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Do We Look Like We Need Your Help? 
Techno-Orientalism in i\itX-Men Film 

Franchise

The first film in the X-Men film series premiered in 2000 and 
was both a critical and box-office success and was one of the precursors 
to establish comic-book films as marketable and profitable projects that 
led to the massive successes of such franchises as The Dark Knight and 
Iron Man. Prior to this, films based on comic-book heroes were certainly 
not novelties as films like Spawn (1997) and Blade (1998) were released 
and garnered moderate success due to the already built-in demographic 
of fans of the source material. However, it was the first X-Men film that 
demonstrated the considerable global appeal of comic-book films and 
their potential for economic and artistic success. While earlier films like 
Superman (1978) and Batman (1989) were wildly popular in their 
respective time periods, they did not act as catalysts for the deluge of 
comic-book films in the marketplace or have studios clamoring for such 
projects in the same fashion as X-Men did. X-Men has gone on to spawn 
numerous sequels with much more on the way (e.g. The Wolverine 
(2013) and X-Men: Days o f Future Past (2014)) and has become one of 
the more successful comic-book franchises in terms of both ticket sales 
and fan and critic approval. However, the beloved nature and the 
immense popularity of the X-Men films exacerbated the questionable 
depictions of Asian/Americans as a neo-yellow peril with Techno- 
Orientalist imagery. At the crux of this article is the examination of the 
Asian/American presence in various films in the series and how Techno- 
Orientalism manifests itself in these films.

Initially, the term “yellow peril” referred to Chinese immigrants 
or “coolies” during the mid-19"’ century, but later referenced Imperial 
Japan during World War II and again during the 1980s with the rise of 
Japanese corporations in various industries. The term connoted the belief 
that Asian (mainly Chinese) immigration to the U.S., and later the 
military and economic expansion by the Japanese threatened a 
Eurocentric worldview and standard of life. Anti-Asian sentiment was 
rampant during these periods as Asians were lumped together under the 
banner of the monolithic moniker of the “yellow peril.” “The newly 
constructed ‘yellow peril’ scare did not distinguish among Asian 
ethnicities — all of Asia collapsed into one yellow horde in the
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American imagination” (Moy 83). While embodying the yellow peril, 
there also exists a strong Techno-Orientalist linkage between 
Asian/American bodies and advanced technology in the recent comic 
book film adaptations of the X-Men.

For Jane Park, Techno-Orientalism is based upon the fear and 
resentment of the West toward the East for its penchant for appropriating 
and advancing Western technology and modernity. In the World War II 
era. Imperial Japan was cast as the yellow peril intent on conquering the 
world as part of the Axis of Evil. Interestingly, many comic-book heroes 
were bom during this period (e.g.. Captain America) as a way of 
vicariously fighting real-world evildoers. During the 1980s, the yellow 
peril again took the form of the Japanese who now posed an economic 
threat to the U.S. as the world saw the ascent of Japanese corporations in 
the electronics and car industries and the media began “reactivating 
World War II stereotypes of the Japanese as less human and more 
machinelike” (Park 7). Japan became inextricably linked with technology 
in the cultural imaginary and this legacy still persists and continues to be 
exhibited in imagery today.

Through their possession of economic capital, the Japanese 
appeared to be appropriating American culture while, through 
their expert manipulation of technology, also questioning what it 
meant to be human. The combination resulted in new stereotypes 
of the Japanese as dangerous agents of a new economic and 
technological yellow peril that threatened to destroy the 
authenticity and legitimacy of American culture. (Park 8)

These stereotypes were subsequently transposed to any and all other East 
Asian/American categories and manifested in techno-orientalist imagery 
in popular culture. Generally speaking, at the cmx of the X-Men films is 
the science of genetics and genetic mutation along with the advanced 
technology for detecting and curing mutations of DNA. As such, it is no 
surprise that there exists linkage between technology and certain bodies 
in the films, but this association becomes particularly questionable and 
stereotypical when Asian bodies are at stake.

The premise of the X-Men franchise has commonly been 
interpreted (rather reductively) as being a metaphor for the Civil Rights 
Movement of the 1960s, with mutants serving as minoritarian subjects 
and their two respective opposing leaders. Professor X and Magneto, 
acting as fictional representations of the two most prominent figures of
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the Civil Rights Movement, Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X. 
Professor X serves as an ersatz Martin Luther King, Jr. as he advocates a 
policy and sentiment of integration, whereas Magneto is a stand-in for 
Malcolm X who was a proponent of a separatist mentality for African 
Americans. According to Ramzi Fawaz,

Circulating in the mid-1970s at the zenith of post-Civil Rights 
left social movements including liberal and radical feminisms, 
environmentalism, black nationalism, and gay liberation, the 
comic book’s transnational cast and visual and narrative 
articulation of “mutation” to social and cultural difference more 
broadly underscored the tie between expressions of popular 
fantasy and the ideals of radical politics in the postwar period. 
(357)

During this period, the mutants in the X-Men comics allied various 
minorities and were utilized and situated as a collective through which 
they could vicariously fight oppression and stand together on a united 
front and by cultivating the “capacious category of ‘mutation’ as a 
biological marker and a category of otherness akin to race and gender, 
the X-Men deployed popular fantasy to describe the generative alliances 
across difference being by radical feminists, gay liberation activists, and 
the counterculture in the 1970s” (Fawaz 361). At its best, the X-Men 
provided minoritarian figures with a common ground to formulate their 
own identificatory apparatuses to combat and counterattack all forms of 
oppression:

The X-Men developed the popular fantasy of the mutant 
superhero not only to resist a variety of repressive social 
norms—including racial segregation, sexism, and xenophobia— 
but also to facilitate the ground from which new kinds of choices 
about political affiliation and personal identification could be 
pursued. (Fawaz 361)

While Fawaz analyzes the X-Men in comic-book form, my interest lies 
in their filmic representations and, as a result, this article focuses on how 
the X-Men have been adapted and translated to the screen. Despite the 
counter-hegemonic undertones of the X-Men, the majority of the actors 
cast in the film versions of the comic books are white with the few 
minorities in the cast serving as villains. While Halle Berry plays Storm
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and is a main character, she is of mixed heritage as her father is African- 
Ameriean and her mother is Caucasian of European descent. Even 
though Berry self-identifies as African-American, she is eoded as white 
in the film with her light skin and bright white hair, and she possesses, 
arguably, largely Caucasian physical features.

Halle Berry adheres to a mold of idealized (white) beauty and is 
deemed “acceptable” by a viewing public who welcome her into Western 
society. According to Richard Dyer, “In Western tradition, white is 
beautiful because it is the colour of virtue. This remarkable equation 
relates to a partieular definition of goodness. All lists of the moral 
connotations of white as symbol in Western culture are the same: purity, 
spirituality, transcendence, cleanliness, virtue, simplicity, chastity” (Dyer 
72). Berry abides by Western codes of what eonstitutes beauty and virtue 
in mainstream, white society, which gives her access into the exclusive 
category of “acceptability.” Due to her beauty, she is eonsidered “safe” 
and is admired and accessible to a larger viewing audience.

As a light-skinned woman who identifies herself as African- 
American, Berry is elevated in status in the black community due to her 
appearance, bell hooks writes that in the African-American community, 
“the fair-skinned black woman who most nearly resembled white women 
was seen as the ‘lady’ and placed on a pedestal while darker-skinned 
black women were seen as bitehes and whores” (110). Under the 
colonialist gaze, dark-skinned women are viewed as being “unclean” or 
“dirty.” They are outcasts who are not admitted into the “beauty elub” as 
designated by the Western imagination. For Dyer, “To be white is to 
have expunged all dirt, faecal [sic] or otherwise, from oneself: to look 
white is to look clean” (76). Berry avoids being a pariah and has the 
ability to appeal to the mainstream due to her “whiteness.” Her presence 
in the films contradicts the underlying sentiment of the X-Men, which is 
a celebration of difference and minoritarian status.

While the Civil Rights Movement is generally conceived of and 
remembered as being a mostly African-American struggle for equality, 
there were numerous Asian/American eommunity leaders who were part 
of the movement like Richard Aoki. As is often the case, 
Asian/Americans have been excluded as the silent minority and erased 
from history. But, Asian/Americans in the X-Men films are not excluded 
as much as they are re-imagined as the yellow peril and cast as the 
insidious villains who stand in the way of harmonious integration into 
(white) soeiety at large.
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X2: X-Men United is a film about the temporary unification of 
mutants against a common enemy in the form of General Stryker (Brian 
Cox), who is out to eradicate all mutants. In essence, it is a film about the 
alliance of minorities against domination and oppression. However, the 
Asian/American presence in the film stands in opposition to this 
unification in the form of Stryker’s “personal assistant” 
Yuriko/Deathstrike (Kelly Hu). Lady Deathstrike serves as the lurking 
yellow peril who threatens the other mutants and their way of life. As 
Deathstrike is the enemy of the X-Men, she mirrors the Asian/American 
experience as they have historically been positioned as an evil, invasive 
yellow horde and excluded from society by always being viewed as 
different and not a part of the (white) body politic. Throughout the film, 
Deathstrike is the silent minority as she hardly utters a word and is under 
the control of and seemingly loyal to General Stryker and is always at his 
disposal. When the viewer is first introduced to her, she is shown sitting 
in an office in the White House while cracking her knuckles and 
annoying the others in the office where she is an unwanted guest within 
the predominantly white social space of the government office and is the 
outsider/abject body in the scene.

During a complex and fascinating sequence in the film. Mystique 
(Rebecca Romijn-Stamos) breaks into Stryker’s office to gather 
information on one of the guards where Magneto is being held prisoner 
in order to seduce him and inject him with iron to help Magneto escape. 
As Mystique makes her way into Stryker’s office, she shape-shifts from 
Senator Kelly (Bruce Davison) to Deathstrike then back to herself when 
she is in front of Stryker’s computer. When she is masquerading as the 
Asian/American Deathstrike she walks down a hallway where her face is 
cast in shadows and she is shrouded in darkness, while as the Senator and 
as herself she is well-lit and fully visible. For Richard Dyer, lighting in 
film discriminates on the basis of race and it is “at the least arguable that 
white society has found it hard to see non-white people as individuals; 
the very notion of the individual, of the freely developing, autonomous 
human person, is only applicable to those who are seen to be free and 
autonomous, who are not slaves or subject peoples” (102). Film lighting 
has the ability to discriminate since it is utilized in a cinema and society 
that views non-white people as unsuitable subjects for proper lighting 
and fails to conceive of them as individuals. Here, this phenomenon is 
articulated as Deathstrike, the Asian/American Other, is largely obscured 
by the lighting during this sequence and both Mystique, who is a blue 
mutant in the film but portrayed by a white actress, and Senator Kelly, a
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white male, are well-lit and clearly discernible. In this scene, Deathstrike 
is stripped of her individuality and framed as being unimportant and an 
inconsequential character through the lighting in comparison to the other 
two characters involved.

In the film, Asianness becomes linked to technology through the 
apparatus utilized to transform Yuriko into the adamantium-infused 
Deathstrike, at which point she becomes representative of advanced, 
albeit fantastical, technology. Later in the film, it is discovered that 
Deathstrike is forcibly being subjected to doses of a fluid secreted from 
the brain of Stryker’s son, Jason, which acts as a mind-controlling agent. 
Consequently, she also becomes symbolic of the technology used to 
weaponize brain secretions into the mind-controlling agent utilized to 
turn mutants into obedient servants that carry out the spectacular 
violence in the film. During this scene. Professor X and Stryker share 
this exchange in reference to Deathstrike:

PROFESSOR X: For someone who hates mutants, you certainly 
keep some strange company.
STRYKER: Oh, they serve their purpose. As long as they
can be controlled.

The dialogue in this scene reinforces the notion of the oppression and 
control of Asian/Americans by the racial hierarchy embedded within 
U.S. culture and society. The stereotype of the passive and subjugated 
Asian/American who is submissive and lacks a political voice is also 
invoked in this scene.

In the climactic fight sequence between Deathstrike and 
Wolverine, the viewer discovers that they are alike in their mutant 
abilities. For instance, she also possesses adamantium claws (five as 
opposed to Wolverine’s three) and she also has regenerative abilities on 
par with Wolverine. Their furious battle occurs in the same laboratory 
where Wolverine was created and infused with adamantium. The fight 
ends with Wolverine stabbing Deathstrike with a large syringe and 
injecting her full of adamantium. She is penetrated by Wolverine and 
“inseminated” with adamantium in liquid form, fulfilling the white male 
fantasy of the sexually available, easily penetrated Asian woman. 
Ironically, in the films. Wolverine suffers being penetrated himself 
during his transformation process and is abjected through his difference. 
In her article. Heather J. Hicks’s analysis of the character of Wolverine 
as a castrated subject is threefold:
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Wolverine’s castration takes the form not only of the recurrent 
beatings he receives from other mutants, but also the traumatic 
violation of his body by the surgeons (represented as literal 
penetration in his nightmares of scalpels and needles) and the 
social marginalization he experiences because of his mutant 
status. (Hicks 58)

However, Wolverine’s claws are elongated, razor-sharp phallic symbols 
and he himself becomes representative of penetration, as his castration 
“itself is far from a simple matter, however, for what is most striking 
about the augmentations that Wolverine has received is their phallic 
connotations. His nine-inch claws, which emerge from his knuckles, 
leave Wolverine a walking figure for penetration’’ (Hicks 58). This is a 
familiar trope of white male domination over the Orientalized female 
figure and is consistent with the “war bride” stereotype of the submissive 
and obedient Asian female. Wolverine is the embodiment of masculinity 
and the “very hardness of his metal-infused body represents not only 
invincibility but masculine virility” (Hicks 58).

Techno-Orientalism carries over into X-Men: The Last Stand, the 
third and weakest entry in the X-Men series of films, which can be 
attributed, in part, to a new director (Brett Ratner) taking over the reins 
from Bryan Singer. The film surrounds the development of a cure for the 
mutant “disease” that has been cultivated from a mutant child named 
Jimmy/Leech (Cameron Bright) who is being held at Worthington Labs, 
which is situated on the site of Alcatraz Island. The premise raises an 
interesting ethical question: Is mutation a “disease” and should a cure be 
administered in order to avoid persecution and ridicule, or should 
mutants be embraced and celebrated for their difference from the norm? 
This debate is played out in the film in various methods, such as 
Professor X being seen in class teaching a lesson on ethical behavior and 
also through the character of Dr. Hank McCoy/Beast, (Kelsey Grammar) 
who has become Secretary of the Department of Mutant Affairs and is 
unable to disguise his “otherness” and difference from society. This 
character trait serves as one of the plot points and is a key factor in one 
of the latest films, X-Men: First Class, where a young Hank McCoy 
struggles with his inability to completely fit into society, which 
eventually leads to his well-known blue, simian-like appearance.

It is worth noting that the main antagonists in the film are 
positioned as “evil” mutants who also just happen to be portrayed by
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minorities. After the cure is made public, some mutants call a meeting to 
debate the pros and cons of the cure. During the meeting, Magneto 
interrupts and warns them that humans will force the cure upon them and 
compares what will happen to genocide, which is reminiscent of 
Magneto’s past as a survivor of the Holocaust. Several mutants approach 
Magneto after his admonitions, including a mutant with the porcupine- 
esque ability to release spikes/quills from his skin named Kid Omega 
who is Asian/American and played by Ken Leung. Another mutant who 
has the power to sense other mutant beings and has lightning fast speed 
is called Arclight and is portrayed by model turned aetress Omahyra who 
is from the Dominiean Republic. Later in the film, the audience is 
introduced to Juggernaut after Magneto and his followers free Mystique 
from confinement as she is being transferred by a convoy of trucks. 
Juggernaut is another captured mutant and is played by English actor 
Vinnie Jones who is marked as “other” by his less-polished accent, 
usually associated with the lower classes of England, but his otherness is 
due to both nationality and class as opposed to race or ethnicity. 
Consequently, a majority of the “evil” mutants who adhere to Magneto’s 
philosophies are played by minorities in the film who are easily 
distinguished as being the Other and are framed as being the “bad guys.”

Techno-Orientalism finds itself at a crossroads as the 
Asian/American presence in X-Men: The Last Stand comes in two forms. 
Kid Omega represents the yellow peril and trueulently stands in the way 
of medical technology intended to cure genetic mutation which comes 
embodied as Dr. Kavita Rao (Shohreh Aghdashloo) who is the South 
Asian/American representative in the film. Interestingly, Kid Omega 
defies the Techno-Orientalist association between Asianness and 
technology as he ideologically is opposed to the medical cure. He 
weakens the link to technology by symbolically killing the science and 
technology connected with advanced medicine by killing Dr. Rao, who is 
the lead scientist in discovering and developing the mutant cure. For 
Shilpa Dave, there is a tendency to assume that South Asians are 
generally highly educated and are or were once engineers, computer 
specialists, or doctors (329). South Asian/Americans are stereotypically 
linked to educational expertise, particularly in the areas of computer or 
medical technology, and Dr. Rao is no exception as she fulfills this 
generalization and is aligned with Techno-Orientalism in the film.

The dichotomous Asian/American presences square off near the 
end of the film with Techno-Orientalism at stake. Just before the final 
battle sequence between the “good” and “evil” mutants begins on
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Alcatraz, Magneto stands back and sends his lesser followers (minorities) 
into the frontlines and refers to them as “pawns,” situating them as 
underlings to be sacrificed for the benefit of their white leader. After they 
break into the laboratory. Magneto’s faction of mutants find Leech with 
Dr. Kavita Rao and Warren Worthington (Michael Murphy) and proceed 
to take Leech away. Kid Omega then embraces Dr. Rao who appears to 
comfort and assuage her by stating, “Calm down. Everything is gonna be 
ok,” just prior to releasing his spikes and killing her in a cowardly and 
sadistic manner. They then take Worthington up to the roof where he 
pleads for his life by stating that he is only trying to help them, to which 
Kid Omega replies, “Do we look like we need your help?” His statement 
is intended to be humorous and ironic, but it just further marks their 
otherness not only as mutants but as minorities. Near the conclusion of 
the film, Jean Grey/Phoenix disposes of the mutants/minorities in a rapid, 
rather effortless fashion, which has usually been the case throughout 
cinematic history when dealing with minoritarian figures.

In X-Men Origins: Wolverine, Techno-Orientalism is deployed 
in a different mode as David North, a.k.a Agent Zero is played by hapa 
actor David Henney who is of British and Korean heritage and is not 
linked to scientific technology, but modem weapons technology instead. 
For instance, early in the film, the band of mutants led by Colonel 
Stryker (Danny Huston) is on a mission in Nigeria where Agent Zero 
utilizes two Taums PT92 handguns as his mutant powers are related to 
marksmanship. While all the other mutants’ abilities are organic in X- 
Men Origins: Wolverine, Agent Zero’s abilities are reliant on weapons 
technology and tied to advancements in modem warfare. For instance, 
both Wolverine (Hugh Jackman) and Sabretooth’s (Liev Schreiber) feral 
natures, animal instincts, and claw-like features are inherent 
characteristics, as are Bolt’s (Dominic Monaghan) abilities to manipulate 
electronics, power, and electrical currents. Although Deadpool (Ryan 
Reynolds) also possesses abilities which enable him to utilize weaponry 
effectively and masterfully, his weapon of choice is the sword, which 
may be perceived as being more “primitive” than the modem weapons 
used by Zero.

Agent Zero is compliant to Colonel Stryker in the film, which is 
just another instance in the long history of cinema of the Asian/American 
figure being at the mercy of the white male, and is almost identical to 
Stryker’s relationship with Deathstrike in X2: X-Men United. Similar to 
Halle Berry, Henney is of mixed heritage and has largely European facial 
features, so while he does read as Asian, his ethnicity is slightly masked.
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which makes him “readable” or “acceptable” to the audience. Although 
his ethnicity is somewhat concealed, he still serves as the neo-yellow 
peril in the film and is sadistic and merciless, but lacks agency or 
individuality.

During a pivotal scene after the events in Nigeria, Wolverine is 
now a logger in Western Canada and is confronted by Stryker and Agent 
Zero when Zero shoots a cigar that Logan is chomping on out of his 
mouth. After which, Stryker orders Zero, “Baek to the car,” to which 
Logan sarcastically quips “Attaboy” and makes a clicking noise with his 
tongue that is typically utilized as a command for horses to “giddyup” or 
commence moving. With this exchange. Wolverine mocks Zero’s 
subservience to Stryker and degrades Zero by implying that he is a 
mindless, Pavlovian servant who follows commands without question.

Later in the film, after escaping from the facility where he was 
being experimented upon by Stryker, Wolverine seeks refuge in the bam 
of a farm owned by an elderly couple who take him in and provide him 
with food, shelter, and clothing. In the short amount of time they know 
him, they befriend Wolverine and treat him as if he were their own son. 
In fact, they give him some of their deceased son’s clothes to wear, 
including a leather jacket which clearly has some sentimental value for 
the couple. While in the bam the next morning, the kindly couple is 
bmtally murdered by Agent Zero from long distance with a SVD 
Dragunov sniper rifle. Killing a defenseless elderly couple from miles 
away positions Zero (and Asian/Americanness as a consequence) as a 
cold-blooded, cowardly, and sinister figure who is capable of insidious 
and evil acts. At this point in the film, he transmogrifies into the 
embodiment of the yellow peril who murders at will and without 
remorse. After an action sequence involving several military Humvees, a 
helicopter, and motorcycle where Wolverine essentially destroys the 
helicopter with his claws, he approaches Zero and they share this 
exchange;

LOGAN: Those were good people back there. Innocent people.
AGENT ZERO: It’s funny how good, innocent people tend to
die around you.

Zero taunts Wolverine as he is mortally wounded and about to die before 
Wolverine nonchalantly blows up the helicopter and Zero along with it. 
By murdering the innocent couple and mocking Wolverine afterwards. 
Zero is depicted as the mthless and callous yellow peril and the audience



is meant to relish and take delight in his spectacular death in the film. In 
Scenes o f Subjection, Saidiya Hartman is concerned with the “spectacular 
nature of black suffering and, conversely, the dissimulation of suffering 
through spectacle” (22) and how slaves were utilized as “vehicles for 
white enjoyment” (23) that articulated the master’s power and authority. 
While Hartman’s work deals with the spectacle of black suffering during 
the period of slavery, I find the notion of the body of the Other suffering 
spectacularly for “white enjoyment” particularly relevant here. As the 
menacing neo-yellow peril. Zero must not only perish, but must do so in 
a spectacular fashion while suffering greatly. With Zero’s death, we are 
supposed to feel some vindication and satisfaction in our white hero 
(Wolverine) exacting revenge on the evil Asian Other (Agent Zero), and 
we derive enjoyment from it while Wolverine’s power over Zero is 
realized through his suffering.

While the X-Men were intended to be representative of the 
struggle for equality and liberation during the 1970s in their initial 
incarnation as comic-book superheroes, the subsequent iterations on film 
have belied this original underlying intention. Race and ethnicity are 
muted through the casting of actors such as Halle Berry and David 
Heiuiey who possess largely Caucasian physical traits, which becomes 
even more pronounced since the majority of the lead roles in these films 
are reserved for white actors. In particular, Asian/Americans are re-cast 
as the yellow peril in many of the films in the franchise, which reinforces 
centuries of negative imagery that the community has struggled to defy 
and refute. The X-Men film franchise has been especially effective in 
perpetuating Techno-Orientalist stereotypes which situate 
Asian/Americans as being less than human and more machine-like 
entities who threaten the “American” (white) way of life.
University of Southern California Julian Cha
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The Case of the Dying Kimono: Kimono Revival and Fusion in
the United States

Popular wisdom and recent academic research suggest that the 
Japanese kimono has experienced a decline in popularity since the 1920s, 
which has accelerated since the end of World War II. However, some 
recent events would suggest that there may be a modest kimono revival 
occurring in Japan, which coincides with an increased interest in 
traditional Japanese clothing in the United States, Australia and Western 
Europe. This paper proposes to investigate this phenomenon in the 
United States.'

In 1963, Keichiro Nakagawa and Henry Rosovsky published an 
article in The Business History Review investigating the development of 
the Japanese woolen industry and the gradual Westernization of Japanese 
clothing. Near the end of the article the authors posed the following 
question:

And what has happened to the kimono? It is dying as a 
form of every day dress, worn by the mass of the 
population, but it is reemerging as a form of ceremonial 
formal dress. Today at all major occasions—weddings, 
funerals and others—most of the women, and the 
men...are beginning to do the same. In effect, the 
kimono is experiencing a rejuvenation as a symbol of 
national consciousness.^

Their observations are still essentially correct, but the situation may be 
changing as younger Japanese women (and some men) wear kimono on 
less formal occasions. The current revival has two major threads, one a 
very traditional and conservative view that emphasizes the correct and 
“traditional” way to wear the kimono, which is also closely tied to 
etiquette and the practice of traditional arts such as the Chado or Tea 
Ceremony. The second thread emphasizes new interpretations of 
traditional garments and experimentation with age and gender 
boundaries. Both threads are very closely tied to consumer culture in 
Japan.^ This growing interest is reflected in a growing number of 
businesses selling new and used kimono and accessories such as obi, 
footwear and hair ornaments. Recent periodical publications, known as 
mooks (magazine-books), such as Kimono Hime (Kimono Princess),
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attract large and appreciative audiences. In addition to the resurgence of 
interest in Japan, many non-Japanese, especially in the West, have 
become interested in and wear kimono.

Both before and after World War II, most Americans were aware 
of the kimono primarily as the inspiration for the front-wrap bathrobe, 
the exotic attire of a “shady lady” or a beautiful and novel gift from a 
friend or family member returning from deployment or travel in East 
Asia. However, in some American, Australian and European subcultures 
there is a growing interest in the kimono, both as attire and as a source of 
inspiration for art, fashion and decoration. These developments are 
evident in a number of contemporary subcultures including: collectors, 
cosplayers and reenactors; street fashion (the latter two examples are 
both closely related to anime, manga and the J Pop-Japanese popular 
culture-phenomenon); high fashion and students of Japanese traditional 
arts such as chado (the tea ceremony), martial arts and dance. In addition 
to these groups many artists and designers have been strongly influenced 
by the kimono or other forms of traditional Japanese attire.

Although these groups have widely diverse interests and foci, 
there are certain common threads in American kimono culture. Many 
modem kimono display a whimsical blend of traditional Japanese and 
pop culture elements such as Walt Disney, Star Wars and Hello Kitty. 
Kimono wearers do not seem to be determined by age, as kimono and 
related items are worn by men and women of all ages. While many 
kimono are worn by individuals involved in cos play activities, others 
wear kimono as an expression of cultural or ethnic identity, such as 
Japanese immigrants or the descendents of earlier Japanese immigrants. 
The internet and the rise of social media has greatly facilitated many of 
these developments and it is now possible to find groups like the East 
Coast Kimono Club and Western Geisha on Facebook. In addition, many 
people regularly publish blogs documenting their kimono experiences.

For many collectors, reactors and devotees of traditional arts, 
some of knowledge of the history of the kimono is vital to their activities. 
The literal meaning of the word, kimono, is “thing to wear.”'* The 
inspiration for the earliest kimono probably came from China. Wrap- 
front garments with rectangular sleeves had been worn by the Chinese 
since the Han Dynasty (200 B.C.E. -  200 C.E.). Since the period of the 
Sui and Tang dynasties was a fertile period of cultural transmission 
between China and the rest of East Asia, it is thought that the prototype 
for the kimono was borrowed from China along with innovations in 
writing, poetry and art.  ̂ The wide sleeves and wrap-around design may
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have allowed wearers to remain more comfortable in the hot and humid 
Japanese summers. As is often the case with clothing, the design and 
purpose evolved and later, layered fashions moved away from the earlier, 
more functional style. Clothing of the Nara period (646-794) was 
strongly influenced by the Tang Dynasty; however, during the Heian 
period (794 -  1185), a variation of the kimono was worn by the 
aristocracy at the Imperial court. By the Kamakura period (1185 -  1336), 
the fashion changed as members of the rising military aristocracy 
adopted the underkimono worn by the Heian aristocracy as an outer 
garment because it allowed for greater ease of movement. The garment 
was called a kosode which means “small sleeves.” ®

Fashion continued to evolve during the Kamakura and 
Muromachi periods, but was still largely influenced by the needs of the 
warrior aristocracy. With the arrival of the Tokugawa Shogunate and a 
more settled political and military environment, the seventeenth century 
became a golden period for the kosode. These changes were stimulated 
by the growth of the merchant class as well as influence from Noh 
dramas and courtesans who were often fashion innovators. Courtesans 
often wore their kosode with long, tasseled cords, wrapped around the 
hips six or seven times. This was called a Nagoya obi and was based 
upon a fashion in China.’ Around the middle of the Edo period, the focus 
slowly shifted from the kimono to the obi. During this time, many 
women began to wear obi with a furisode, or long-sleeved kimono, 
imitating courtesans and Kabuki actors. Encouraged by the consumerism 
of the growing merchant class, the kosode became a canvas for 
innovative weaving and dyeing techniques such as yuzen, a complicated 
wax resist technique, and bold designs including floral patterns and 
scenes from literature.*

The shift to the modem kimono occurred during the Meiji period 
(1868 -  1912) at the same time that Western costumes began to be 
widely worn in Japan. Male members of the governing and business elite 
quickly adopted Western attire at work and wafuku, or traditional 
Japanese garments, at home. Women’s kimono were no longer in the 
flowing style popular in the Edo period. They were now tucked up at the 
wearer’s waist and featured a shorter hem and sleeves for married 
women and daily wear. The obi also became shorter and less elaborate. 
The most popular style, then and now, was the taiko or drum obi.’ Many 
women continued to wear the kimono on a daily basis until after World 
War II when women began to wear western clothing because it was often 
less expensive than a kimono and more practical in the workplace.'®
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Although kimonos were certainly known and appreciated in 
Europe and the United States prior to World War II, the postwar 
occupation of Japan helped introduce the kimono and Japanese culture to 
a wider audience. Japanese art and costume had long been appreciated in 
the West, as collections in museums such as the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art in New York City and Victoria and Albert Museum in London will 
attest. However, service members returning from a tour of duty in Japan 
or East Asia and vacation travelers began to bring less expensive 
examples of the kimono home to friends and family. This interest was 
assisted by Hollywood films such as Teahouse o f the August Moon, 
Barbarian and the Geisha and the 1967 James Bond film. You Only Live 
Twice. As many of these items later found their way to antique shops and 
thrift stores, other people began to collect them for their beauty and 
artistry.

Today there are collectors throughout the United States and the 
rest of the world. The growth of the internet and e-commerce has 
combined to allow collectors to buy kimono from sellers anywhere in the 
world. Sites like eBay and Etsy allow both businesses and individuals to 
sell kimono, obi, haori and other wafuku, or traditional clothing, to 
buyers around the world. Etsy uses tools like People Search, which 
allows people with common interests to connect and meet in affinity 
circles." Other businesses, such as Ichiroya Kimono Flea Market and 
Shinei Antique Kimono Store, as well as low cost versions produced by 
Chinese vendors, sell kimono, obi and related items from their own 
websites. Prices for the vintage and antique kimono vary widely by price 
and condition. Collectors can find inexpensive kimono, obi and 
accessories for less than twenty dollars, while antique, unusual, geisha or 
bridal kimono can sell for thousands of dollars. In both Japan and the 
United States, there are schools to help women (and men) learn to wear 
kimono correctly.

Collectors are able to meet and interact on social media sites like 
Facebook, where affinity groups such as East Coast Kimono Club and 
Western Geisha attract members from around the world. In these fomms 
collectors, usually but not always women, exchange photographs of 
themselves and share items from their collections. It is not uncommon 
for users to share photographs of unusual items for sale at various vendor 
sites or to ask advice on practical questions such as the pairing of kimono 
and obi. Youtube is also a valuable classroom for individuals who would 
like to wear kimono, but who are not able to attend a kimono school. 
Sheila Cliffe has also noted that the internet allows consumers to bypass
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traditional kimono shops and schools, encouraging more innovative 
approaches to kimono fashion.'^

A more local element is provided by local kimono clubs where 
members meet for educational events, community outreach and 
instructions on the finer points of wearing the kimono. One example is 
the L.A. Kimono Club, which was founded in the Los Angeles area in 
2003 with about forty members, mostly from the local Japanese- 
American community. According to the club’s website, the group was 
founded to “promote mutual understanding and cultural exchanges 
between the U.S. and Japan through Kimono.” '̂  The club is very active 
in the Los Angeles area and their activities include an annual New Year’s 
Day group photo in kimono, educational fashion shows, advice for 
novice kimono wearers, participation in local festivals like the Cherry 
Blossom Festival in Los Angeles, the Santa Anita Cultural Festival and 
the celebration of Tanabata or the Star Festival in July. The group also 
initiated a Miss Kimono L.A. pageant in 2010 to promote the wearing of 
kimono among younger people. The contest appears to draw many young 
people of diverse ages and ethnicities.

Some groups, such as Kimono de Jack, which started in Kyoto in 
2010 are more ad hoc in nature, but are often driven by social media. The 
idea was to occupy or “jack” a public space such as a park, museum or 
train station while wearing kimono. The movement was a great success 
in Japan and now includes overseas groups in London, New York, 
California and Florida. Groups in the United States have met in a variety 
of places, including museums and even a baseball game. The purpose is 
to: “host free gatherings for people who like to wear kimono . . .  There is 
no mandatory dress code for kimono garb, just wear what you like.” '̂

Many collectors and members of the kimono community actually 
fit into several of the categories mentioned above. Devotees of kimono 
have roots in the cosplay, fashion or arts communities. Cosplay is short 
for “costume play” and the participants wear costumes representing 
superheroes, film or anime characters or historical costumes. Cosplayers 
frequently develop a subculture based upon role playing or historical 
recreation.'® The term originated in Japan, although groups such as the 
Society for Creative Anachronism and various Civil War or 
Revolutionary War reenactment groups have been active in the United 
States since the late 1960s. Although the Society for Creative 
Anachronism was created primarily to recreate the history and culture of 
Medieval Europe, some members have developed Japanese personas 
from the period prior to 1600. This interest has been expressed through
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various events with Japanese themes or publications intended to assist 
those interested in creating a Japanese persona. This interest has been 
expressed through various events with Japanese themes or publications, 
such as Tournaments Illuminated, intended to help those interested in 
creating a Japanese persona.'^ Interest in Japanese costume, especially 
for many members of the Society for Creative Anachronism, was 
stimulated, in part, by the television broadcast of the miniseries Shogun 
in 1980 and continues to this day, aided by the current popularity of 
Japanese manga and anime. It is not uncommon to see individuals 
dressed in Japanese costume at cosplay events such as Comicons, anime 
and manga conventions, renaissance fairs and more traditional venues, 
such as local Japanese festivals.

American high fashion has been influenced by Japanese costume 
and design since the early twentieth century when fashion incorporated 
such elements as crossed bodices, batwing sleeves and draped fabric- 
elements reminiscent of the kimono. During the 1930s, in spite of strong 
anti-Japanese sentiment, American designer Elizabeth Hawes created 
Japanese inspired clothing, often from kimono fabrics. Other designers 
such as Bonnie Cashin designed active wear based in part upon the naga 
juban or underkimono, using textiles with Japanese motifs.'* By the early 
decades of the twenty-first century, American fashion had been 
influenced by Japanese designers (including Issey Miyake, Rei 
Kawakubo and Yohi Yamamoto) and most major fashion houses keep an 
eye on couture in Japan.American designers such as Marc Jacobs have 
regularly demonstrated, not only the influence of Japanese designers 
such as Rei Kawakubo, but also influences from geisha and anime. This 
was especially evident in his fall 2009 collection which was inspired by 
kimono, jinbei (Japanese workpants), zori and even the facial makeup 
worn by Kyoto geiko and maiko.^°

Evidence of the kimono is also visible in some forms of street 
fashion. Strongly influenced by anime, manga and other elements of 
Japanese popular culture, a variation of contemporary Japanese street 
fashion known as Wa Lolita or Wa Loli has been adopted by teens and 
young adults, especially in large urban areas such New York City, San 
Francisco, Los Angeles and Chicago. The Lolita subculture gained 
popularity in Japan during the 1990s among high school and college- 
aged girls. The Lolita look includes short fi’illy skirts with petticoats, 
baby doll dresses and corsets, which are often accessorized with parasols 
and elaborate headwear.^' There are different varieties of Lolitas 
including Sweet Lolitas, Goth Lolitas and Wa Lolitas. The name Wa
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Lolita indicates a Lolita whose costume includes elements of traditional 
Japanese clothing. A kimono-like blouse is usually worn over a frilly 
skirt and petticoat with a belt that is reminiscent of an obi. Japanese 
footwear and hair styles replace the Mary Jane shoes and contemporary 
methods of hairdressing. Although inspired by the Lolitas of Toyko, 
American Lolitas are developing their own styles and traditions.^^

American Lolita culture is an example of the bottom-up theory 
of fashion diffusion which suggests that new fashion innovations are 
developed by members of non-elite groups, often teenagers or young 
adults who are members of a particular fashion tribe or subculture, 
usually-in an urban setting. This model alters the traditional paradigm of 
high social status as the driving force of fashion and replaces it with an 
age or youth driven model.^^ Would-be American Lolitas were not the 
only ones influenced by popular culture; so were Japanese students 
studying in the United States. Japanese Lolita fashions were 
disseminated to the United States by means of anime, manga, fashion 
magazines and social networking sites. eBay, Etsy, Comicons and local 
specialty shops have also helped to disseminate Wa Lolita and other 
fashion genres.

At the other end of the cultural and fashion spectrum are the 
followers of the geisha/geiko scene. Geisha have inspired countless 
admirers since the eighteenth century. The word geisha means entertainer 
and geisha or geiko, as they are known in Kyoto. Most begin the rigorous 
training as maiko, or apprentice geisha in their teens and become 
accomplished dancers, musicians, and conversationalists who are 
proficient in many traditional arts, such as Chado (the tea eeremony). 
They are also wearers and eonnoisseurs of elaborate kimono. Their 
beauty, grace and elaborate kimono have captured the imagination of 
people in Japan and around the world. Interest in geisha culture has 
recently been stimulated by the film Memoirs o f a Geisha and the novel 
that inspired it. Autobiographies of former geisha like Mineko Iwasaki, 
whose life was loosely profiled in Memoirs o f a Geisha, and Sayo 
Masuda’s less glamorous Autobiography o f a Geisha are readily 
available in English translations read by legions of geisha fans.̂ "* Once 
again, the internet facilitated this interest through Facebook, You Tube, 
photosharing sites like Flickr and Instagram and the blogs of geisha 
followers. Facebook pages such as Geisha Moments, Japan Geisha and 
Western Geisha attract large numbers of viewers. Websites and blogs 
such as Immortal Geisha provide information, resources, forums and 
message boards for those interested in geiko and maiko. The truly
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dedicated fans follow individual geisha/geiko and maiko through their 
daily round of appearances. They also avidly follow collar turning 
ceremonies when maiko become full-fledged geiko and when 
geisha/geiko retire from the profession.

For collectors, kimono or other attire worn by geisha and maiko 
are among the most eagerly sought after items on eBay, Etsy or online 
kimono sites. Hikizuri and susohiki, the long trailing kimono worn by 
maiko, elaborate obi and other items of geisha attire often sell for 
hundred or even thousands of dollars. Collectors search eBay and other 
online kimono vendors and often share beautiful or unusual listings with 
follow collectors on Facebook, Pintrest and other social media.

Inspired by interest in a variety of disciplines including history, 
religion, and philosophy, traditional Japanese arts such as Ikebana or 
flower arranging, bonsai, and Chanoyu (the way of tea) have gained both 
a popular and academic following. The tea ceremony is closely related to 
many aspects of Japanese culture, including food, art, architecture, 
calligraphy and even clothing.^^ According to Andrew Cobbing, the tea 
ceremony or Chanoyu is considered to be the epitome of Japanese taste 
and is usually based upon an aesthetic of tranquility, harmony, and 
simplicity. It embodies the pursuit of minimalism, eliminating 
unnecessary decoration and paring everything down to its most basic 
form.̂ ® Although not required, many students of Chanoyu will regularly 
practice in kimono because many of the movements are designed with 
the motion of the kimono and its sleeves in mind. Kimono sleeves and 
obi often function like pockets and hold items necessary for the 
ceremony. A long time student of the Chanoyu explains:

Kimono instructs physical movement for both 
men and women in the temae (procedures). In 
order to have a good understanding of 
movement in the tea ceremony, e.g. walking, 
bowing, picking up objects and moving them to 
a new location—one should ideally wear 
kimono regularly during practice, which also 
means that one should regularly practice 
wearing kimono (Holly Harvey, Email 
communication, January 13, 2013).

For a formal tea ceremony, both the host and guests wear kimono or 
formal Western attire. It is appropriate for guests to wear conservative or
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subdued kimono, such as a solid color or iromuji kimono, so as not to 
detract from the simplicity of the Chado. The aesthetic of the tea 
ceremony embraces values such as simplicity, asymmetry, age, 
roughness, austerity, and monochrome color. These ideals extend to the 
clothing of both host and guest.^’ Students of other traditional arts 
including dance, Kyudo (traditional archery), and the martial arts often 
wear kimono or other traditional clothing.

Artisans and craft workers have also been inspired by kimono 
design and fabric. Since many antique and vintage kimono are stained or 
damaged, they are often repurposed into pillows, scarves, dresses and 
other decorative items. In January 2013, Etsy had about 12,000 listings 
of handmade items created from repurposed kimono, haori and obi or 
inspired by kimono design or fabric. These items included Wa Loli 
dresses, pillows, slippers, business card cases, evening bags and crib 
mobiles.^*

Since the most compelling forces in contemporary society are 
activities involved in interpersonal relationships, kimono culture in the 
United States is a way that people can group themselves to give their 
lives meaning. Studying, wearing, and collecting kimono are ways for 
humans to organize their lives by means of their consumption choices 
through the creation of a subculture of consumption.^^ A consumption 
group is characterized by “an identifiable, hierarchical social stmcture; a 
unique ethos, a set of shared beliefs and values; and unique jargons, 
rituals and modes of symbolic expression...Such a subculture typically 
encounters, in certain products and activities, cultural meanings that 
ultimately become articulated as homologous styles or ideologies of 
consumption.” ®̂ For many members of the kimono community, 
especially cosplayers or reenactors, the creation of a consumption 
community “allows the creation of a fantasy time and place defined by 
experiences, objects, and activities.” *̂ While many of these interactions 
take place in a face-to-faee environment such as reenactment events, 
anime or manga conventions, antique shows or Japanese cultural 
activities, the internet and social media allow the community to expand 
to men and women who will never actually meet.

Clothing is an indicator of the ideas, beliefs and affiliation of the 
wearer and this is also true of the kimono community. Although 
composed of disparate groups with different goals, aesthetics, and values, 
the surge in kimono interest suggests that wearers may be indicating a 
desire to disengage from the stress and conformity of life in twenty-first 
century American culture through the creation of a fantasy world, the
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creation of affinity networks through the internet and social media, and 
the spiritual development of the Chado or other traditional arts. It may 
also indicate a rejection of Christian or Western mores. Other individuals 
may be indulging in conspicuous consumption through the purchase and 
display of kimono, obi, and haori. For others, kimono culture may 
express an affinity for Japanese cultural values or perhaps an exploration 
or celebration of their own ethnic heritage. Although much of the 
evidence for this phenomenon is of an anecdotal or preliminary nature, 
the kimono revival in the West indicates a growing acceptance of non- 
Westem cultural and artistic values. It is also a demonstration of the 
pervasive influence of the internet, social media and globalization in an 
ever more connected world.
SUNY Empire State College Denise Kawasaki
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Finding Our Humanity in Paranormal Literature

The popularity of paranormal literature over the last decade has 
delighted fans and perplexed others. To some, the word paranormal 
refers to UFOs, ghosts, time travel, mind-reading abilities, or to religious 
entities. To others, it refers to vampires, witches, magic, ancient Greek 
and Roman gods, and were-folk. The genre itself encompasses all of the 
above: aliens, the use of magic, were-creatures, vampires, gods, the 
beautiful, ethereal, graceful fey, and urban fantasy, while also setting few 
limits on itself With further examination of paranormal texts, it becomes 
evident that paranormal characters and plots resonate with readers 
because paranormal novels reflect Western values of today. While 
appearing dangerous, exotic, and fresh, they are actually familiar, 
comfortable, and safe to readers because they embody humanity’s social, 
religious, and cultural ideologies, struggles, triumphs, and fears, while 
also offering hope that Western humanity seeks.

Defining the paranormal is difficult because of its broad 
definition that basically includes personification or humanization of all 
characters or creatures that are not considered human (Laycock 93). An 
example of the range of possibilities available is found in the work of a 
single author: Emma Holly. Holly’s Upyr books include a world where 
ghosts, humans, and vampires act as love interests and enemies. Her 
Tales o f the Demon World series features an alternate world that 
intersects with that of Victorian-era Earth, and while her characters are 
not demons, in the strict heaven-and-hell definition, they are not human, 
and the world is not strictly our world. Holly’s Faerie series introduces 
the Fey dimensions and their interests in humanity, and her Resurrection 
series has magical beings and were-creatures in a town in the United 
States. Just this single author’s books demonstrate the diversity available 
to readers of this genre.

Some fans theorize that the surge in popularity of paranormal 
literature is attributable to both female character empowerment and a 
reflection of female desires that appeal to female readers. Sarah Wendell, 
cofounder of the website smartbitchestrashybooks.com, writes, in a 
review of paranormal romance novels: “Sometimes I love reading about 
ferocious heroines. Sometimes angry, sometimes violent and always 
incredibly strong and determined—I love heroines like this.” She is 
quick to point out that while she would “dislike people like that in real 
life,” these same characters in books are appealing: “the most ass-
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kicking-est kind.” Wendell further posits that because women are not 
taught to cultivate competitiveness, aggression, and anger, female 
characters in paranormal romance novels who exhibit these traits are 
“refreshing because it is so different from the norm.”

Bantam Dell senior editor, Shauna Summers, agrees that “[For 
her readers,] part of the appeal is the freshness and creativity that 
paranormal writers bring to their storytelling, which is due at least in part 
to the fact that with this subgenre they’re only limited by their 
imaginations” (qtd. in Dyer 21). Paranormal novels may include any 
characters: vampires, fairies, shape shifters, aliens, angels, demons, and 
humans with enhanced capabilities, such as psychics, witches, sorcerers, 
and so on. In addition, any setting—real, imaginary, sci-fi, urban, 
heaven, hell, the ocean, the past, the future, a mixture of all of the 
above—is possible. This desire to generate unique characters in alternate 
settings, however, is not reason enough to explain its popularity, 
although it does echo the fluidity in identity and reality that the 
postmodern era has evoked.

Other readers theorize that women are drawn to vampire 
characters, in particular, because of a propensity to hold gentlemanly 
values of a bygone era, offering the “security and stability of old- 
fashioned gentlemen that some readers may now crave” (Mukeijea 3). It 
is also common to theorize that paranormal romantic heroes hold 
archetypal Byronic hero characteristics of mystery and intrigue, thereby 
being a character that women can recognize as culturally desirable. This 
kind of hero is often “dark and brooding, writhing inside with all the 
residual anguish of his shadowed past, world-weary and cynical, quick 
tempered and prone to fits of guilt and depression. He is strong, virile, 
powerful, and lost” (Barlow 48-49). This hero is often theorized to 
appeal to women who wish to save this man from himself. While it may 
be true, this theory needs to account for the fact that human romantic 
counterparts also hold these Byronic traits (except they are mortal); 
therefore, this characteristic is not limited to immortal vampires and 
other paranormal creatures.

Ananya Mukheijea argues that readers enjoy these books 
because of the ways in which the novels develop “the contradictory and 
conflicted relationship that many women have to feminism and 
femininity and a perceived conflict between feeling protected and having 
the approval of visible femininity, on the one hand, and being self- 
determining and active, on the other” (3). This is likely true for many 
female readers. If readership were limited to straight female readers and



characters, these assertions would be uncontestable; however, 
paranormal literature includes female paranormal heroines exploring 
their sexual identity, as well as bisexual and gay/lesbian characters. This 
is evidenced in Patricia Briggs’ Mercy Thompson series, the main 
character in Kim Harrison’s Rachel Morgan series, several main 
characters in Emma Holly’s books, and Cassandra Clare’s Young Adult 
Mortal Instruments series.

In addition, paranormal literature has increased readership to 
include male readers and Young Adult readers, particularly where the 
paranormal intersects with urban fantasy, in more adventure-focused 
books such as Jim Butcher’s Dresden Files series, Kim Harrison’s 
Rachel Morgan books, Jeaniene Frost’s Night Huntress books, or Ilona 
Andrews’ series about main character, Kate Daniels. These reasons, 
alone, do not account for the genre’s popularity.

Sales of young adult novels of the genre have shown young 
readers’ support for reading, in general. “ ...[S]ales of young adult and 
children’s books in 2012 were up 13.1 percent over the previous year. 
And the category outpaced all others among e-book sales, increasing 117 
percent, compared with a 41.8 increase in sales of adult fiction” (Cook). 
An increase in popularity of the genre for Young Adults is also explained 
by the amusing fact that vampires are relatable to teenagers because they 
are “metaphorical teenagers anyway”:

They stay up all night and sleep all day. They hunger for what 
they can’t have, and are never satisfied. They are the original 
emo-goths, dressing in black, going without sleep, exuding a 
brooding, outsider sexiness. Vampire literature allows teenagers 
to think about sex and violence without censorship. It appeals to 
young men, because vampires are dangerous, super-fast and 
super-strong. It appeals to the romantic in young women [...].” 
(L. Rosenberg)
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While this helps to explain why vampires and paranormal literature may 
appeal to younger readers, as well as to romance novel fans, it does not 
explain why a generation of readers would gravitate towards a genre in 
such a way.

What these texts do offer is a reflection of the human experience, 
thereby making them appealing to readers who find themselves searching 
for entertainment, but also for meaning in their own lives. Simply having 
and showing strength, living in creative settings, or holding archetypal
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characteristics, is not enough. Readers are searching for and finding ways 
in which the texts reveal and confront their own humanity.

First and foremost, today’s paranormal literature has characters 
who can offer the promise of longevity (near immortality) and beauty, a 
characteristic valued in the youth-obsessed western culture. Author 
Stephen Case, in his text Immortality: The Quest to Live Forever and 
How it Drives Civilization, claims:

All living things seek to perpetuate themselves into the future, 
but humans seek to perpetuate themselves forever. This 
seeking—this will to immortality—is the foundation of human 
achievement; it is the wellspring of religion, the muse of 
philosophy, the architect of our cities and the impulse behind the 
arts. It is embedded in our very nature, and its result is what we 
know as civilization. (2)

A society obsessed with long life, youth, and beauty, will likely spawn 
literature that glorifies just this. While humans obsess about ways to 
prolong both youth and lifespan, vampires, werewolves, and the fey are 
naturally graceful, beautiful, and immortal (or near-immortal), dying 
only through dismemberment or magical intervention. Connecting 
oneself to a paranormal creature through “a vampire’s marks” or the 
“natural long life” that comes with being the life partner of a were- 
creature of fey is seductive to a human population afraid of death and the 
unknown afterlife. Case writes, “...We have developed our cultural 
worldviews in order to protect ourselves from the fear of death” (21). A 
way to alleviate this fear is to fantasize that death need not be the only 
alternative; hope of a life that persists is found in these novels, and not 
just in a single novel.

In Faith Hunter’s Jane Yellowrock series about a skin walker 
(shape shifter) who works as a rogue vampire killer, she emphasizes that 
female skin-walkers can retain their youth by merely taking on the shape 
of their bodies at the age they would like to retain. This not only means 
Jane Yellowrock remains youthful, but physically strong and able to heal 
herself through purposeful shifting from human to animal form. In many 
paranormal storylines, this kind of regeneration of youth is available in 
some form to characters. This ideal of youth as desirable is shown 
through other such novels, particularly those in a series.

To maintain popularity, as well as to provide answers to 
questions that have long plagued humanity, paranormal and urban
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fantasy publishers have cashed in on a successful repetitive strategy: 
instituting serialization in paperback form, making them easier to afford 
and leaving the audience wanting more (Wargo Donohue 64). This 
simple formula ensures that for readers to know the ultimate end of a 
story, they buy the next book in the series. The husband-wife team 
writing as Ilona Andrews, for example, keeps readers buying the series 
with captivating action and character development. Multiply this for 
other authors, such as Sherrilyn Kenyon and J.R. Ward, who have 
several series going, and it is nothing short of guaranteed success. 
Moreover, readers know that once the happily-ever-after (HEA) ending 
is written, this is not the end of reading about their favorite characters. 
Readers know that they will be able to follow the characters’ lives, 
triumphs, and downfalls through later novels, thereby solidifying their 
connection to and love for the books in much the same way that TV 
series operate.

Most importantly, to maintain popularity and reader interest, the 
stories have to resonate with their audiences. Readers appreciate the 
stories wherein love triumphs over all, and “Paranormal romance, in all 
its incarnations, often represents the ultimate in impossible love” (Dyer 
21). The obstacles the characters face are compounded by the paranormal 
factors; the act of finally overcoming these obstacles is greater than with 
couples who have no need to hide their true selves, or—once revealed— 
drain each other of blood and risk possible death in the process, for 
example. The romantic hero or heroine in paranormal and urban fantasy 
texts often chooses a human counterpart (in some cases, such as in Nalini 
Singh’s arch angel series, they choose another paranormal counterpart) 
knowing that this will likely weaken them. Love and romance, however, 
are stronger forces than common sense or mission, and the paranormal 
characters often succumb to the love and sacrifice of the human 
character. This further shows the belief that we have in love’s ability to 
conquer all—even hell—in some cases. And once readers are invested in 
the characters’ lives and loves, they want to see how the relationship 
plays out for the long haul, and if one novel in the series is a “dud,” they 
are willing to try future ones simply because of the attachment to the 
series. While readers still enjoy the stories that end in a single novel, the 
idea that one can “follow” a beloved couple through more than the ‘hook 
up’ fulfills readers’ voyeuristic tendencies while providing the stability 
and attachment that is craved. This tactic works well for popular 
paranormal authors.

J.R. Ward, for example, writes her Black Dagger Brotherhood
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series about an ever-widening cast of characters, but past and future 
protagonists show up as the supporting cast, which both satisfies readers 
and entices them to continue reading. This same tactic is used by popular 
authors: Jim Butcher, Nalini Singh, Laurell K. Hamilton, Kim Harrison, 
Charlaine Harris, Kresley Cole, Faith Hunter, and Katie McAllister, to 
name a few. In addition to appealing to adult readers, the Young Adult 
audience is also drawn to series like Stiefvater’s Shiver books, the 
Matched trilogy by Ally Condie, not to mention the love-it-or-hate-it 
Twilight series and the grittier Hunger Games books, gaining readership 
early, in much the same way that romance novels of bygone days did. 
Serialization, however, is not the only explanation for the genre’s 
popularity with today’s readers.

The stories hold familiar patterns for readers, thereby fulfilling 
the desire for a story they can predict, but which has just enough mystery 
to maintain reader interest. Archetypal characterization still takes place. 
In fact, Byronic paranormal heroes often swoop in to save the now-ass- 
kicking heroine, usually by recognizing that she is his soul mate 
(although not all series are limited to the male being the paranormal 
character), a conflict ensues, he pursues, she flees, they both conquer a 
common enemy, and true love can continue eternally. Rinse and repeat in 
the next book. This romantic trope, along with the quest model where the 
hero or heroine is on a quest (often one involving magic) is one familiar 
to readers who seek entertainment that does not offer too much of a 
challenge to follow.

Along with the promise of longevity, paranormal literature offers 
theories to answer many unknown questions. Things-that-go-bump-in- 
the-night are no longer mysteries: they are the characters in these novels, 
be they fighting for good or for evil. Answers beyond those offered by 
traditional Abrahamic religions about the state of the soul, about heaven 
and hell (or Sheoul), angels and demons, are provided in novels by JR 
Ward and Sherrilyn Kenyon, for example, where the ancient gods and 
their helpers are alive and continue to fight their ancient wars on an 
alternate plane. In the same way that Creation Myths of old explained 
natural phenomena, paranormal novels explain “truths” to the readers 
who long for answers beyond those that continue to dissatisfy. While 
readers know that these “truths” do not really answer questions, and that 
mythical creatures are not real, they function in a way that allow readers 
to become comfortable with the questions that have no answers.

In Jim Butcher’s Dresden Files series, answers about the 
existence of beings such as pixies and other faerie creatures are revealed.
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Odd weather disturbances are explained by winter and summer courts of 
the fey being at war, for example, in the fight of good versus evil. In the 
same way that the ancients explained the phenomenon of thunder as the 
gods being angry, these modern-day texts provide plausible explanations 
for things for which we have no logical answers. Harry Dresden, wizard 
extraordinaire, operates within the world of the paranormal while 
retaining his humanity. In this way, the main characters often offer a 
conduit for readers to experience the paranormal without having to feel 
like the characters are too alien to be relatable.

While the archetypal character is recognizable as being socially 
and culturally desirable to the Western reader, paranormal characters 
offer a characteristic that takes them one step above that of the traditional 
romance hero: they hold immortality or strength, or a skill/ability that 
gives them an edge over the human romantic hero. Paranormal creatures 
come with enhanced abilities. Depending on the series, some can fly, 
others can shape shift, and use mind control, all while offering near 
immortality to the love interest. Were-beasts come with unparalleled 
strength, and the fey control nature and its elements. Physical ability is 
not their only appeal, however.

Were-societies, such as that led by Curran, the Beast Lord in the 
Kate Daniels series by Ilona Andrews, offer further social commentary 
on what it means to “fit in” or to “be different” in a society that expects 
certain behavior and norms to be followed. Kate, a human with limited 
magical powers, must learn how to negotiate her way diplomatically in a 
were-culture. These situations represent the struggles of today’s culture 
where people negotiate what it means to be part of a society. These are 
all experiences that anyone who has navigated the confines of a high 
school cafeteria has encountered, asking themselves: How do I fit in to 
this setting without being relegated to the “loser” table? Paranormal and 
urban fantasy texts do not portray a happy utopia, and often, in fact, 
operate within a dystopia, showing how various factions of paranormal 
creatures form alliances and communities with ties that are strong, just 
like in human groups.

According to Helen T. Bailie, “The theme of alienation or 
Otherness is an important facet of the traditional vampire novel often 
representing what is strange and thus deemed to be evil or threatening to 
society” (143). Bram Stoker’s Dracula, for example, was popular with 
early readers who recognized what Stoker’s character signified. He was 
both a feared Other, while also representing an elite class that “sucked 
dry” those of lower socio-economic status and highlighted the flawed
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ideals of the upper class. Dracula’s healthy fear of religious iconography 
helped to keep the power of the church in place and alleviated people’s 
fears that he had ultimate control; in this case, God and the Church still 
had power over vampires through the wielding of religious artifacts 
(noteworthy is the fact that faith in these objects is not needed. The 
objects themselves hold power). As a recognizable symbol to those 
readers, it was accepted that Dracula represented a clear danger to 
humans and to the Judeo-Christian religion.

For today’s readers, a vampire who represents an unknown and 
feared Other who will take over and conquer this world is no longer a 
needed, nor recognized, symbol. With globalization and increased 
multicultural awareness and political correctness, as well as the 
abolishment of the class system and government-mandated religion, 
these symbols of vampires are no longer necessary, nor recognizable to a 
twenty-first century Western audience. In fact, current Western 
audiences are now made up of a mix of ethnicities, particularly in North 
America.

Explorations of ethnicity and what it means to be true to one’s 
roots have become important to readers. These struggles to determine 
“what does it mean to be me in the twenty-first century?’’ are addressed 
by authors such as Faith Hunter in her Jane Yellowrock series, and in the 
Mercy Thompson series by Patricia Briggs. Both feature Native 
American characters who search for what it means to hold a cultural 
heritage of a lost civilization. Both series feature skin-walker female 
protagonists who introduce Native American culture and history to the 
reader through their own search for what it means to grow up in this 
country as an ethnic minority. Characters who are blessed or cursed with 
new abilities also explore this idea of what it means to be paranormal in a 
human world. This resonates with readers who also desire to find their 
place in this world or to explore their cultural roots, be they Native 
American or otherwise.

Additionally, the struggle of good against evil is still a 
recognizable and needed one. “...[TJhere’s an appeal post-9/11 of good 
triumphing in a dark and dangerous world” (Dyer 21). In this sense, 
where religion has also failed to comfort, paranormal characters take on 
this role. Like the comie book figures of the last eentury, paranormal 
characters have also become a symbol of human protection and social 
justice against unknown evils. With few remaining tangible enemies in 
the Western world now that the Cold War is a distant memory to many 
readers and the Iraq War’s fallout is winding down, aside from the
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nebulously-monikered “terrorists,” Western readers no longer need 
characters who represent known fears. Instead, characters adopt traits 
and characteristics that are needed to fight unknown, sometimes 
supernatural, foes.

Vampires, witches, angels, and were-creatures have filled in this 
need, fighting for justice against foes that humans often do not even 
realize are attacking this world. Employing the ultimate “holy” symbols, 
several authors (Larissa lone, Cynthia Eden, Nalini Singh, JR Ward, Joey 
Hill, to name a few) have incorporated angels (both fallen and righteous) 
as paranormal heroes who are more complex than simple beings who 
merely act according to God’s will. An editor for New American 
Library, Kerry Donovan, says, “The power of the fallen angel backstory 
is twofold . . .  Their imperfections make them more relatable to us, and it 
also brings them into our world where they walk among us as intriguing 
heroes” (qtd. in Dyer).

In addition, readers “love a hero who needs to earn his way back 
to grace...” and several of the angel characters are cast down to earth to 
either earn favor back with the higher echelons of heaven, or to help 
humans (qtd. in Dyer 16). Not all heroes are angels; vampires and shape 
shifters, as well as witches and sorcerers, act to save humanity from an 
even scarier enemy: the unknown. In this way, they act as heroes. In 
support of this, Jeffrey Kripal writes, “...mystical experiences and 
psychic abilities are ‘evolutionary buds’ of the species, of the ‘future of 
the body.’” By accepting paranormal characters, we embrace the notion 
that we, too, can evolve to heightened levels by associating with and, in 
some cases, marrying such characters.

The allure of being heroic is strong. Robin Rosenberg writes, 
“As a clinical psychologist who has written books about the psychology 
of superheroes, I think [these] stories show us not how to become super 
but how to be heroes, choosing altruism over the pmsuit of wealth and 
power” (22). At the core of each paranormal hero or heroine is a good, 
generous heart, one that fights to preserve humanity by having endured a 
traumatic trial and persevered despite struggling. This heroism—^whether 
it is labeled as such—leads to the hope that good continues to prevail in 
this world and that the readers, too, can be heroes.

While religion itself is no longer rejected, its power and 
authority has certainly changed since the time of Stoker’s Dracula. It has 
been theorized that for other readers, the fear of death and the unknown 
of the afterlife have led to ontological theories about creatures that can 
circumvent death: immortal beings who cheat death and can pass on this
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“safety net” to those they befriend and love. Confirming Case’s theories 
that we want to avoid the fear of death, Michael Kelly writes, “Terror 
management theory posits that one of the primary functions of religious 
belief is to alleviate the potentially overwhelming terror or anxiety that 
results from awareness of death.” Essentially, “we have created cultural 
institutions, philosophies and religions that protect us from this terror by 
denying or at least distracting us from the finality of death...” (Case 22- 
23). In the case of paranormal literature, directly contrasting the role that 
Dracula played, the paranormal character has become the savior of 
humankind, and terror is managed through the characters’ abilities to 
‘save’ their family and friends, as well as innocent, oblivious humans.

Dracula, the first vampire popularized in fiction (though not the 
first to be written about), offered this lure of immortality to Renfield, but 
did not offer free will along with it. Renfield was compelled to act on 
Dracula’s behalf to his own detriment, reduced to becoming a pitiful and 
pitiable creature driven only to please his master. “Stoker conceived of 
Dracula as a sworn opponent not of humanity, but of the very idea of 
death itself. The vampire’s promise is to give life without end to chosen 
beings” (Barrows 116). While Dracula’s creatures had no will of their 
own, and acted on his behalf, modern-day vampires and paranormal 
characters impart free will on the part of those they “convert.” This 
conversion experience mirrors that of a religious conversion, thereby 
mirroring the safety offered by Christian beliefs of an afterlife. The 
difference is that the vampire’s conversion allows for the familiar life to 
continue, unlike a heavenly afterlife, about which we can still only 
theorize.

Not only is it necessary for characters to be “saved” from death, 
but paranormal characters also provide parallels to other religious 
experiences. For example, the process of creating a new vampire (those 
not bom as vampires), often involves an exchange of blood for the 
conversion to be complete, which mirrors closely the biblical conversion 
experience where Christians are said to drink the metaphorical blood of 
Christ in memory of Jesus Christ’s own sacrifice for humanity. The Holy 
Bible states, “For you know that it was not with perishable things such as 
silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed 
down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, 
a lamb without blemish or defect” (1 Peter 1:18-19). This idea that 
Christ’s blood saves, has been co-opted by paranormal authors. In other 
ways, a newly-converted Christian is said to be a “bom again” Christian 
who has allowed his or her old worldly self to have died, in order for
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conversion to take place.
While this conversion is said to be a spiritual death and rebirth, 

rather than a literal one, vampire conversion involves a literal death: the 
heart must stop before full vampirism can take place through an 
exchange of blood, or, in some cases, an exchange of chemicals found 
only in vampire DNA. This also parallels the idea that to be a new 
religious convert, one’s old life must die completely. In the Holy Bible, 
Jesus states, “If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and 
take up his cross, and follow me” (Matthew 16:24), with the cross 
representing death. The most defining characteristic of vampires, aside 
from drinking blood, has been their inability to withstand sunlight, which 
has always represented good—while darkness has represented evil.

Several authors, however, have chosen to represent their 
vampires as immune to light, able to withstand UV rays, thereby 
symbolizing their triumph over evil/darkness. The fact that biblical 
symbolism no longer holds sway or power over modern-day vampires— 
most are immune to the effects of crosses or holy water—shows that 
vampires no longer represent an evil power that must be overcome with 
religious belief Who needs metaphorical eternal life from a church when 
a literal one is a blood suck away?

The church and its power, however, have not been completely 
negated, because doing so would lead to readers’ discomfort. Instead, the 
church’s symbolism has been appropriated by authors of paranormal 
literature. Jane Yellowrock, for example, is a Christian character filled 
with guilt about the rogue vampires she kills, yet she does not stop her 
job because to do so would leave mindless vampires loose to harm 
humans. When possible, she attends church and tries to live a life she 
knows fits with her Christian beliefs. This kind of characterization 
accurately represents the current ambivalence that many express of 
turning to religion in times of need, but of not actively doing anything to 
support religion at other times.

Paranormal texts, for the most part, have neither eliminated nor 
demonized the church, choosing instead to reflect Western ontological 
philosophizing. Paranormal texts also feature many religions, especially 
those considered traditional pre-Christian/pagan rites, paralleling reader 
interest in these religions. This is particularly evidenced in those series 
where “good” demons or “fallen” angels exist, blurring definitions of 
good and evil.

Showing the renewed interest in ancient Wiccan practices, urban 
fantasy series such as Stacia Kane’s Downside Ghosts portray witches as
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having taken over the traditional church authority because the traditional 
Judeo-Christian church has failed to address the ways in which magic 
influences reality. This series’ success shows the interest readers hold in 
an alternative to Christian truths. Yet, even in this dystopic world, the 
church Kane portrays still works to ensure— t̂hrough the use of magic— 
that the souls of mankind are guided to eternal bliss or hell. This interest 
in magic is further shown in Jim Butcher’s Dresden Files series, where 
wizards are called in to mediate the evil that humans caimot explain. 
Rather than eliminating the power of the church, the world according to 
the Dresden Files includes beings who have taken on a mission to save 
mortal men and women from evils that are not recognized by traditional 
Judeo-Christian faiths. In this way, these novels work within the same 
social and religious structures, but operate on a level that traditional 
churches do not recognize as valid.

A revival of interest in the fey is clearly reflected in Karen Marie 
Moning’s Fever series, where the fate of the earth rests on the 
protagonist Mackayla Lane’s ability to navigate the mysterious world of 
the evil Sidhe who are attempting to take over the earth. This search for 
answers beyond those provided by scientists and religious scholars is 
clear in these kinds of novels.

In an age where self-help and self actualization, through inward 
introspective analysis, have become popularized through television 
programs such as the Dr. Phil show, paranormal creatures are no longer 
viewed as mere beasts to prey on humans. Instead, these characters, too, 
agonize over their own fate, their own weaknesses and strengths, and 
how to be solid, good citizens worthy of love, despite their differences to 
humans. As Adam Barrows states, “Stoker’s greatest innovation ... was 
his use of the vampire story to explore deeper metaphysical questions 
about the true nature of humanity. Far from representing the vampire as a 
coldly grotesque monster. Stoker explored the pathos and psychological 
terror of a human being, with a core of goodness, becoming trapped 
inside a godless and eternally Undead body” (107-108). In the same way, 
modern-day paranormal characters struggle over their “unhuman” 
natures through discipline, choosing to improve their psyches so they no 
longer have to isolate themselves from humans. In many series, 
paranormal characters who break away from others do so to become 
more humanlike, or at least more humane. This search for humanity, or 
the quest for good in a world where evil exists, is one that humans have 
been struggling with, making it a trait with which readers can empathize.

In observing these parallels to the values that Western society



holds today, it is no wonder that paranormal literature and its characters 
and themes captivate readers’ attentions. We are obsessed with 
ourselves, and we like to read about topics that we can apply to 
ourselves. This literature fulfills the fantasies we hold about adventure, 
love, and community. In addition, the shift in postmodern Western 
ideology to explore and express one’s identity, and the ways in which 
identity and reality are fluid, appeals to readers who experience the same 
in the lives of the paranormal characters. Not only do we seek literature 
that reflects the struggles and triumphs we encounter, but we yearn to 
find our identities in the lives of the characters. Paranormal literature 
provides just that through escapism. In essence, reading paranormal 
literature means we are reading not about others who are different, but 
about ourselves: our strengths, our weaknesses, and most of all, our 
hopes that we act humane and that good triumphs over evil.
Pacific Union College Maria S. Rankin-Brown
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Harry Potter and The Castle o f  Otranto'. J. K. Rowling, 
Hogwarts, and the Eighteenth-Century Gothic Novel

J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series (1997-2007) has been much 
discussed since its explosion on the world stage. Although critics such as 
Harold Bloom have dismissed it as “heavy on cliche” and further posited 
that the series “makes no demands upon its readers” (Bloom), its sales 
have, nonetheless, made it an international phenomenon. The series has 
spawned eight films, tens of millions in book sales, t-shirts, close to half 
a million fan fiction stories, and countless other products and spinoffs. 
Yet it has not spawned the same kind of serious inquiry from the 
academy that it has garnered from popular culture. Those within 
academia who have focused on the series have often pointed—and 
rightly so—to the enormous number of children, young adults and adults 
who have voraciously devoured the series, and the ways in which it has 
introduced a new generation to reading. From a literary perspective, 
much of the criticism has focused on a wide variety of literary links to 
other traditions, tales and novels.' Gregory Pepetone posits that much of 
the series is a political allegory for the modem world. David K. Steege 
has argued convincingly that the series draws on the rich tradition of 
British school novels, particularly Tom Brown’s School Days, while 
Alessandra Petrina contends that the series draws heavily, especially in 
its settings, from Arthurian legend. Yet despite these readings, the 
academic community has yet to focus on the debt the series holds to the 
British Gothic novels of the late eighteenth century. Susanne Gmss, 
focusing on Harry Potter and the Order o f the Phoenix both as novel and 
film adaptation, points out many key Gothic elements found in the Potter 
series and argues that the Gothic is a “persistent feature” throughout the 
series and becomes “more pronounced” as the series goes on (40). 
Gregory Pepetone calls the series a “flagrantly gothic tale” (182) and 
John Granger, in Harry Potter’s Bookshelf: The Great Books Behind the 
Hogwarts Adventures, attempts to tease out some of the Gothic elements 
of the series. Neither of their readings are particularly interested in 
examining the eighteenth-century Gothic roots of Hogwarts. Instead, 
their readings prefer to focus on nineteenth-century British and American 
Gothic aspects of the series. Although the Potter series certainly borrows 
some of its elements from nineteenth-century Gothic, it is my contention 
that the series is far more indebted to the British Gothic of the late 
eighteenth century and, more specifically, indebted to the castles of those
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novels in its construction of Hogwarts as both physical structure and 
narrative device.

To begin with, there are clear and easy comparisons to be made 
between Hogwarts and eighteenth-century Gothic castles, especially 
Horace Walpole’s The Castle o f Otranto (1764), moments at which 
Rowling is clearly and obviously nodding to the eighteenth-century 
Gothic castles that came before her. Perhaps the most obvious moment is 
the setting of Hogwarts: though the Potter series is firmly rooted in the 
modem world, the school itself is lit by torches and candles, heated by 
fireplaces, and students rely on parchment and quill rather than Windows 
and Word—all of which contribute to what John Granger calls the 
“thoroughly medieval” atmosphere of the school (Granger 91). 
Alessandra Petrina also points to the “medieval” setting of Hogwarts and 
attempts to tie it to Arthurian legend (98), but here it is important to 
remember that, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, the term 
“Gothic” meant medieval to its eighteenth-century British readers. Thus, 
the medieval setting is right in line with settings favored by Walpole, 
Clara Reeve and Ann Radcliffe. Rowling also makes more glaring nods 
to Otranto castle within her descriptions of Hogwarts; at Hogwarts, “The 
people in the portraits kept going to visit each other” {SS 184),  ̂ bears 
direct resemblance to Otranto, a castle that contains pictures that move 
and otherwise interact with characters (Walpole 81). Yet to simply 
acknowledge these moments and move on to the next source for the 
Potter series is to do the series and its author a great disservice. 
Rowling’s understanding of Gothic castles mns deep, so deep in fact that 
she is often able to manipulate the conventions of the Gothic castle to her 
own ends. As such, her depth of knowledge of Gothic castles suggests 
that a more thorough reading is necessary in order to fully grasp the 
importance of the eighteenth-century Gothic castle to the Potter series.

The idea that Harry Potter and the Gothic novel should be 
virtually ignored up until now is not, in and of itself, shocking. In fact, 
their histories bear striking similarities to one another. Both the late 
eighteenth-century British Gothic novels and the Potter series comprised 
a huge market share, made previously untold amounts of money, and 
were almost immediately relegated to the literary scrapheap called 
popular fiction.^ Just as its eighteenth-century Gothic predecessors do, 
the Potter series explores political ideology, provides a voice for the 
voiceless, and contains far more than just windy corridors within its 
castle settings. Moreover, it is in these castles that Rowling finds herself 
most indebted to the Gothic tradition of the late eighteenth century. For
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Hogwarts, like Otranto and Udolpho before it, serves as the heart of the 
narrative and, like other Gothic castles before it, Hogwarts acts as an 
important character throughout the series.

Before proceeding to an in-depth reading of Hogwarts as Gothic 
castle, I would first like to establish what exactly the architectural 
structure referred to as a Gothic castle is. Though the Gothic novel has 
received increased critical attention in recent years, there remains a 
dearth of information about what exactly a Gothic castle is and how it 
works. Frances A. Chiu, in one of the few pieces to tackle the subject, 
contends that the Gothic castles of the late eighteenth century were put in 
place by a group of writers who used them as, “architectural metaphor of 
state polity to be preserved or abandoned” (Chiu), while Maggie Kilgour 
rightly observes that the Gothic castle has been interpreted as “a symbol 
of both patriarchal power and the maternal body” (Kilgour 120). Though 
these readings are valid, they do not provide a definition of what a 
Gothic castle, as a physical structure and a character, is and how it 
works. To begin my own explanation, I would first like to draw a 
distinction between Walpolian castles, or those that follow the lead of 
Horace Walpole and contain supernatural elements, and Radcliffean 
castles, or those that follow the lead of Ann Radcliffe’s “explained 
supernatural,”  ̂ which do not. Though Hogwarts falls far more into the 
former category than the latter—it is after all, the home of a magical and 
supernatural school— t̂he extent to which Hogwarts draws from the 
Radcliffean tradition should not be ignored. To begin with a short 
definition which I will expand upon below: Gothic castles are labyrinth 
like structures which contain secrets of a fragmented past, are 
unknowable and, perhaps most importantly to the Walpolian tradition, 
take sides. They are, without a doubt, characters in Gothic novels, every 
bit as important as the hero, heroine, or villain. This paper will 
demonstrate that not only does Hogwarts fit this definition of the Gothic 
castle of the eighteenth-century, but that it does so in subtle ways that 
indicate an engagement with Gothic castles that proves crucial to the 
narrative of the series.

To expand upon the definition above, labyrinths are essential to a 
Gothic castle, whether Walpolian or Radcliffean, and Hogwarts proves 
no exception. Walpole’s Otranto castle, complete with trapdoors and 
vaults that lead to underground passageways (Walpole 85), is the first 
Gothic castle and establishes many of its tropes. Maggie Kilgour notes of 
Otranto, “The novel introduces some of the most basic gothic 
ingredients” (Kilgour 18), and Frederick Frank, in his introduction to the
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novel, writes in a slightly different context, “Walpole’s castle would 
become Gothic literature’s first unstable and unsafe world’’ (Frank 19). 
Otranto castle, however, is only the first in a long line of Gothic 
architectural structures that serve as labyrinths. The estate in Clara 
Reeve’s The Old English Baron (1778) contains secret doors and hidden 
apartments, and perhaps the most labyrinth-like structure in all of Gothic 
fiction is Ann Radcliffe’s ruined abbey in The Romance o f the Forest 
(1791), a structure so daunting that it challenges the reader to render an 
accurate floor plan—a task that is made impossible by the seemingly 
infinite series of apartments that open onto other apartments in addition 
to a series of false walls and trapdoors. The layout of the abbey is such 
that an exasperated Louis La Motte declares of the abbey, “Here is some 
mystery . . . which I cannot comprehend, and perhaps never shall” {RF 
65-66). This sentiment is echoed in Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s 
Stone as Harry and Ron try to navigate their way through the “vast castle 
with many turrets and towers” (139).^ Rowling’s description of the 
labyrinth of Hogwarts is overwhelming to the reader when she writes, 
“There were a hundred and forty-two staircases at Hogwarts: wide, 
sweeping ones; narrow, rickety ones; some that led somewhere different 
on a Friday; some with a vanishing step halfway up that you had to 
remember to jump” {SS 164). This is in addition to the “doorways hidden 
behind sliding panels and hanging tapestries” (160) reminiscent of the 
apartment hidden in Reeve’s Old English Baron (Reeve 44-46). Thus, 
not only does Rowling imitate the labyrinth of earlier Gothic fiction— 
she imitates the effect such structures have on the reader as well.

That these labyrinths often serve as metaphors for a greater 
mystery contained within the walls of the Gothic structure is certain, but 
the physical labyrinth-like layout of these structures is also integral to the 
storylines of the novels. The labyrinths are often what allow for daring 
escapes such as Isabella’s escape from the rapacious Manfred in Otranto 
or Alleyn’s daring rescue of Osbert in Radcliffe’s The Castles o f Athlins 
and Dunbayne (1789). The labyrinth is also noted in modem Gothic as 
well as integral to the creation of a Gothic stmcture. One must look no 
further than the hedge maze in Stanley Kubrick’s film adaptation of The 
Shining to see the labyrinth as a stmcture that remains essential to the 
Gothic castle. Hogwarts uses the labyrinth to its narrative advantage as 
well. The labyrinth of Hogwarts is often what allows Harry, Ron and 
Hermoine to escape from their somewhat dimwitted nemesis Filch, and 
the labyrinth is what ultimately allows them back into the castle, via the 
Room of Requirement, just prior to the Battle of Hogwarts at the end of
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Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows. Yet the labyrinth is not always 
meant to allow for daring raids and hair raising escapes, it also serves as 
a device for hiding and recovering secrets, another critical trope of the 
Gothic castle.

Most Gothic architectural structures contain secrets that are 
essential to the narrative. In fact, Maggie Kilgour terms “the castle with 
its secret buried in its past that will finally emerge to determine the 
direction of the future” one of the “most basic gothic ingredients” 
(Kilgour 18). Here it is important to remember that Walpolian and 
Radcliffean castles both contain secrets, but the key difference is the way 
in which their secrets are revealed. Walpolian castles are bursting at the 
seams—in the case of Otranto quite literally—to reveal their secrets, 
whereas Radcliffean castles require the hero or heroine to find and 
interpret the secret(s) themselves. Walpole’s Otranto provides the first 
instance of a Gothic castle with a secret to tell. In its case, and in the case 
of many Gothic castles, the secret is one of usurpation and murder. In 
fact, the entire narrative of Otranto is fueled by Manfred’s desperate 
desire to conceal the secret and marry his own line into the legitimate 
line of Otranto. His plans are ultimately thwarted by the castle itself and 
the ghost of Alfonso the Good who declares Theodore “the true heir of 
Otranto” (162), at once ending the usurping line of Manfi^ed and 
restoring the rightful heir to possession of the castle. In the Radcliffean 
castle, such as the ruined abbey of Radcliffe’s The Romance o f the 
Forest, the secret is found in a hidden manuscript that details the 
imprisonment and murder of a former occupant. That occupant turns out 
to be the late Marquis de Montalt, who was usurped by his brother, the 
rapacious and villainous current Marquis de Montalt who is intent to 
possess the heroine, Adeline, throughout the narrative. The secret 
contained in the manuscript proves essential to the narrative as it is later 
revealed that the late Marquis was Adeline’s father and the current 
Marquis his usurping brother. Thus, the death of the current Marquis and 
his deathbed confession, which serves to “establish Adeline beyond 
dispute in the rights of her birth” (353), both reveals the secret and 
restores the heir to, in this case, her rightful place. Hogwarts proves no 
different from the Gothic castles before it and possesses a seemingly 
infinite number of secrets. In fact, readers need look no fiarther than the 
titles of the books to find Harry Potter and the Chamber o f Secrets to 
discover the importance of secrets to the Potter series. Though an infinite 
number of secrets are nestled in the Room of Requirement, a subject I 
will turn to in more detail in the next section, the Chamber of Secrets
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serves as demonstrative of the way Gothic secrets work. In fact, the 
Chamber of Secrets proves essential to an understanding of both the 
Potter series and the secret(s) of the Gothic castle because, regardless of 
whether or not the castle is Walpolian or Radcliffean, the secret is a kind 
of code and the proper individual(s) must be there to interpret it.

The obvious item hidden in the Chamber of Secrets is the 
basilisk, but another important factor is that the chamber can, 
theoretically, only be opened by the heir of Slytherin. The fact that Harry 
is able to speak parseltongue and open it proves Dumbledore’s long held 
suspicion that Harry possesses some of Voldemort’s powers (CS 305), an 
issue that will turn out to be of great importance in the final novel. 
Moreover, the chamber also serves to identify something extra special 
about Harry. Namely, that in some sense, he is the inheritor of Hogwarts 
and the greater wizarding world. The fact that Harry is able to draw the 
sword of Gryffindor out of the Sorting Hat as Dumbledore’s phoenix, 
Fawkes, comes to his rescue is recognized by Dumbledore as special; he 
says as much to Harry: “Only a true Gryffindor could have pulled that 
out of the hat, Harry” {CS 334). In a sense, the castle, or at least one of 
its houses, has marked Harry as special and worthy of saving. 
Furthermore, when Harry slays the basilisk, he becomes recognized as 
the hero and savior of Hogwarts {CS 339). Yet Harry’s adventure reveals 
another, more alarming secret, hidden within the castle: the presence of 
Horcruxes. Although not revealed until the sixth book in the series, 
Dumbledore realizes that the diary means Voldemort will be more 
difficult to destroy than he had previously thought: “Four years ago, I 
received what I considered certain proof that Voldemort had split his 
soul;” Dumbledore goes on to explain that “[t]he diary. Riddle’s diary, 
the one giving instmctions on how to reopen the Chamber of Secrets” 
{HBP 500) led him to this conclusion. As in the case of Theodore’s 
providential presence at Otranto and Adeline’s secreting herself with the 
La Mottes at the same place her father was killed, the Potter series 
provides both the secret and the key to unlocking it so critical to the 
Gothic novel.

Yet there is more to the secrets contained within the winding 
corridors of Walpolian or Radcliffean Gothic castles; secrets often serve 
as the catalyst to the discovery of a lost past. Oftentimes, as has been 
earlier stated, the recovery of a lost past often goes hand in hand with the 
recovery of familial properties but it is not limited to such recoveries. In 
fact, what is often most important is the recovery of family and family 
history. Gothic heroes and heroines are often orphans, or brought up as
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such, divorced from familial intimacy and forced to fend for themselves. 
As such, the recovery of family and/or family history is often crucial to 
the plotlines of Gothic novels.^ Such Gothic orphans include Edmund of 
Reeve’s The Old English Baron, who not only recovers estates but 
recovers his own origins as he turns out to be the son of the late Baron 
and Baroness. The same holds true for Alleyn of Radcliffe’s The Castles 
o f Athlin and Dunbayne, as he discovers in the Baroness a mother and in 
Laura a sister. Perhaps the most striking recovery of family is seen in 
Radcliffe’s A Sicilian Romance, a novel in which the heroine, Julia, 
recovers a mother thought long dead. As Julia’s mother explains her own 
sad history, Julia is able to recover a mother and solve the mystery (or 
secret) of the haunting light in the recesses of the castle: the light was the 
servants/jailors coming to bring her mother food. Moreover, Julia’s 
mother is able to provide Julia with a real sense of her own history as 
well as a sense of the true character of her father, a man who imprisoned 
his wife so that he could marry another woman. This history is in stark 
contrast to the lies she has been fed about her mother by her father her 
entire life and represents a radical departure from the sanitized version of 
events she has been subjected to. In this way, a mystery is solved but, 
more importantly, a family is recovered. Read this way, recovery of 
family brings both a sense of identity and a sense of place in the world.

Harry Potter spends the first part of his life as an orphan at the 
mercy of his Aunt Petunia and Uncle Vernon, and terrorized by his 
cousin, Dudley. Far from a family, the Dursleys barely tolerate Harry and 
he is constantly mistreated at their hands. The Dursleys treatment of 
Harry is so bad that it prompts Dumbledore to indict the Dursleys, 
saying: “You have never treated Harry as a son. He has known nothing 
but neglect and often cruelty at your hands” {HBP 55). Amanda Cockrell 
picks up on Harry’s status as an orphan and posits that an essential part 
of his character is his status as “outcast” and “different” (19). This status 
is only more inflated by the strange series of events that seem to follow 
Harry wherever he goes and the fact that he has no real family to turn to. 
In fact, Harry’s family history is actively denied to him via the Dursleys. 
He is told that his parents were killed in a car accident and the car 
accident is also used to explain the lightning shaped scar on his forehead. 
When Harry reaches the age to attend Hogwarts he has no idea that a 
wizarding world exists, let alone that he is an important part of its 
history. But Hogwarts supplies that history to him. It provides him with 
his own family history and a sense of place in the world. When Harry is 
first tracked down by Hagrid, he is as amazed by his real history as
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Hagrid is furious at the Dursleys for denying him it. As Harry realizes 
that he is in fact a wizard, he cannot help but smile, and as he discovers 
Hogwarts, he learns that the school has more in store for him when 
Hogwarts is able to provide both a new family and his own family 
history.

Harry’s first recovery of his family is the “Mirror of Erised,” 
which allows the viewer to see their heart’s most fervent desire, which 
for Harry is his family. This provides the first opportunity for Harry to 
see his family, rather than simply hearing he looks like his father but has 
his mother’s eyes. The narrator describes the scene as one in which, “The 
Potters smiled and waved at Harry and he stared hungrily back at them” 
{SS 259, emphasis mine). However, Harry is able to get much closer to 
his family than a magical mirror and Hogwarts serves as the site of that 
recovery. In Harry’s case, the family comes in the form of his godfather, 
Sirius Black. Though Harry spends most of the third novel trying to 
avoid Sirius because he thinks he is a maniacal murderer, when he finally 
realizes the truth about Sirius and has the realization that he now has 
family he is elated. Furthermore, when Sirius asks him to live with him, 
his first response is “Of course I want to leave the Dursleys! Have you 
got a house? When can I move in?” {PA 379). Although Harry is never 
able to live with Sirius, and though Sirius is killed at the end of the fifth 
book, Sirius not only provides family but provides family history to 
Harry. When Harry is disturbed after learning of his father’s treatment of 
Snape when they were younger, Harry turns to Sirius, who is, as Amanda 
Cockrell observes, a father figure to Harry (24), and one who is able to 
explain, “Your father was the best friend I ever had, and he was a good 
person. A lot of people are idiots at the age of fifteen. He grew out of it” 
{OP 671). In this case Sirius serves as one who is able to tell Harry his 
real family history, warts and all, instead of a sanitized version of events 
that leaves Harry without a real sense of who his family was. 
Furthermore, in an inversion of the scenario from Radcliffe’s A Sicilian 
Romance, Sirius is able to restore Harry’s faith in his father, an idea of 
great importance to Harry. Ultimately, Sirius proves a godfather but 
more importantly a confidante and one who is able to fill the void of a 
lost family, if only for a short time.

Hand in hand with the notion that Gothic structures are 
labyrinths and contain secrets that often lead to the recovery of family 
and family history is the idea that they are ultimately unknowable. 
Again, Walpole serves as the first example of this in Otranto. The 
castle’s myriad subterraneous passages along with its sheer size serve to
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make it unknowable, especially to Theodore, the heir of Otranto, who 
remarks as he attempts to help Isabella escape, “I am unacquainted with 
the eastle” (84). In later Gothic novels of the period, the unknowable 
nature of the structures serves to heighten narrative tension and to make 
manifest the difficulties of navigating an often dangerous world. The 
aforementioned rambling Gothic ruin featured in Radcliffe’s The 
Romance o f the Forest is rendered unknowable to both Adeline and the 
reader with its myriad passages. Perhaps the best example of a 
Radcliffean unknowable eastle is the castle Udolpho of The Mysteries o f 
Udolpho (1794). Emily St Aubert, the heroine of the novel, is constantly 
turned around and confused within the walls of the castle and her 
attempts to explore it in order to learn its secrets are often thwarted by 
the villainous Montoni or her own terror. When she finally escapes the 
castle with the help of some of the guards, she simply abandons the 
castle rather than attempting to gain knowledge of its many passageways 
and rooms. Though Emily eventually learns many of the castle’s secrets, 
she never returns to Udolpho and it continues to remain in some sense 
impenetrable. This abandonment of the castle by the heroine is a 
hallmark of Radcliffean Gothic, and the castles are often abandoned 
because they are unsuitable for a variety of aesthetic and practical 
reasons, leaving the reader simply to wonder at what additional secrets 
may lurk within their walls. To be sure, the unknowable aspect of the 
castles is meant to serve as a larger metaphor for the new, often 
despicable, worlds that Gothic heroes and heroines encounter, but it also, 
like the labyrinth, serves to disorient the reader and to render the Gothic 
world presented to hero, heroine, and the reader impenetrable.

That Hogwarts serves as disorienting to the reader of the Potter 
series, especially the first book, is a rather obvious metaphor for the 
wizarding world both Harry and the reader are thrust into, but again the 
physical structure proves critical here. The impenetrability and 
unknowable nature of Hogwarts is made manifest throughout the Potter 
series, but I would like to focus on two aspects of Hogwarts: the fact that 
it is unplottable, and the Room of Requirement. The unplottable nature 
of Hogwarts serves to hide it from the Muggle world so that they will not 
stumble upon what is perhaps the greatest secret of all: wizards and 
witches not only exist but they exist in a complex society that actively 
trains them to harness and utilize their powers to their full extent. 
Hermione, as usual, is the one who reveals this to Ron and Harry, 
informing them, “Hogwarts is hidden . . .  If a Muggle looks at it, all they 
see is a mouldering old ruin with a sign over the entrance saying



74 Popular Culture Review

DANGER, DO NOT ENTER, UNSAFE” {GF 166). The similarities to 
Gothic ruins such as Udolpho and Otranto castle are obvious but there is 
a more important issue at hand here: Hogwarts is actively hidden and is 
set up not only to remain unknowable but unknown to the greater part of 
the world. Hermione goes on to explain that it is unplottable, which 
means “you can enchant a building so it’s impossible to plot on a map” 
{GF 167). Yet, even when Hogwarts is discovered or revealed by 
someone with access to it, it remains, to a large extent, impenetrable 
because of the Room of Requirement.

Though Harry does eventually learn his way around the castle, 
the full extent of the castle remains beyond his understanding and, indeed 
the understanding of any of its inhabitants. Dumbledore remarks at one 
point, “I would never dream of assuming I knew all Hogwarts’ secrets” 
{GF 417). That Dumbledore, who has been at Hogwarts longer than 
anyone in the Harry Potter universe, would admit to not knowing 
everything about the castle is important because it reveals that the castle 
cannot ever be known. Though some may point to “The Marauder’s 
Map” as providing Harry with all information about the castle, and 
though The Marauder’s Map does provide Harry with many of the 
secrets of Hogwarts, the castle remains ultimately unknowable because 
the Marauder’s Map is unable to plot the Room of Requirement. The 
reason for this is unclear: perhaps the Room of Requirement is 
unplottable, as Hermoine Granger suggests {HBP 453), but there is 
another more intriguing alternative that would seem to suggest that the 
castle is more unknowable than previously considered. The Marauder’s 
Map is able to show the location of every person in Hogwarts; however, 
sometimes characters, as is the case of Draco Malfoy in The Half-Blood 
Prince, disappear off the map entirely. In fact, the Room of Requirement 
oftentimes does not appear at all on The Marauder’s Map. Here it is 
important to remember that the map is a creation of James Potter, Peter 
Pettigrew, Remus Lupin, and Sirius Black {PA 192, 355). As such, it is 
limited to their knowledge of the castle and specifically, to their 
knowledge of how to get out of the castle. It is not meant to be used as a 
tool to ascertain the secrets of the castle, but rather as a tool that would 
allow James Potter, Sirius Black and Peter Pettigrew to sneak out of the 
castle and join Remus Lupin in the Shrieking Shack during his monthly 
transformations into a werewolf {PA 353-354). In that case readers 
should hardly expect it to have full knowledge of Hogwarts.

Moreover, the Room of Requirement demonstrates that full 
knowledge of Hogwarts is impossible precisely because the room is only
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as limited as the needs of those who require it. When the Room of 
Requirement is first mentioned, it is via Dumbledore who explains, “I 
took a wrong turn on the way to the bathroom and found myself in a 
beautifully proportioned room I have never seen before, containing a 
really rather magnificent collection of chamber pots” {GF AM). It is later 
revealed that the Room also serves as a place for Dobby to hide Winky; 
in that case it comes equipped with “antidotes to butterbeer there, and a 
nice elf-sized bed to settle her on” {OP 387). More famously, of course, 
it becomes the site of the training sessions for “Dumbledore’s Army” 
{OP 386) and a refugee camp for those who resist the Cairows in The 
Deathly Hallows {DH 577). Interestingly, it also becomes, via the 
Vanishing cabinet hidden within it, a gateway for the Death-Eaters to 
invade the castle at the end of The Half-Blood Prince (586-587). The 
Room of Requirement is perhaps the most magical aspect of the entire 
castle and the fact that it can turn into whatever the user requires makes 
Hogwarts unknowable. Additionally, the room can be private or public, 
depending on the needs of the user. For example, for Dumbledore’s 
Army it is a public space open to all those who are members of the D.A., 
but for Draco Malfoy it is a private space because he requires privacy as 
he repairs the Vanishing Cabinet that will allow the Death-Eaters into the 
castle. The Room of Requirement is also not always present but only 
presents itself when someone has real need of it, such as Dumbledore’s 
need to use the bathroom or Dobby’s need to find a safe place for Winky. 
Though the final book leaves some room for doubt concerning whether 
or not the Room still exists after the fire that consumes it, I am inclined 
to believe it does with the caveat that the next person who desperately 
needs to hide something is in for a big surprise. However, other 
permutations of the room should continue to be unaffected by the fire 
that consumed the hiding place and Hogwarts should remain unknowable 
for generations of students to come.

Yet the Room of Requirement is not a neutral space in the novel. 
Although it will come to the aid of whoever requires it, it clearly takes 
sides. Despite its leanings, however, it can, as in the case of the Death 
Eaters invasion of the castle or Voldemort’s secreting away a horcrux 
within its walls, be used for bad intentions as well. Ultimately, like the 
castle itself, it takes sides, especially in the Battle of Hogwarts and it is 
during the Battle of Hogwarts that Hogwarts most inherits the legacy of 
the Walpolian castle. Before diving into the Battle of Hogwarts, a word 
about Walpolian castles taking sides is necessary. A large share of the 
supernatural elements of Walpolian castles are directed towards
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expelling usurpers and installing rightful heirs. Walpole’s Otranto 
presents a castle actively in the process of expelling Manfred and his line 
from the castle. The novel opens with the death of Coiuad courtesy of a 
large helmet that falls from nowhere and proceeds from there to fulfill 
the prophesy, ''That the Castle and Lordship o f Otranto should pass from 
the present family, whenever the real owner should be grown too large to 
inhabit it" (Walpole 73). This prophesy is ultimately fulfilled by the 
ghost of Alfonso the Good who declares Theodore the rightful heir and 
then ascends to heaven. Once Manfred relinquishes his claim to Otranto, 
Theodore and Isabella are able to live in it, presumably without 
supernatural interruption from the castle, which is now satisfied because 
the rightful heir has been restored.

Perhaps the most striking instance of a Walpolian castle taking 
sides occurs in Reeve’s Old English Baron, a novel that James Watt 
observes, “presents the castle as an embodiment of a legitimate and 
venerable authority” (xix). Unlike many Gothic texts, Reeve’s novel 
does not end with Edmund declared the legitimate heir. Instead, the 
novel focuses on the legal wrangling and maneuvering necessary for 
Edmund to recover his lands. However, when all the wrangling is 
complete and Edmund returns to take possession of the estate, “a sudden 
gust of wind arose, and the outward gates flew open” (Reeve 115). Here 
the castle recognizes Edmund as legitimate and, in some sense, replaces 
the authority of the legal tribunal the second half of the novel is so 
invested in. Matthew Wickman observes of this scene that the 
supernatural elements have the ability to “supersede the rational process” 
(191) and goes on to argue that the entire trial scene is “ultimately 
legitimated by supernatural imprimaturs” (192). Moreover, the castle of 
Reeve’s novel possesses awareness of who the usurper is and who it is 
not. A large part of the need for the legal processes of the novel is that 
the usurper sold the estate to his brother-in-law, which complicates the 
process of restoring Edmund considerably. However, the castle does not 
haunt its current inhabitant. Lord Fitz-Owen, so long as he stays out of 
the east apartments of the castle. This stands in sharp contrast to the 
experience of the usurper. Lord Lovel, who is said to have been “so 
disturbed every night that he could not sleep in quiet” (Reeve 29). The 
distinction between the way the castle treats the usurper and the 
purchaser as well as the castle’s reaction at Edmund’s return all indicate 
that the castle and the ghosts that inhabit are rational in the sense that 
they possess an understanding of who has wronged them and who the 
rightful heir is. This distinction also indicates that the castle, much like
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Otranto, has not only taken sides but is actively working to restore their 
respective rightful owners.

In no place is the notion of Hogwarts taking sides more clear 
than in the Battle of Hogwarts, where the castle actively defends students 
against Voldemort. Hogwarts provides many necessary items to aid the 
Order of the Phoenix but the most important are the statues in the 
corridors and the Room of Requirement. When Professor McGonagall 
learns from Harry that the castle is under attack, she warns the other 
professors and has a two pronged plan of action. First she must defend 
the school, and secondly she must find a way to evacuate the younger 
students from the building to remove them from harm’s way. To the first 
point, she enlists the aid of other professors but also of the castle itself 
Though she uses a spell to animate the statues located throughout the 
school, her instructions to them prove important. She commands: 
“Hogwarts is threatened! . . . Man the boundaries, do your duty to our 
school” {DH 602), at which point, “Clattering and yelling, the horde of 
moving statues stampeded past Harry” {DH 603). McGonagall’s 
command to the statues indicates that the school is in danger and the 
statues need no more information. Here the importance of education in 
the narrative is pointed out and calls attention to the fact that the castle is, 
first and foremost, a school and anything that threatens the school or the 
students is something the castle will attempt to expel.

As important as the castle’s ability, via its statues and other items 
onsite, to defend itself is the true way it takes sides once again shown in 
the Room of Requirement. Though, as earlier noted, the room is able to 
allow the Death Eaters into the castle at the end of The Half-Blood 
Prince, it is through a vanishing cabinet that is hidden in the room rather 
than the room itself actively helping the Death Eaters. However, in the 
case of the Battle of Hogwarts, it is the room itself that provides safe 
passage for students to evacuate as well as for the Order of the Phoenix 
to come to the fight. This proves especially important because the 
Carrows have sealed off all the other secret passageways in and out of 
the castle and placed “curses over the entrances and Death Eaters and 
dementors waiting at the exits” {DH 572), which means that the Room of 
Requirement’s passage to the Hog’s Head proves the only safe passage 
in or out of the castle. Furthermore, that the Room of Requirement would 
open a passage to the Hog’s Head at all is worth noting. Though it is 
often mentioned in prior novels, the Hog’s Head seems at first glance an 
odd place for the room to connect to at all. It is not a favorite haunt of 
students, that honor belongs to The Three Broomsticks, nor does it play a
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prominent role in any of the earlier novels. Despite these facts, there are 
two possible explanations for this odd choice on the part of the Room of 
Requirement. The first is that Madam Rosmerta, the proprietor of “The 
Three Broomsticks” is put under the Imperius curse during the action of 
The Half-Blood Prince, and it is she who alerts the Death Eaters that 
Dumbledore has left the castle {HBP 588-590). It is never made clear 
whether or not she remains compromised, but the idea that she could be 
offers enormous problems to the safety and wellbeing of those students 
hiding out in the Room of Requirement and resisting the tyranny of the 
Carrows. Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, the barman at “The 
Hog’s Head” is Aberforth Dumbledore, the younger brother of Professor 
Dumbledore and a member of the original Order of the Phoenix (OP 
173-174). Though Aberforth and Albus Dumbledore had their 
differences, Aberforth is very much on the same side as Harry and 
Hogwarts in the struggle against Voldemort. It is he who saves them 
from the Death Eaters in Hogsmeade. Moreover, he has been actively 
working with the resistance inside the castle to provide them with 
provisions, “the one thing the room really doesn’t do” {DH 578). Thus, 
the decision of the room to reach out to Aberforth, an original member of 
the Order of the Phoenix, rather than one who is possibly compromised, 
suggests the same sort of rational engagement as the castle in Reeve’s 
text.

Once Hogwarts chooses sides, it becomes a character in the text 
in true Walpolian castle fashion. No longer simply the setting for the 
novels, it actively influences the action of the novel and suggests an 
engagement much larger and different from a Radcliffean castle like 
Udolpho that simply serve as the repositories for secrets of fi'agmented 
pasts. Frederick Frank observes of the castle Otranto that it is “the most 
potent personality in the cast of the novel” and refers to it as having “a 
body and mind of its own” (Frank 19), and Maggie Kilgour observes of 
Walpolian castles that they often possess a “more lively and active role 
than that of any character” (Kilgour 120). Certainly the same can be said 
for Hogwarts as it battles to save itself, the school it houses and the entire 
wizarding world. The castle’s fight to save itself from sole possession by 
Voldemort and his ilk offers a final glimpse into the ways Rowling plays 
with Gothic convention. Usually, as in the case of Otranto and The Old 
English Baron, the castle is already possessed by a usurper and actively 
attempting to expel that usurper. Here, however, is a case of a castle 
attempting, and ultimately succeeding, to deny a usurper control and 
access to itself Were Voldemort to gain control of Hogwarts, it would be
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a powerful weapon, a nearly impenetrable fortress, but the castle denies 
Voldemort possession and Harry is able to defeat him on the grounds, 
thus making the world safe for future students of Hogwarts. Though 
Hogwarts is severely damaged after the battle, it can be repaired and 
rather than being left as a ruin, as in the case of Otranto and Udolpho, it 
is reconstructed in order to continue to serve as the setting for education 
and adventure.

The phenomenal success of the Harry Potter Series suggests that 
Rowling was able to tap into something essential, or at least universal, to 
the human experience, an idea that seems more and more fleeting in a 
postmodern world devoid of a traditional center. Moreover, her use of 
the Gothic castle as the setting for the series reaffirms the power of the 
Gothic to impact readers over two centuries after its introduction. Yet 
rather than thinking of Hogwarts as simply derivative of Otranto and 
Udolpho before it, a mere twenty-first century incarnation of an older 
structure, Rowling, like all good writers, leaves the Gothic castle in 
better shape than when she found it. Her understanding of how Gothic 
castles work allows her to manipulate them to her own ends, hardly 
something new to the Gothic, but, at the same time, indicative of a writer 
who is more than capable of making the Gothic castle her own. Hogwarts 
remains, after seven books and one hell of final battle, standing in a long 
line of Gothic castles that came before it and at the head of the line for 
many modem readers, ready and able to influence the next series of 
Gothic castles to come along. When considered this way, it is not a leap 
to suggest that the next time a writer decides to delve into the windy 
corridors of Otranto and Udolpho, perhaps they will take a moment and 
dip into the Room of Requirement, for it, like the Gothic castle itself, is 
only as limited as our own imaginations.
University of Nevada Las Vegas Garland D Beasley

Notes

' For a number of such readings, see: Harry Potter and the Ivory Tower: Perspectives on 
a Literary Phenomenon. Ed. Lana A. Whited. Colombia: University o f Missouri Press, 
2002.
 ̂The seven books in the Potter series will be referred to parenthetically by the following 

abbreviations: Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone (SS), Harry Potter and the 
Chamber of Secrets (CS), Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban (PA), Harry Potter 
and the Goblet of Fire (GF), Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix (OP), Harry 
Potter and the Half-Blood Prince (HBP), and Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows 
(DH).
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 ̂ For a more thorough evaluation of the sales of Gothic novels, see: Miles, Robert. “The 
1790s: the Effulgence of the Gothic.” Cambridge Companion to Gothic Fiction. Ed. 
Jerrold E. Hogle. New York: Cambridge UP, 2002.
 ̂ Radcliffe’s refusal to use realized supernatural forces in her novels has long frustrated 

critics. Robert Miles, in summing up such frustrations notes, “The usual complaint is that 
the prosaic explanations for her terrific goings-on produce bathos, or, worse, cheat the 
reader through the creation of unfulfilled expectations” (“Ann Radcliffe and Matthew 
Lewis” 49). Deborah D. Rogers asks, “Why she should have hesitated to admit of actual 
spiritual agency it is difficult to discover” (132). Some critics, however, have found 
power in her use of the explained supernatural. Yael Shapira is quick to point out, 
“Ghosts, for example, were much more likely to achieve the desired effect if  suggested, 
but never shown; hence the delicate, evasive presence of the supernatural in Radcliffe’s 
fiction” (453).
 ̂ Susanne Grusse picks up on the labyrinth-like elements as well, especially the 

staircases. She refers to the staircases throughout Hogwarts as reminiscent of “the 
impossible spaces of M. C. Escher’s artwork” and goes on to note that the staircases also 
serve as a reminder of the “unreliable floor plan of the Gothic castle” (45).
 ̂Although the orphan trope was well-established in the eighteenth-century novel before 

the appearance of the Gothic, most notably by Henry Fielding in Tom Jones (1749), its 
importance to the Gothic is immense. Nearly every major Gothic novel of the period 
includes an orphaned hero or heroine beginning with Walpole’s Otranto and continuing 
well into the 1790s. In addition to the orphans found in the works of Walpole, Reeve, and 
Radcliffe, Sophia Lee’s The Recess (1783) and Matthew G. Lewis’ The Monk (1796) 
include the use of orphans as well. Lewis’ text proves especially interesting when 
considering the importance of the orphan to the eighteenth-century Gothic tradition. 
When Lewis first introduces Ambrosio, the titular Monk, he is introduced as an orphan 
who is thought of by those at the abbey as “a present to them from the Virgin” (17). 
Lewis then subverts the expectations of readers of Gothic fiction, who were accustomed 
to recognizing the orphan as the hero or heroine, by inverting the orphan narrative and 
delivering in the person of Ambrosio one of Gothic literature’s most sadistic, lascivious, 
and horrifying Gothic villains.

Works Cited
Bloom, Harold. “Can 35 Million Book Buyers Be Wrong? Yes.” The 
Wall Street Journal, 11 July 2000 eastern ed.: A26. Print.
Chiu, Frances A. “Faulty Towers: Reform, Radicalism and the Gothic 

Castle, 1760-1800.” Romanticism on the Net. 44 (2006): n. pag. 
Web. 10 October 2012.

Cockrell, Amanda. “Harry Potter and the Secret Password: Finding our 
Way in the Magical Genre.” Harry Potter and the Ivory Tower: 
Perspectives on a Liter ary Phenomenon. Ed. Lana A. Whited. 
Colombia: University of Missouri Press, 2002. Print.

Frank, Frederick S. Introduction. The Castle o f Otranto and The 
Mysterious Mother. Orchard Park: Broadview, 2003. Print.



Harry Potter and The Castle o f Otranto 81

“Gothic, adj. and n.” Oxford English Dictionary Online. September 
2012. Oxford UP. Web. 10 November 2012.

Granger, John. Harry Potter’s Bookshelf: The Great Books Behind the 
Hogwarts Adventures. New York; Berkley Books, 2009. Print.

Gruss, Susanne. “The Diffusion of Gothic Conventions in Harry Potter 
and the Order o f the Phoenix. Heroism in the Harry Potter 
Series. Ed. Katrin Bemdt and Lena Steveker. Burlington: 
Ashgate, 2011. Print.

Kilgour, Maggie. The Rise o f the Gothic Novel. New York: Routledge, 
1995. Print.

Kubrick, Stanley, dir. The Shining. Perf. Jack Nicholson and Shelley 
Duvall. Warner Bros. Pictures, 1980. Film.

Lewis, Matthew. The Monk. 1796. Ed. Howard Anderson. New York: 
Oxford UP, 1992. Print.

Lee, Sophia. The Recess; or, A Tale o f Other Times. 1783. Ed. April 
Alliston. Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2000. 
Print.

Miles, Robert. “Ann Radcliffe and Matthew Lewis.” A Companion to the 
Gothic. Ed. David Punter. Malden; Blackwell, 2000. Print.

—. “The 1790s: the Effulgence of the Gothic.” Cambridge Companion to 
Gothic Fiction. Ed. Jerrold E. Hogle. New York: Cambridge 
UP, 2002. Print.

Pepetone, Gregory. Hogwarts and All: Gothic Perspectives on 
Children's Literature. New York; Peter Lang, 2012. Print.

Petrina, Allessandra. “Forbidden Forest, Enchanted Castle: Arthurian 
Spaces in the Harry Potter Novels.” Mythlore. 24.3-4 (2006): 95- 
110. Print.

Radcliffe, Ann. The Castles o f Athlin and Dunbayne. 1789. Ed. Alison 
Milbank. New York: Oxford, 1995. Print.

—. The Mysteries ofUdolpho. 1794. Ed. Jacqueline Howard. New York: 
Penguin Classics, 2001. Print.

—. A Sicilian Romance. 1790. Ed. Alison Milbank. New York: Oxford, 
1993. Print.

—. The Romance o f the Forest. 1791. Ed. Chloe Chard. New York: 
Oxford, 1999. Print.

Reeve, Clara. The Old English Baron. 1778. Ed. James Trainer. New 
York: Oxford, 2003. Print.

Rodgers, Deborah D. Ann Radcliffe: A Bio-Bibliography. Westport: 
Greenwood, 1996. Print.



82 Popular Culture Review

Rowling, J.K. Harry Potter and the Chamber o f Secrets. New York: 
Scholastic, 1998. Print.

—. Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows. New York: Scholastic, 2007. 
Print.

—. Harry Potter and the Goblet o f Fire. New York: Scholastic, 2000. 
Print.

—. Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince. New York: Scholastic, 
2005. Print.

—. Harry Potter and the Order o f the Phoenix. New York: Scholastic, 
2003. Print.

—. Harry Potter and the Prisoner o f Azkaban. New York: Scholastic, 
1999. Print.

—. Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone. New York: Scholastic, 1997. 
Print.

Shapira, Yael. “Where the Bodies Are Hidden: Ann Radcliffe’s 
‘Delicate’ Gothic.” Eighteenth-Century Fiction. 18.4 (2006): 
453-476. Print.

Steege, David K. “Harry Potter, Tom Brown and the British School 
Story: Lost in Transit?” Harry Potter and the Ivory Tower: 
Perspectives on a Literary Phenomenon. Ed. Lana A. Whited. 
Colombia: University of Missouri Press, 2002. Print.

Walpole, Horace. The Castle o f Otranto and The Mysterious Mother. Ed.
Frederick S. Frank. Orchard Park: Broadview, 2003. Print.

Watt, James. Introduction. The Old English Baron. 1778. Ed. James 
Trainer. New York: Oxford, 2003. Print.

Wickman, Matthew. “Terror’s Abduction of Experience: A Gothic 
History.” The Yale Journal o f Criticism. 18.1 (2005): 179-206. 
Print.



Shady Beasts: Animal Transgression and Identity in 
Byron, Woody Allen, and Eminem

In all their disparate iterations, recent works on creature concerns 
tend to consider human/animal relationships, the slippery boundaries 
between creatures, and the spaces which we inhabit together with the 
common purpose of interring disease and fixing a stable place to 
understand ourselves and those creatures with whom we live. Discourse 
on taboo tends toward considering these same problems. Though there 
are a variety of complementary understandings of criticism surrounding 
taboo and transgression, they can be read together as a critique of 
identity, both as markers of present identity and, paradoxically, its 
absence. Stefan Horlacher, considering the variety of literary critical 
perspectives on taboo, connects taboo to its social context:

The interdependent, overlapping discourses surrounding 
taboo—such as transgression and repression, innovation 
and conservatism, punishment and pleasure, or sadism 
and masochism, to name but a few—can be understood 
as an arena of contestation in which a society negotiates 
not only its values and beliefs . . . but also its borders 
and power structures. (13)

For Byron, Eminem, and Woody Allen, engaging taboo—violating social 
expectations—occurs at the point of animal contact during moments 
when civilization itself is in contest.

These men are exemplary figures in their cultural moments, 
representing an avant-garde that is both set apart from and circumscribes 
a social ideal: each is a celebrity paragon who is a member of a 
respective social milieu and yet distinct from it as a leading figure (they 
are simply peerless). Byron is the first real celebrity in the modem sense; 
Eminem is a mainstream rap artist, winning more Grammy awards than 
any other rapper (with 13); writer/director/comedian Woody Allen holds 
the record for the most Academy Award nominations for best original 
screenplay (with 15), among other awards. All three have earned 
reputations as anti-establishment celebrities.' Each is in an ideal position 
to engage taboo, which similarly functions within a particular social 
context, and specifically by violating central social expectations. Taboo 
in this context attacks the borders of what we consider the human and the
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humane, and, therefore, identity and the possibility of living together 
with others is radically in question when animals appear in transgressive 
spaces.

Romantic period animal literature shapes our understandings of 
these relationships, boundaries, and spaces. Animal representations, both 
as present creatures and linguistic constructs, are so familiar that they 
essentially disappear into the everyday — until they become unfamiliar. 
Byron’s works, both genuine and satiric, are provocative in each of these 
areas, precisely because he engages the unfamiliar to tell the story of the 
familiar.^ Daisy Hay portrays the duality of his character: “Byron was 
capable of behaving appallingly, of being selfish, vain and 
egotistical...which led him to assert his own importance and sometimes 
into vicious comment about his adversaries. But he...had a talent for 
making and keeping friends” (14).

Extremity characterizes the tenor of the discussion of 
relationships boundaries and spaces—identifying moments of taboo, seen 
as pathological, as the cases by which the appropriate, the normative, 
may be known. Perhaps the most typical illustration of Byron’s 
normative pathology is his reaction to the death of his dog. Boatswain, 
who died of rabies on November 18, 1808.

When Byron memorializes his dog, he hails it as his only friend, 
crossing the species divide. The sacred boundary between human and 
dog is further distressed as he lauds the creature in human terms 
suggesting that humans themselves do not live up to the virtues. 
“Inscription on the Monument of a Newfoundland Dog” memorializes 
the dog as friend alongside the speaker or perhaps the speaker as dog:

Ye! who perchance behold this simple um.
Pass on—it honours none you wish to mourn:
To mark a Friend's remains these stones arise;
I never knew but one,—and here he lies, (lines 17-20)

Animal bodies are living epitaphs inscribed metaphorically with the 
presence of an other to be called to mind. The human interior doing the 
memorializing does not match the exterior, and somehow darkness still 
hovers over the chaotic face of the deep.^ The human surface is obscured 
by language which makes most humans unable to access the mourning at 
work in the inscription. The inscription marks the corpse of a kindred 
beast, a friend, one who the author anticipates will not be deemed worthy 
of the act of mourning by passersby. Here human depths and the heights
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of interaction with others collide. The act of mourning extends from the 
author to the imagined reader in a gesture of incredulity. The passerby 
caimot possibly be a friend. It may be that Byron is invoking a theory of 
impossible perhaps through the use of the word “perchance.”'*

The “Ye” who “perchance” arrives to look upon the monument 
would certainly not be a friend, for a real friend would have already 
accounted for both the dog and the author in anticipative mourning. The 
epitaph, necessarily anticipating and mediating the future of the reader 
even while paying reverence to the literally past, is the device of the 
perhaps par excellence, except that rather than anticipate the death of the 
friend— t̂hat has now occurred—the epitaph turns to memory and 
anticipates the death of the memory of the friend, specifically through the 
death of the self remembering. There must be always already a 
connection between the height of human interactions and the depths of 
interiority through the imagined impossibility of death brought into close 
encounter through the death of the friend. This is even more acute when 
the dead one is a creature, whose interiority had more obviously to be 
supplied as externality. (Another human, as the poem indicates through 
its distrust of human language and surfaces, is no more knowable than 
the creature.)

Furthermore, the space created in the vault with the dog’s 
carcass becomes a sanctified space, and Byron demands in a will several 
years after Boatswain’s death that he be buried alongside the dog. This 
physical space reflects the psychological space in which he has been 
living with the dog’s animemorial—a space that is graphed onto the 
living serving to recast what has died, but that is simultaneously 
ephemeral, revivifying what never was to begin with, the animal that 
never was, the memory of perception. As Benita Eisler writes:

Byron’s elegy to Boatswain, intended to be carved on 
the monument above the dog’s grave, went further than 
the conventional trope of contrasting human failings 
with the virtues of dumb beasts. In eulogizing his pet, 
the poet’s sorrow turns to self pity; he is Boatswain . . . 
(161)

The interaction between space and species seems simultaneously violated 
here. Dog and human and earth and grave become indistinguishable.

“To mark a friend’s remains these stones arise / 1 never knew but 
one,—and here he lies”: the final couplet stands as the only praise of the
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specific dog interred in the tomb; these lines, however, do not praise the 
dog as much as elevate the species to inhabit a space in which they can 
be considered friends. According to the inscription, while dogs may 
exhibit the virtues praised earlier in general terms, this dog can with 
certainty claim only friendship, which is only possible in the context of 
relationship with another.^ This is the height to which humanity at its 
finest aspires, and to which Byron denies the title, friend. It is only the 
dog, now dead, for whom the inscription arises, that can be called friend. 
This irreplaceably singular dog is now dead and waiting, first to welcome 
his master. The inscription mourns, perhaps above all, the relationship, 
friendship, that has neither ceased to exist nor can be substituted. The act 
of attempted memorial creates a space of perhaps involuntary mourning 
in which friendship is preserved with the illusion of lasting. This 
animemorial reflects the inability to assimilate the decaying dog that 
cannot then move into memory.* It is right to say that a portion of the 
author has died with the dog—perhaps the heart that is “his master’s 
own.”

If Byron’s epitaph was in any way ironic, as might be suspected 
given his frequent adoption of this tone, he sets the idea to rest in a will 
executed in 1811. Describing the will to be drawn in an 1811 letter, 
“Directions for the Contents of a Will to be Drawn up Immediately,” 
Byron directs that:

The body of Lord B. to be buried in the vault of the garden of 
Newstead, without any ceremony or burial-service whatever, or 
any inscription, save his name and age. His dog not to be 
removed from the said vault. (Moore 131)

In legal tone, the will documents demand that the interred fnend will not 
rest alone. The corpse of the master would not be far behind.’ Nearly 
three years after his dog’s death, Byron still inhabited the space of 
friendship preserved by the memorial. That fnendship lasts beyond death 
is certainly an idea adopted during the Romantic period; that the 
memorial of a dead beast, confronting the living, might preserve the 
space for interspecies friendship appears to be a nineteenth-century 
phenomenon, but it is eertainly one that has carried forward and that has 
shaped our understanding of the place of animals in the twenty-first 
century.*

It would be remiss, however, to ignore the connection to the 
terrifying outbreaks of rabies plaguing the nineteenth-century, to which
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Boatswain succumbed. Bill Wasik and Monica Murphy write in their 
history of the disease, Rabid, that “by insinuating itself into domestic 
tranquility . . . rabies presented itself as a shocking subversion of order. 
As such, it became an object of disproportionate panic throughout the 
nineteenth-century” (94).’ This panic-laden disease is so shocking 
because it reverses the expectation of domestic tranquility begiiming to 
be expected by pet-owners. Byron’s attempt to restore domestic 
tranquility suggests another moment in which the living memory of the 
animal dead already (because it has contracted the incurable disease that 
robs the inflicted creature of its self) confronts the living, forcing 
abandonment of social expectations. Boatswain’s portrayal as innocent 
and faithful even to death recalls Wordsworth’s “Fidelity” but reverses 
the deceased: Wordsworth’s dead traveler with a faithful dog becomes 
Byron’s dead dog with a faithful human. Moore records Byron’s 
announcement of Boatswain’s death: “he expired in a state of madness 
on the IS*, after suffering much, yet retaining all the gentleness of his 
nature to the last, never attempting to do the least injury to any one near 
him” (68). Despite this, the perception of rabid dogs was far from 
innocent or faithful. Wasik and Murphy suggest that “a death at the hand 
of man seemed far less horrible to contemplate than one suffered in the 
jaws of the devil” (94). The panic surrounding the disease is hard to 
overestimate and the vilification of the relatively rare disease led to 
canine massacres throughout Europe.'® The images of rabid dogs and of 
mobs hurrying after them were as shocking as the symptoms of the 
disease, which Harriet Ritvo characterizes as horrifying." The discourse 
surrounding rabies offers a specific breakdown of the perception of the 
animal as friend even while creating cases for sturming denial. Byron’s 
memorial to Boatswain prevents the assimilation of the dead dog as 
familiar and stands as a stark reminder that transgressive animality 
begets the human by furnishing an ominous confrontation with the ends 
of and thereby the begimiings of the human self.

Exhuming the Romantic beast necessarily involves a 
reexamination of its corpse in order to understand the continuing 
importance of confrontations with animals. Epitaphic memory and 
animetaphor still destabilize human animal relationships, the boundaries 
between creatures and the constitutive elements of life, and threaten 
spaces that serve as home, perhaps particularly within ourselves. These 
images that cannot be processed are deadly, spectacular, taboo, shocking. 
It is hard to imagine a more fitting figure to represent these Romantic 
themes carried forward into the postmodern landscape than the rapper
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Eminem. Many of the insights unearthed in examining Byron’s 
transgressive mourning for Boatswain help us better understand some of 
our own stake in more recent shocking creatures.

A quintessentially taboo artist, Eminem is racially distinct (one 
of only a handfiil of white male rappers adopting a musical form 
stemming from slave songs), performing music that has always been 
outside the norm. He specifically addresses animals in several of his 
songs—most notably in “The Real Slim Shady,” a song that exemplifies 
the postmodern struggle to identify a coherent self “The Real Slim 
Shady” offers a look at the space of taboo now, the decidedly not 
normative, that continues to engage animals as unforgettable sites that 
figure instability. Slim Shady parses the ubiquity of animality, like 
Byron, leaving us with meaningful creatures that cannot be assimilated 
into the familiar.

Marshal Mathers, III, the rapper who adopted the pseudonym 
Eminem, has been an extraordinarily popular musician since his 
Grammy-award-winning major-label debut album. The Slim Shady LP 
(1999). In 2000, as part of his second, also Grammy-winning album. The 
Marshall Mathers LP, Eminem released “The Real Slim Shady.” 
Eminem critiques animality and humanity implicitly through the 
Romantic lens, particularly from the perspective of the blurred 
boundaries of human depths and heights. This is the mark of the 
Romantic beast and the evidence of its exhumation. Eminem has taken 
on the voice of the Romantic in the 2P‘ century. His self-creation, the 
character Slim Shady, is a Byronic hero, surviving “only as a solitary and 
sensitive sufferer: with the loss of his titanic passions, his pride, and his 
certainty of self-identity” characterizing his heroic status (see Thorslev 
187).'^ Slim Shady borrows glory from tradition— ĥe is an American 
rapper, and his now infamous dead moose marks this inheritance. 
Eminem adopts these themes as he extends the comedic potential of the 
creature.

“The Real Slim Shady” features several animals in precarious 
relationships with humans. When Denise Gigante connects eating 
animals, cannibalism, and taboo in Taste (100), she does not extend her 
discourse into bestiality (a subject rarely mentioned during the Romantic 
period except in catalogues of oddities, though it was not unknown in 
literature; for example, Shakespeare’s The Tempest, in which Caliban is 
portrayed as an animal and Miranda as his sexual prize, offers a different 
glimpse at beastly love). Yet Eminem, as the exemplary posthuman
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include a romantic beast:
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Sometimes, I wanna get on TV and just let loose, but can’t.
But it’s cool for Tom Green to hump a dead moose.'^

These lines record an instance of dramatic intertextuality as Eminem 
calls to mind the shock-humor comedian, Tom Green. Green hosted a 
show called The Tom Green Show (1999-2003) that aired on MTV and 
other stations. In one episode. Green “humped” a moose’s corpse that he 
claimed to have struck with his car, in an ostensible attempt to revive it. 
Green repeats, “wake up, wake up, wake up.. .maybe we can revive him” 
on the show while engaging the beast. Close-up camera angles shoot 
Green on the moose and record his feigned agony interspersed with shots 
zooming in on the moose’s fixed eye. This disturbing scene causes 
several passersby to stop and approach, then to leave with evident 
disgust. Eminem remembers these lines in the context of surprising 
censorship: he has been unable to engage in other more desirable taboos 
but been prevented, and it seems unfair that Tom Green can engage in 
this extraordinarily taboo practice and maintain some popularity. The 
human animal relationship in question is not bounded solely by which 
meat is edible or deserving the status of pet or even friend—but by which 
beast is available as a sexual partner.''' This dead moose forces Eminem 
to consider his relationship to other humans and beasts alike as he 
attempts to adhere to social convention even while raising offensive and 
digressive boundary crossings between human and beast.

Eminem attempts to contain the dead moose by suggesting that:

We ain’t nothing but mammals . . .
Well, some of us cannibals
Who cut other people open like cantaloupes.
(“The Real Slim Shady”)

These lyrics, immediately following the moose inteijection, repeat 
Byron’s gesture toward the slippery slope of taboo in Don Juan (in 
which Don Juan’s Spaniel is eaten): once you eat an inappropriate beast, 
or attempt to sexualize it, there can be no safe differentiation for the 
human. The slurp or chomp following the word cantaloupes in “The Real 
Slim Shady” suggests that the rapper himself is eating the moose or 
eating his own words—perhaps short of cannibalism, or perhaps not.
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This prompts a turn toward offering his solution to this inhumane 
deviance.

In the second stanza, Eminem suggests that he has the antidote to 
the situation that he has just described, and coimects the antidote to his 
identity, a move already suggested by coimecting the dead moose to his 
desire to get on TV:

But if you feel like I feel, I got the antidote
Women wear your pantyhose, sing the chorus and it
goes...
I’m Slim Shady, yes I’m the real Shady 
All you other Slim Shadys are just imitating 
So won’t the real Slim Shady please stand up.
Please stand up, please stand up?
(“The Real Slim Shady”)

The song has announced itself from the first as a search for ‘the real Slim 
Shady’: “Will the real Slim Shady please stand up?” It seeks the identity 
of the man who has taken an alternate name, perhaps the man behind the 
stage-name or perhaps the identity of the stage persona itself. The spiral 
of identity for Marshall Mathers, III, who became Eminem, who calls 
himself Slim Shady, breaks down in part because of the animal he has 
witnessed on television. Perhaps it is not too far-fetched to suggest that 
the dead moose contributes to the Cynthia Chase-fashion, proleptic 
creation of his alternate identity. Chase argues in Decomposing Figures 
that actions flow from characters’ desires, not because of who the 
character is; thus behavior is not causally related to human identity but 
rather to the lack of identity. Slim Shady’s rhetorical causality comes 
from the decomposition of human identity. Contact with the decaying 
moose, even if it is only visual, unleashes the instability already inherent 
in the Byronic Shady’s famous identity. The dangerous sexuality in the 
song leads, through the animal, to the end of himself. This end is 
imagined in terms like those in Byron’s memorial to his dog (that 
inevitably turns into a memorial for himself as he seeks to be buried with 
the creature), but that engages both sexuality and autosarcophagy as 
Eminem eats his cantaloupes.

The moose stands in for the impotent star. Eminem is the figure 
who ought to be the one inspiring fashion, changing language, and set 
free from behavioral regulations:



And there’s a million of us just like me
Who cuss like me; who just don’t give a fuck like me
Who dress like me; walk, talk, and act like me.
(“The Real Slim Shady’’)
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But he is, in fact, being humped by Tom Green—the character who can 
“really” do whatever he wants. The star musician is no more free than the 
countless other slim shadys listening to his music; to this end, the song 
multiplies the problem when it suggests that, “there’s a million of us just 
like me” (detailing linguistic, behavioral, and fashion similarities), and 
that “Every single person is a Slim Shady lurkin.” The conclusion, 
“Guess there’s a Slim Shady in all of us / Fuck it, let’s all stand up,” 
gives up the search for the real Slim Shady and the possibility of 
responsible singularity. There is no other, no exemplar above the law, in 
short, there is no antidote to the problems raised in the song. The moose, 
dead, is not free and cannot be set free. The fantasy of social 
responsibility is bankrupt in Eminem’s song. The corpse of the animal 
pollutes the human entirely. Eminem’s attempt to create a new 
community in which he is just a member is thoroughly undermined even 
as, for every purchase of the song arguing that everyone is a slim shady, 
there is still only one Slim Shady who is earning royalties. The moose 
functions as an animemorial, destabilizing identity, knowability, and 
responsible humanity. We are not free from this creature presence that 
illustrates only an absence of our own certainty of place. Eminem is an 
example (only one among so many) of the reception of the struggle with 
animals in the Romantic period. The Byronic method of engaging an 
animal corpse in the interest of identifying a human self, parsing social 
relationships, and redefining a space in which humans can seek a stable 
identity even at death’s door remains a mark of Romantic reception of 
shady beasts and ought to continue to inflect our reading of animals in 
popular culture.

There is yet another confrontation with a significant moose that 
adds to the discussion, specifically demonstrating the extension of 
identity politics into the realms of race through confrontations with taboo 
animals even while it destabilizes the boimdary between human and 
nonhuman animals. Confrontations with beasts and bodies continue to 
shape human representations of self, and the relative threat is often 
obscured with comedy. Woody Allen (himself bom Allen Konigsberg) 
hilariously identifies the comic potential of an apparently dead moose in 
his 1965 standup routine, “The Moose.” The routine is readily available
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if somewhat obscure, though it has maintained a cult interest.’̂  Allen 
tells a story of a moose that he shot and took for dead (a Byronic setup to 
be sure). The moose, however, had only been knocked unconscious. 
When it comes to, strapped to the front of his car, the comedy begins: it 
mingles at a party, inadvertently enters a costume contest, and wins 
second place behind a Jewish couple, the Berkowitzes, amusingly 
dressed—as a moose. The moose becomes furious at the interspecies 
game of dress-up and attacks the couple, knocking them both out in an 
antler clash. Allen attempts to take the moose out and return him to the 
forest, but he grabs the couple dressed as a moose instead. Unfortunately, 
when he leaves them in the forest, the man in the moose’s head, Mr. 
Berkowitz, is shot and stuffed. He winds up mounted in the exclusive 
New York Athletic Club that did not at the time allow Jews. Allen’s 
moose humorously addresses the border confusion between human and 
animal by suggesting that a couple dressed as a moose might be able to 
be mistaken for a real moose, and then by sacrificing the human animal 
for the sake of comedy treading on racial boundaries. The boundary 
between life and death that works to establish human relationships and is 
a part of the essence of humanity is on the one hand obvious and on the 
other easily mistaken.

The moose disrupts human species and racial identity markers, 
while explicitly making the home a site of confusion. The home in which 
the party is held becomes a dangerous place as Mr. Berkowitz is 
kidnapped and eventually shot—which of course happens in the forest, 
the space in which the actual moose was already shot. Unconsciousness 
marks the transgressive moments in this comedy routine, specifically 
plaguing both the moose and the Berkowitzes. The appearance of death 
is finally supplanted by Mr. Berkowitz’ actual death and mounting, 
which marks the final confrontation: the moment in which the human 
becomes animal, available only as display, readable only as an inscribed 
surface. The New York Athletic Club stands in microcosm for society-at- 
large as it is confronted with the shady beast.

Taboo and transgressive interactions with creatures remain 
favorite representations of sites of conflict for identity and spatial 
boundaries of the human and the humane. Literary beasts, ranging from 
the likes of Margaret Atwood’s animalized cannibalistic freak in “Lusus 
Naturae” to the Twilight character lending his wolfish name and hot 
werewolf body to Team Jacob demand that viewers and readers confront 
themselves when presented with creature memorials shaping normative 
values and beliefs, social expectations, and selves. Perhaps a final turn
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toward another identity disease rising to prominence in the nineteenth- 
century, hysteria, will provide a closing glimpse at the instability of 
identity interred along with animal confrontations. The specter of the 
fixed self in relation to a knowable and stable world has all but 
disintegrated by the end of the classic film, Ghostbusters (1984); selves 
have become shady beasts. Bill Murray calls attention to the instability 
with his infamous mass-hysteria speech: “You could accept the fact that 
this city is headed for a disaster of biblical proportions . . . Human 
sacrifice, dogs and cats living together, mass-hysteria!” The taboo of 
human sacrifice and the relative impossibility of dogs and cats living 
together strike the viewer as hysterical, violating the possibility of a fixed 
self perceiving a world against which it maintains a steady relationship. 
Civilization itself and our human relationships are in question in 
Ghostbusters, faced with the engagement of animal corpses, as Byron 
foreshadowed, and as American culture has adopted whole-hog through 
animals appearing in the works of Woody Allen and Eminem, and 
countless other shady beasts. We need to keep a close eye on these shady 
beasts lest we lose sight of ourselves.

Ashford University Chase Pielak

Notes
* Byron skewers his contemporaries as unintelligible in his dedication to Don Juan\ 
Eminem asks his listeners, “You think I give a damn about a Grammy?” in “The Real 
Slim Shady;” and Woody Allen notoriously critiques New York life in classics like Annie 
Hall (1977), his first Oscar nominated film.
 ̂Byron is not unique among Romantic period authors, and his “Inscription” is not unique 

among his texts. A more thorough treatment of Byron’s animal texts and the ways in 
which Romantic period literature shapes our understanding of animals is presented in 
Exhuming Beasts: Memorializing Animals in Romantic Period Literature (forthcoming at 
Ashgate).
 ̂ It’s worth considering the heights to which Byron gestures in the inscription: class 

upheld by birth, religion claiming a sole exclusive heaven and the doctrines of 
substitutionary forgiveness and hierarchical creation, and cultural institutions including 
slavery and funerary memorialization are heights of a sort; they are some of the defining 
relationships by which humans came to understand themselves, and they are all troubling. 
 ̂ Derrida writes in The Politics of Friendship on the impossibility of the 

perhaps: “Now, the thought of the ‘perhaps’ perhaps engages the only possible 
thought of the event-of friendship to come and friendship for the future. For to 
love friendship, it is not enough to know how to bear the other in mourning; 
one must love the future. And there is no more just category for the future than 
that of the ‘perhaps.’ Such a thought conjoins friendship, the future, and the 
perhaps to open on to the coming of what comes—that is to say, necessarily in
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the regime of a possible whose possibilization must prevail over the impossible.
For a possible that would only be possible (non-impossible), a possible surely 
and certainly possible, accessible in advance, would be a poor possible, a 
futureless possible, a possible already set aside, so to speak, life-assured. This 
would be a programme or a causality, a development, a process without an 
event” (29).
 ̂ In a prose epitaph that Benita Eisler attributes to John Cam Hobhouse (161), written in 

the interest of cheering the mourning poet, the dog is praised in more specific terms:
Near this spot
Are deposited the Remains of one 
Who possessed Beauty without Vanity,
Strength without Insolence,
Courage without Ferocity,
And all the Virtues of Man without his Vices.
This Praise, which would be unmeaning Flattery 
If inscribed over human ashes.
Is but a just tribute to the Memory of 
BOATSWAIN, a Dog,
Who was bom at Newfoundland, May, 1803,
And died at Newstead Abbey, Nov. 18, 1808.

This prescript applies the virtues listed in the verses above specifically to Boatswain 
adding the details of his life. Hobhouse, troubled by Byron’s epitaph, also changed the 
last three words to, “here I lies,” joining the two in death (Eisler 161).
 ̂Animemorial is a misremembering, a failure to remember the dead, a beastly dismption 

brought about through an encounter with an animal. The term is extensively treated in 
Exhuming Beasts.
 ̂ Byron’s will was not executed as expected. He died in Greece in April, 1824. His body 

was sent to England and buried in the family vault at the parish church of St. Mary 
Magdalene in Nottinghamshire.
* An inscription from the pet cemetery at Hyde Park serves as an example of the 
phenomenon. On a 1901 headstone for Wee Bobbit, two verse lines read: “When our 
lonely lives are o er and our spirits from this earth shall roam / We hope he’ll be there 
w[a]iting to give [us] a welcome home.”
 ̂See note 207 for the connection to Lamb and Coleridge.

See Wasik and Muiphy 100 and Neil Pemberton and Michael Worboys Mad Dogs and 
Englishmen', Pemberton and Worboys suggest that public hysteria is to blame for the high 
profile of the disease, in which mobs occur hourly to destroy suspect dogs: “People were 
easily alarmed when they saw a convulsing dog in the street” (93).
 ̂‘ See her review of Mad Dogs and Englishmen in The British Journal for the History of 
Science 42.02 (2009), 290-291.

Lori Anne Ferrell suggested the application of the Byronic hero trope to Eminem on 13 
May 2011.

These lines record the second of several taboo sexual images portrayed in “The Real 
Slim Shady’s” first verse. The song begins with an image of domestic abuse between 
Pamela Anderson and Tommy Lee then moves on to the dead moose. Before concluding, 
the stanza returns to bestiality: “We can hump dead animals and antelopes.”

For those who might seek to condemn this troubling question to those on the periphery 
of society, it is worthwhile to remember the Broadway play, opening in 2002: The Goat,



or Who is Sylvia? written by Edward Albee. The play features a romantic goat with 
whom the main character has fallen in love.

In its various versions on You Tube, is has been viewed more than a million times.
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Popular Culture and National Identity in the Twenty-First Century

National identity and expressions of shared national 
consciousness have occupied late twentieth century historians and 
political scientists; however, the focus is usually limited to the political 
arena or other narrowly related fields. State issued currency is one public 
space that allows a wider, interdisciplinary approach to national and/or 
cultural heritage. This short essay connects Benedict Anderson’s 
paradigmatic text on the formation of community identity and its 
translation to national currencies, with special attention to popular 
cultural icons.

All national currency is heavily imbued with symbols of political 
and cultural heritage. Anderson suggests that the primacy of capitalism is 
strongly linked to the origins of national consciousness (37). Citing the 
emergence of self-conscious language policies pursued by nineteenth- 
century dynasties, which were plagued by competing linguistic- 
nationalisms, he notes a clear shift in political language from 
“administrative” to “particular languages and their association with 
particular territorial units” heavily dependent on the interplay between 
technology and capitalism (42-3). Print languages contributed to the 
formation of national consciousnesses in three distinct ways, according 
to Anderson; it created unified fields of exchange and communication 
somewhere between Latin and the vernaculars; it gave a new fixity to 
language that helped build the image of antiquity so fundamental to the 
subjective idea of the nation; and finally, print-capitalism created 
languages-of-power in a manner distinctly separate from the older, 
administrative vernacular (44-5). Once these languages (of print culture) 
were established, the models were imitated and consciously exploited.

While the United States’ currency portrays only its political 
founders, many countries around the globe diversify their national 
currency with cultural ambassadors beyond the political realm. I’ll 
provide a few examples here, then close with some remarks on the 
shifting nature of perceived cultural heritage.

The popular use of folk heroes/heroines enjoyed a revival in the 
mid twentieth century following the widespread dissolution of 
monarchies and the rise of quasi-representative states. Ireland’s 
successful bid for independence included a very specific revamping of 
identity on state currency. The Irish Free State invited artist John Lavery, 
a well-known Irish painter, to design a female personification of Ireland
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for the new bank notes. Modeled on his wife, Lady Hazel Lavery, and 
depicted in Irish national costume, the popular image of Lady Lavery 
appeared on the first note series (1928) and continued to feature on Irish 
national currency into the 1970s. She appears in several profiles; one 
includes her arm resting on an Irish harp.

The Central Bank of Ireland, £1 note. Hazel Lavery as Cathleen ni Houlihan.

Lavery’s biographer notes, “As if in reaction to his services to the 
Empire, Sir John and Lady Lavery ‘rediscovered’ a somewhat 
romanticized version of their Irish roots during the 1920s; but this led to 
a genuine engagement with the topical question of Home Rule, and 
Lavery painted several portraits of Irish Republican figures [...]” 
(McConkey). The folk costume, national instrument, and landscape all 
contribute to national idealizations of Irishness, distinct features of Irish 
cultural heritage that distinguished Ireland from England, whose 
currency was standard before independce.

The selection of national “heroes” on currency is fairly 
mainstream. South Africa’s currency includes former president Nelson 
Mandela^ on the front of the RIO, R20, R50, RlOO, and R200 notes; the 
backs of the notes promote the so called “Big Five” national animals.^ 
Similarly, in 1996 India’s Rupee banknotes began featuring Mahatma 
Ghandi, India’s premier nationalist leader for independence from Britain; 
the banknotes have since replaced all other legal tender currency in India.
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While the aforementioned cultural heroes are associated 
specifically with nationalist movements, cultural figures are appearing 
more and more fi’equently on national currencies. A quick survey of 
persons appearing on global currency reveals an equal frequency of 
prominent doctors and scientists, suffragettes, writers (playwrights, 
poets, journalists), opera singers, composers, painters, and so forth. The 
Bank of England provides a range of examples: since 1970, the notes 
have featured portraits of British historical figures. While it is no surprise 
that Shakespeare was among the first “national” icons to appear, a more 
complete look at the D note series reveals a wider range of figures: Sir 
Isaac Newton, Florence Nightingale, Sir Christopher Wren, Charles 
Dickens, Elizabeth Fry, Charles Darwin, Adam Smith, and Winston 
Churchill are among them.'' The notes include quotes from the featured 
figure’s works, pictures of their homes, and other illustrations connected 
to their historical importance. The announcement of the reissue of 
Churchill notes (which will enter circulation in 2016) to replace 
Elizabeth Fry’s image — the only female currently represented on 
British currency — caused a bit of stir last year. British citizens and 
women’s groups lobbied to draw attention to the deficiency, and the 
Bank of England scrambled to supply another important historical figure. 
In July 2013, Bank of England Governor Mark Carney confirmed that 
Jane Austen will appear on a forthcoming £10 banknote (replacing 
Charles Darwin), saying that the authoress “certainly merits a place in 
the select group of historical figures to appear on our banknotes. Her 
novels have an enduring and universal appeal and she is recognized as 
one of the great writers in English literature.”
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Bank of England £10 note, 2000-present Bank of England £10 (2016 release)

Popular figures are more and more frequently embraced by their 
nations for their cultural contributions — which, emblazoned on a state’s 
currency, associates the glory of each cultural figure with his or her 
country of origin. Outside of England, commonwealth states are able to 
tailor their national currency to the popular native individuals. For 
example, Australia’s currency includes Edith Cowan (suffragette), Mary 
Gilmore (poet and journalist), and Nellie Melba (international opera 
soprano, 1886-1926^ Scotland’s currency boasts exclusively Scottish 
historical figures: Sir Walter Scott (historical novelist and poet), Robert 
Louis Stevenson (novelist, poet, essayist and travel writer), Alexander 
Graham (inventor of the telephone), Robert Bums (poet), Adam Smith 
(economist and key figure in Scottish Enlightenment), Alexander 
Fleming (discoverer of penicillin), and Charles Rennie Mackintosh 
(architect and designer).

This trend can be seen in many other currencies as well. Japan’s 
current yen feature Higuchi Ichiyo (author), Hideyo Noguchi 
(bacteriologist), and Fukuzawa Yukichi (teacher, translator, theorist). 
Norway’s krone includes Peter Christen AsbJ0msen (writer and scholar), 
Kirsten Flagstad (opera singer), Kristian Birkeland (scientist), Sigrid 
Undset (Nobel Prize winner for Literature, 1928), and Edvard Munch 
(expressionist painter). Serbia’s 100 dinar note features Nikola Tesla -  
inventor, physicist, mechanical and electrical engineer. Poland’s 1,000 
zloty note features Nicolas Copernicus, father of the heliocentric theory 
of the solar system. Italy’s lire featured Caravaggio (Baroque artist) and 
Maria Montessori (developed the Montessori method of education) 
among others. Austria’s shillings featured Sigmund Freud (co-founder of 
psychoanalytic school of psychology) and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart 
(composer and pianist).
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Banca d’ltaiia’s 1,000 lire (Montessori) Austrian Ntl. Bank’s 50 schilling (Freud)

Obviously the examples are exponential — it is clear from a brief 
overview that national currency is increasingly considered an important 
medium through which cultural figures and national pride are celebrated.

The introduction of the euro in 1999 marked an important 
recognition by an international body of the importance of individual 
culture within a shared community. Planning and preparation for the 
launch of the new currency took years. The notes share the same designs 
across all countries in Europe, inspired by the theme “ages and styles of 
Europe,” depicting the architectural styles from seven periods of 
Europe’s cultural history through elements such as windows, gateways, 
and bridges: Classical, Romanesque, Gothic, Renaissance, Baroque and 
Rococo, Iron and glass architecture, and Modem twentieth-century 
architecture. While the coins bear an image of the European continent on 
the “common” side, the national side of the coins reflects the individual 
countries’ most important cultural icons. Smaller countries, like 
Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxemburg chose their monarchs’ visages 
on all coin denominations. Other countries chose a prominent figure or 
image for their “national” sides^ — France (Mariane), Spain (Cervantes), 
Greece (Athenian owl), Ireland (Celtic harp), Austria (Mozart), and 
Germany (Brandenburg Gate).

Mariane Cervantes Athenian owl Irish harp Mozart Brandenburg Gate

Italy reflects some of the most diverse national currency, 
incorporating Rafael’s portrait of Dante Alighieri, da Vinci’s Vitmvian 
Man, a futurist sculpture by Umberto Boccioni, a detail of Botticelli’s 
“The Birth of Venus,” the Coliseum of Rome, and the paving design of
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Piazza del Campidoglio with the equestrian statue of emperor Marcus 
Aurelius, among others.

Dante Alighieri Vitruvian Man Boccioni ‘̂ Birth of Venus ’̂ Coliseum Campidoglio

The wide variety of cultural images Italy chose to incorporate clearly 
indicates how important the country’s national heritage and contributions 
to world culture and art are to the Italian people. Greece’s euros reflect a 
similar focus.The flexibility of the euro design allowed for all its member 
states to maintain their individuality by selecting nationally specific 
figures of their own cultural heritage.

This philosophy holds true outside of the Eurozone as well. 
Sweden’s Riksbank announced a competition in spring of 2011 to design 
the country’s new banknotes. The General Council of the Ritsbank chose 
Goran Osterlund’s “Kulturresan” (Cultural Journey) as the winner. As 
the name suggests, popular cultural figures dominate the kronor, 
featuring Astrid Ingmar Bergman, Birgit Nilsson, Greta Garbo and Evert 
Taube, among others.

Sweden’s new 100 kronor (Greta Garbo) and 200 kronor (Ingmar Bergman)

The understanding of “cultural hero’’ in the west tends to revolve around 
the arts — writers, painters, singers, actors — and science (particularly 
Nobel prize winners). Yet often in eastern countries a cultural hero is the 
common man, one who contributes to society to the best of his/her
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ability. The below image of a North Korean 5 won bears an image of 
“the people,” a popular folkloric representation of the communist body.

$<dBi??2i2!aS§R

Central Bank of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 5 won

The young man foregrounded holds Mao’s “Little Red Book,” the party 
doctrine, and the smiling happy faces of all the young, healthy party 
members form a strong image of uniformity and cooperation. Most 
communist countries embrace the imagery of the peasant or worker 
figure dutifully participating in the country’s agrarian or economic 
industry. While this won is from the last decade, the imagery of common 
man and woman working for the nation is predominant in the currency of 
communist nations.

The importance of cultural icons cannot be underestimated. 
While there is no doubt a gulf between what each individual country’s 
governing body perceives as its most important cultural icon(s) and the 
populace’s favorite cultural icons, playful adaptations of national 
currency abound on the Internet. For years, Canadians have

C.ANADA ' ' ' /

Images courtesy of Google

enjoyed turning Sir Wilfred Laurier into Mister Spock and Severus 
Snape on $5 bills. Using a pen or pencil to hilariously alter the picture of 
the former prime minister is about to become more difficult with the
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redesigned bills, and the new image of Laurier is less like the profiles of 
Spock or Snape (Huffmgton). Although the above images are not official 
currency (they cease to hold value once defaced), the popularity of the 
figures on them, and their placement on national currency emphasizes 
how strongly the characters are identified as cultural heroes. Digital 
memes are making this type of “adaptation” more and more frequent, 
however, and reflect a cultural awareness of popular national figures who 
appeal to their respective countries.

As the Internet and multi-media venues for image dissemination 
increase with rapid advances in technology, our world is becoming 
increasingly more global—and increasingly identified with our visible, 
popular cultural icons. It is important to remember that the third estate 
needs icons with which they identify, and feel represent their “real,” non 
political culture. How we are represented to other cultures matters.

University of Nevada, Las Vegas Heather Lusty

Notes
‘ “Cathleen ni Houlihan functions, in the eighteenth-century Irish tradition of the aisling, 
or dream poem, as a symbol of national pride and fierce resistance to British rule. Yeats 
portrayed Cathleen as an old woman who persuades a young man on the eve of his 
wedding to serve her cause by joining in the 1798 Rebellion, which ended in a massacre 
of the vastly overmatched Irish rebels.” Flannery, James. “The Walk of a Queen.” Irish 
Central. 14 July 2011. Retrieved 08 December 2013.
 ̂Although Mandela was the first president of the non-apartheid state, he is labeled on the 

currency as Father of the Nation — a far more important distinction. His lifelong 
dedication to political and social equality is arguably his more important contribution to 
South African culture and history.
 ̂ In Africa, the “Big Five” game animals (i.e., the most difficult and dangerous to hunt) 

are the lion, the African elephant, the rhinoceros, the leopard, and the Cape buffalo. They 
began appearing on South Afncan banknotes (the rand) in 1990.
 ̂ Churchill’s banknote is back grounded by an image of his Nobel Prize in Literature, 

awarded in 1953.
 ̂ Most of the countries listed here have one or two “main” images, then a host of smaller 

images for the smaller coin denominations.
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The Ever-Expanding Universe of Doctor Who: 
Narrative, Integrity, and Globalization

This year marks the 50th anniversary of the beloved British 
science-fiction series Doctor Who. Since his first appearance in 1963, the 
time-traveling Doctor has been a staple of British culture, with 
generations of children and adults alike following his TARDIS through 
time and space. By creating and maintaining a strong dialectical 
relationship between the show’s content and contemporary British issues, 
the program went on to become the world’s longest-running sci-fi 
television series (Hicks). Back on the air in 2005 after a sixteen-year 
hiatus, the new adventures of Doctor Who quickly revived the show's 
prominence in British pop-culture. In the past few years, however, the 
audience has become more global; with cable providers offering more 
channels than ever, online streaming, and the ability to download series 
on iTunes, Doctor Who has become a major international hit, especially 
among U.S. audiences. Since 2010, the show has gained enormous 
popularity in America, climbing to the top of the iTunes charts in 2011 
and gracing the cover of Entertainment Weekly the following year, the 
first British television program to do so. This international success has 
been very lucrative, but has it come at a cost? Is this quintessentially 
British show changing to appeal to a wider audience? By examining the 
ways that the characters, dialogue, and settings have changed in recent 
seasons, I will show the effects that this globalization has had on Doctor 
Who.

In the nearly 100 episodes since its revival in 2005, Doctor Who 
has featured only a handful of American characters, or characters with 
American accents. Most of these individuals are fairly flat, simply 
serving to personify common American stereotypes. Marc Edward 
DiPaolo noticed this lacking as well, remarking that, “Indeed, on the 
whole. Doctor Who has never had many interesting American 
characters” (979). Few are likeable and even fewer are genuinely good at 
heart. Despite these negative depictions, the show has gained an 
American following, and focusing on increasing its worldwide fan-base. 
Doctor Who has started to include a more well-rounded vision of 
Americans.

The first portrayal of Americans in Doctor Who appears early in 
the series and is not a positive one; an avaricious billionaire named 
Henry Van Statten has taken it upon himself to collect and study a wide
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variety of alien artifacts. Van Statten’s sole interest is in dissecting and 
dismantling these possessions so that he may use them for personal and 
financial gain, ripping-off alien technology to slowly sell it to the public. 
He even boasts how he has found “[t]he cure for the common cold. Kept 
it strictly within the laboratory of course, no need to get people excited. 
Why sell one cure when I can sell a thousand palliatives?” {Doctor Who 
“Dalek”). Furthermore, Van Statten is not only an overtly cold-blooded 
capitalist, but he is also hungry for blood: along with his many items of 
extraterrestrial technology, he has also captured a living alien, and, 
angered by its unwillingness to talk, he repeatedly tortures the creature, 
before eventually subjecting the Doctor himself to these atrocities. 
Perhaps a commentary on the United States’ tactics in the War on Terror, 
a more blatant rebuke of American government comes as Van Statten 
proclaims, “The President is 10 points down. I want him replaced,” 
implying that the U.S. government is controlled by those with deep 
pockets {Doctor Who “Dalek”).

From an unfavorable depiction of an iconic American building. 
Doctor Who next takes aim at an iconic American office— t̂he 
presidency. At the end of the third season, the President of the United 
States makes a trip to Great Britain. His immediate attitude and actions 
after landing on British soil serve as an obvious statement on America’s 
egocentrism in foreign relations, for the fictional President Arthur 
Winters promptly commandeers the situation at hand and proceeds to 
insult British Prime Minister Harold Saxon:

SAXON: Mr. President, sir.
WINTERS: Mr. Saxon. The British army will stand down. From
now on, UNIT has control of this operation.
SAXON: You make it sound like an invasion.

SAXON: So America is completely in charge?
WINTERS: Since Britain elected an ass, yes. {Doctor Who 
“Sound of Drums”)

Another arrogant and brash portrait of Americans, President Winters 
makes apparent his desire to be in complete control and his un 
diplomatic, lone-wolf, and somewhat vulgar take-charge attitude mirrors 
that which George W. Bush projected around the world during his term 
as president. As Earth prepares for its first contact with extraterrestrials.
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President Winters’ actions place the United States in a self-appointed 
role as world ambassador, a parallel to the real-world idea of America as 
a self-appointed world police. The evolution of the narrative syntagm 
clearly indicates the showrunners’ opinions of such heads of state, for 
President Winters is murdered on live television.

The next season introduces a Mark Zuckerberg-like character 
dressed in a hoodie and with an American accent. We soon discover that 
this wunderkind multi-millionaire genius has, in actuality, helped to 
create the means of killing nearly everyone on Earth just for fun and 
recognition. Armed with a serious superiority complex accompanied by a 
hatred for those beneath him, Luke Rattigan is more callous than the 
previous examples of Americans, for he laughs and relishes in his 
success as millions of people suffer, stating that “Fifty-two deaths in the 
same second, man, that is just so cool!” {Doctor Who “Sontaran 
Stratagem”). Before the end of the story, however, the young tycoon 
does redeem himself, for, after learning that he will not be receiving the 
special treatment he was promised, he sacrifices himself to save the rest 
of the planet. His change of heart, or better, the suggestion that he has a 
heart at all, is illustrated by his absence of greed. Realizing he has no 
possibility of improving his own personal situation, he puts his selfish 
ambition aside and does what is right.

After one-and-a-half seasons without a single American 
character. Season Six begins with one of the United States’ least likeable 
presidents: Richard Nixon. Known throughout the world for being 
“tricky,” the character of Nixon reinforces the idea that Americans are 
untrustworthy and that their government is corrupt. Although the 
president is not a central character in the two-part episode, the conclusion 
does underline how he will be remembered in history. In contrast to 
President Nixon and his many faults, the other American, Secret Agent 
Canton Delaware III is an upstanding individual, who does his duty for 
his country and saves the world by the same token. Though a bit trigger- 
happy—yet another stereotypically American trait— t̂his Secret Service 
agent is shown to have a big heart and a strong moral compass; 
significantly enough, he also deviates from the accepted social American 
norm as he informs President Nixon at the end of the adventure that he is 
homosexual.

Doctor Who finally shows a wide variety of American characters 
in its seventh season, with an episode set in the Wild West town of 
Mercy. Among a wide array of characters, viewers meet the honorable
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town marshal, Isaac, who, confronted with an impossible situation, sticks 
to his convictions and fights to protect everyone, eventually dying while 
saving the town’s most-wanted resident. Faced with the threat of 
imminent death, the townspeople panic before seeing the fault in their 
actions, and the entire eollectivity comes together in order to resolve the 
crisis. Though fear, anger, and cowardice are some of the most 
prominent emotions shown by the Americans in this episode, the 
character of Isaac shines brightly enough to bring the whole town to a 
place of compassion and courage. Unfortunately, this overwhelmingly 
positive image of Amerieans does not persist, as the show again uses a 
voracious American villain two episodes later.

Similar to the very first American character seen in the new 
series of Doctor Who, Julius Grayle is an intense man with a penchant 
for rare and dangerous artifacts. Described as a “crime boss with a 
collecting fetish” {Doctor Who “Angels Take Manhattan”), Grayle, just 
like Van Statten, has captured a living alien specimen whom he tortures 
“to know if it [can] feel pain” {Doctor Who “Angels Take Manhattan”). 
With this despicable American character dying at the hands of his own 
dangerous collectibles, the show again warns of the dangers of greed 
implicitly associated to the American materialistic way of life.

We observe a definite tendency over the first six seasons, which 
consists in casting British actors to play the most likable American 
characters, i.e., those who redeem themselves over the course of the 
episode; the truly contemptible Americans are indeed played by 
Americans. Laszlo, a dumb but well-intentioned man constitutes the only 
exception; however, he becomes half pig, an arguably more literal or 
visual metaphor for an undesirable character. In the current season 
(Season Seven), both the irreproachable American character of Mercy’s 
marshal and the materialistic villain Grayle are played by Americans, 
which tends to level the semiotic content of the representation; as Doctor 
Who goes increasingly global, the image of the American is hence further 
negotiated in terms of ethical value: even American actors can play good 
American characters.

Perhaps the most striking changes brought to the show in order 
to accommodate a new, globalized and U.S. culture-aware audience—in 
or out of the United States— ĥave been within the Doctor himself 
Originally, armed with nothing but a sonic screwdriver, the good Doctor 
touts the importance of mercy and second-chances. He scolds those who 
wield weapons and repeatedly reprimands those he thinks guilty of



murder or genocide. In the second season, the Doctor cheekily expresses 
his pacifist stance to his companion Rose:

ROSE: Doctor, they’ve got guns.
DOCTOR: And I haven’t! Which makes me the better person, 
don’t you think? They can shoot me dead, but the moral high- 
ground is mine! {Doctor Who “Army of Ghosts”)

Despite facing life-and-death situations at every turn, the Doctor attempts 
to resolve conflicts with words rather than physical aggression. 
Nevertheless, his energetic pacifism dwindles progressively, and by 
Season Six, the Time Lord has become both angry and militant. In the 
tellingly-titled episode, “A Good Man Goes to War,” the Doctor calls in 
favors and raises an army to fight his own personal vendetta, causing 
many to lay down their lives for this previously peaceful man during the 
Battle of Demon’s Run. After a massive and bloody defeat, other 
characters see the overwhelming shift in the Doctor’s personality, and 
encourage him to reflect on his attitude and behaviors, reminding him of 
who he used to be and forcing him to acknowledge what he has become:

When you began all those years ago sailing off to see the 
universe, did ever you think you’d become this? The man who 
can turn an army around at the mention of his name? Doctor, the 
word for healer and wise-man throughout the universe. We get 
that word from you, you know. But if you carry on the way you 
are, what might that word come to mean? To the people of the 
Gamma Forests the word doctor means mighty warrior. How far 
you’ve come. {Doctor Who “Good Man Goes to War”)

Ignoring the warnings of his closest friends, the Doctor continues down 
this dark path, reaching a head in his journey to the Wild West, and the 
association between this space-time continuum—the mythical Wild 
West, perhaps the most primary stereotypical environment associated 
with the United States—and the new tendencies of the good Doctor 
towards aggression can be seen as an “Americanization” of the character. 
In an extreme moment of anger, panic, and fear, as he witnesses the 
execution of the insidious character of Kahler-Jex, an act which is 
supposed to save the rest of the village, the Doctor grabs a revolver and 
prepares to shoot at point-blank range, causing one of his companions.
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Amy, to exclaim: “This is not how we roll, and you know it. What’s 
happened to you. Doctor? When did killing someone become an option?” 
{Doctor Who “Town Called Mercy”). Her admonition makes the Doctor 
lower his weapon, despite his anger, as if he were realizing that Amy is 
indeed right. With only two episodes following this dramatic scene prior 
to the winter hiatus, it is still uncertain whether the Doctor has come to 
his senses, or if this violent and vengeful side has become part of his 
character.

With eight episodes left, the show has the opportunity to change, 
or at least vary, its depiction of Americans in the remainder of the 
season. It will speak volumes if showrunners choose to portray more 
positive American characters, and it will, in turn, be interesting to see 
how American audiences respond. Dr. Marc Edward DiPaolo argued that

While the British may well always have their problems with the 
United States and its foreign policy, it seems reasonable to 
predict that the Obama White House will not only improve the 
image of America in the press abroad but also in the portrayal of 
Americans in Doctor Who. (981-82)

While a few upstanding American characters have appeared since 
President Obama took office, his re-election may perhaps cause a more 
positive and less militaristic image of Americans to make its way into the 
show in the seasons to come. Reactions to recent tragedies may also 
impact the world’s view of Americans’ insensitivity to violence, and one 
could muse that, in upcoming American episodes, the showrunners will 
tone-down the portrayal of violence as a cultural export of the United 
States and instead return the Doctor to his more pacifist-self.

These changes in the characters of Doctor Who reflect the 
changes in the series as a whole. Starting with a small budget and low 
expectations, the new series focused on British audiences, hoping to gain 
enough popularity at home to warrant a second season. The success of 
the show was immense and unexpected. As its viewership grew, the 
show’s target audience changed, and thus the types of characters 
represented have changed. Since returning in 2005, the Doctor himself 
has undergone two regenerations, meaning that the Doctor has been three 
very different versions of himself As change is a main theme of the 
show, it is no surprise that the Doctor’s attitudes have evolved over the 
course of the series, however, what is somewhat shocking is the drastic
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departure he has taken from what seemed to be very fundamental beliefs. 
Only time will tell if the last of the Time Lords will return to his original 
ideals.

From the onset of the new series, the dialogue of Doctor Who is 
riddled with Britishisms and Britishness. Jokes about accents and beans 
on toast immediately entrench viewers within the British culture, and 
consequently exclude those that reside outside the island. Americans 
know very little about the regional accents of the English; some are hard 
to distinguish while others are nearly impossible to understand for the 
inexperienced ear. In contrast, a compatriot can discern the speaker’s 
region of origin from just a few words. The show even plays on this idea, 
as Rose asks the Doctor, “If you are an alien, how come you sound like 
you’re from the North?” {Doctor Who “Rose”). These culture-specific 
references continue further on in the series as well. For instance, when 
Lady Cassandra, a woman reduced to nothing but a thin sheet of skin 
after undergoing hundreds of cosmetic procedures, transfers her 
consciousness into the body of Rose, the new Doctor’s first companion, 
she scrutinizes her reflection in a mirror and exclaims; “Oh my God, I’m 
a chav!” referring to Rose’s appearance {Doctor Who “New Earth”). A 
very trendy word in England when this episode aired, few Americans 
would have understood the word “chav” and its associated cultural and 
socio-economic implications; according to David Crystal, the term, in 
fact, had only recently been revived in contemporary British English. As 
well as using these more subtle aspects of Britishness, the show also 
pokes fun at their more traditional and well-known customs, with tea 
drinking and references to tea found all throughout the series. Indeed, it 
is this staple of British society which helps the Doctor to heal after his 
regeneration just in time to save the world yet again {Doctor Who 
“Christmas Invasion”).

These tongue-in-cheek references to British culture continue 
even when the show leaves its homeland. In fact, the western episode 
showcases more memorable Britishisms than any other in reeent 
memory. The complete opposite of modern-day London, the Wild West 
town of Mercy serves to highlight each use of a foreign expression, for 
the vocabulary and culture these three British time-travelers bring to this 
setting make the references more overt, and eonsequently more comical. 
This may be the reason why there are more obvious references to British 
culture here than in most other episodes. For instance, the Doctor orders 
tea while in the western saloon and then proceeds to use the traditionally
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British saying, “Robert’s your uncle” {Doctor Who “Town Called 
Mercy”). In a rare reference to current British pop-culture, the Doctor 
makes an excuse to return to the TARDIS, saying, “I don’t want to miss 
‘the Archers,”’ a popular British radio program {Doctor Who “Town 
Called Mercy”). That being said, contemporary British culture did have a 
larger role in earlier seasons of Doctor Who, something that will be 
discussed as a component of the show’s settings. These quips all come in 
the first few minutes after arriving in Mercy and though these phrases do 
seem even more exaggerated against this backdrop, it seems the British 
terms and expressions used are more accessible here than in the past. 
Instead of using new slang or making references to British concepts with 
which outsiders might be unfamiliar. Doctor Who appears to have shifted 
nearly all of its cultural interjections to more generalized and well-known 
stereotypes or terminology for this episode.

Up to this point in the series (Season Seven, Episode Five), the 
dialogue of Doctor Who continues to make frequent allusions to British 
culture; however, American culture has made its way into the script 
through the words of the Doctor’s companions. For instance, while in 
Manhattan, Martha uses a “service elevator” {Doctor Who “Evolution of 
the Daleks”) and in the Utah desert, Rory uses “gasoline” to bum the 
Doctor’s body {Doctor Who “Impossible Astronaut”). Although these 
Americanisms are not numerous, they are nonetheless semiotically 
charged for they connote fundamental aspects of American society, 
making their selection over their British counterparts particularly 
significant. An elevator or lift is associated with the idea of upward or 
downward mobility, hence Martha’s choice of elevator over lift 
underlines the notion of extreme social mobility that characterizes 
American society and is conceived in the Occidental collective 
consciousness as the very foundation of the “American Dream.” 
Naturally, such motion is bipolar and can indicate ascension as well as 
descent—or downfall, for that matter: “A man can go from being King of 
the Hill to the lowest of the low overnight” {Doctor Who “Daleks in 
Manhattan”). Contextualized within the beginning of the Great 
Depression, this bit of dialogue, along with the use of the word elevator, 
linguistically link the idea of rise and fall with economic status in the 
United States. The term gasoline is as well, highly suggestive, for the 
fundamental importance of oil and gasoline in the United States pervades 
all aspects of the economy, to the point of determining a great part of the 
U.S.’ international policies, and being seen by many as the only real



reason for its initiating armed conflicts. Showrunners see gasoline, and 
America’s thirst for it, as a corrupting influence on the world, using 
gasoline, not petrol, to bum the body of the world-saving pacifist Time 
Lord.

As well as having British characters use a few important 
Americanisms to emphasize a point, writers have also done the opposite, 
putting a British phrase into the mouth of an American character. Earlier 
in the series, Luke Rattigan, the American-sounding genius-billionaire 
insists that he’s “clever,” intending simply to mean that he is intelligent 
{Doctor Who “Sontaran Stratagem”). He continues to use the word clever 
several times throughout the episode, in each instance using the term in a 
traditionally British maimer. To Americans, the word clever implies 
cunning and even a bit of mischievousness. By choosing this more 
British description of knowledge and intellect, writers subtly suggest that 
British epistemology is superior to that of Americans.

Another way in which showrunners have defined the Britishness 
of Doctor Who has been through the destinations of the traveling Time 
Lord. In the first five seasons of the revived series, despite having the 
ability to travel in both time and space, the Doctor and his companions 
spend the majority' of their time in Great Britain. These earlier episodes 
supply audiences with a huge dose of British culture, as the TARDIS 
travels to several significant moments in Britain’s past, present, and 
future, meeting many cultural and historical figures along the way. From 
meeting Charles Dickens in 1860’s Cardiff in “The Unquiet Dead,” to 
the 1953 coronation of Queen Elizabeth II in “The Idiot’s Lantern,” to 
the London Olympic Games of 2012 in “Fear Her,” Doctor Who uses 
each domestic voyage to remind its home audience of the fabric of its 
cultural and national identities. As well as serving as a patriotic portrait 
for British viewers, the show also serves as somewhat of a tourism 
advertisement for its global audience, featuring shots of the London Eye, 
Big Ben, Buckingham Palace, and 10 Downing Street. Dr. Alec Charles, 
noted this side of the new series as well, commenting that
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To some extent this interest in London landmarks can be 
explained by a concern for global sales, in that the uniquely 
British character of the series may account for the program’s 
international success. Davies has admitted that “whenever we 
come [to London], we want to maximize it, so you get all the big
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locations, all the big touristy-type settings in the background.’ 
(454)

In addition to serving as a virtual tour of England, these iconic images 
also help affirm the Britishness of the series, reminding everyone where 
the show is rooted. Using more creative narrative devices, writers and 
producers have found other ways to incorporate their culture into the 
program. For instance, during one journey to a satellite roughly 200,000 
years in the future. Doctor Who manages to use the medium of television 
itself to include contemporary British pop-culture in the episode. The 
Doctor, Rose, and Captain Jack land in three deadly versions of current 
British reality shows {Doctor Who “Bad Wolf’). It is interesting to note 
that all three of the programs parodied. The Weakest Link, Big Brother, 
and What Not to Wear, were re-made in the United States with varying 
degrees of success and popularity. In this manner, while still asserting its 
Britishness, American viewers are not excluded, and are in fact, in on the 
joke.

With Season Six, however, the Doctor begins to distance himself 
from Great Britain and similar cultures. Only two of the thirteen episodes 
of Season Six occur in a British setting, neither location holding any 
notable historical or cultural importance. As the frequency of Britain- 
based episodes has declined over the past two seasons, another location 
has become a more frequent destination for the TARDIS: the United 
States of America. Out of the roughly 100 episodes of the new Doctor 
Who, only nine episodes are set in an American location. Two of these 
episodes actually take place on a different planet, in a town called New 
New York.^ Removing these two episodes from consideration, a trend 
becomes apparent. Over the last one-and-a-half seasons, there have been 
four episodes set in the United States. That is more than in the previous 
five seasons combined. Current executive producer Steven Moffat 
explains this upswing, saying, “The Doctor himself is such an iconic 
figure. That’s one of the reasons we’re sending him to America more 
often these days, is he cuts such a different figure against that backdrop” 
(“Doctor Who in America”). While it is true that the quirky English 
time-traveler seems more alien when in the U.S., the show’s desire to 
grow American viewership is likely a stronger motivation.

Initially less concerned with the global market. Doctor Who 
visits the United States only twice in the first five seasons, one story 
being split into two episodes. The first trip across the Atlantic lands the
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Doctor in Henry Van Statten’s underground compound in Utah {Doctor 
Who “Dalek”). Roughly two seasons later, the TARDIS materializes in 
New York City in the year 1930 {Doctor Who “Daleks in Manhattan”). 
In Seasons Six and Seven, the Doctor returns to these two locations, with 
one additional episode in the western town of Mercy. Based upon the 
choice of backdrops for the American episodes, it would seem that the 
British have a very dichotomous view of the United States. The main 
settings for these episodes fall into two categories: New York City and 
the desert. When taking a closer look at the individual episodes, we do 
see a few other iconic American locations as well; the Oval Office and 
Cape Canaveral. Outside of these two brief excursions, both in a single 
storyline framed by the Utah desert, all seven American episodes, and 
indeed all nine if including New New York, fit into one of these two 
locations. This suggests that the British people see New York City as the 
center of the United States and the rest of the country as unimportant or 
barren.

This depiction of America leads to an interesting question—is 
this truly Britons’ idea of the U.S. or is this simply their assimilation of 
America’s self-portraits in cinema and television? Hollywood films are 
disseminated throughout the world, and oftentimes their storylines use a 
similarly polarized view of the United States. Though tending to include 
more than just New York City when representing the idea of civilization, 
big American blockbusters still do often focus on two or three major 
cities to portray the U.S. This distorted image that America itself projects 
may be to blame for the narrowness of the locations shown in Doctor 
Who.

Another transatlantic pop-cultural exchange is hinted at in the 
series. The trade of music between the United States and Great Britain is 
also seen through the Doctor’s travels. In one episode, characters must 
answer a series of questions to get through a corridor of locked doors. 
One of the tougher questions for the two Brits is regarding ‘“Classical 
Music: Who had more pre-download number ones, Elvis Presley or The 
Beatles?”’ (“42”). Correctly answering Elvis, the pair goes on to help the 
Doctor save everyone on board the spaceship. Later in the series, but 
earlier in time, the Doctor and his companions meet in the Utah desert. 
While in a stereotypical American diner, Adele is playing in the 
background. Although this British artist is popular in the United States, it 
is noteworthy that the show should choose a British song rather than one 
by an American. The choice of song is not out-of-place; rather it seems
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to demonstrate, to some extent, the intercultural exchange of music 
between the U.S. and the U.K. The normalcy of hearing “Rolling in the 
Deep” reminds Americans that we accept and embrace British music and 
perhaps encourages us to do the same with Doctor Who.

Understanding the public’s tendency to embrace the familiar. 
Doctor Who has been venturing stateside more often in its attempt to 
woo U.S. audiences. While the locations themselves provide 
commentary on the British view of the United States, the details of these 
American episodes give even more insight into the relationship between 
both countries. Some of the darkest moments of the new series occur 
while the Doctor is on American soil, and it is indeed no coincidence that 
the Doctor dies in Utah, at the hands of an Apollo astronaut. Not only 
does the good Doctor, usually associated with sciences and humanistic 
values, reveal his most uncharacteristically violent side while in the Wild 
West, but Amy and Rory, two of the Doctor’s longest companions, also 
meet their end in the U.S. Are these events a way of implying that 
America and the American market are killing Doctor Who?

Although America served as the backdrop for episodes in 
Seasons One and Three, the Season Six two-part opener was the first to 
be filmed on U.S. soil. While the exterior shots were filmed in Utah, 
indoor locations, including the “American” diner, were filmed back in 
the U.K. Following their first adventure to the United States in 2011, the 
cast and crew returned the next year. Having already visited the desert, 
the show came to its seemingly only other option in the U.S., landing in 
Manhattan for the fifth episode of the seventh season. Despite the 
excitement and publicity surrounding their trip to New York City, no 
plans to return to the States have been announced.

Though less than halfway through the seventh season as I write 
these lines. Doctor Who has already visited the United States more than 
the United Kingdom. With Season Six’s unprecedented success among 
American audiences, there is no doubt that showrunners are attempting 
to recreate, and even improve upon, the qualities that attracted these fans. 
The most talked-about aspect of last season was the show’s trip to the 
U.S., a trip that paid off by boosting the series popularity. Although no 
details have been released regarding the Doctor’s future travel plans, 
“The scenery, the locals, and a very warm welcome look likely to keep 
him coming back [to America] in the future, or even the past” (“Doctor 
Who in America”).



Traditionally airing from spring to summer. Doctor Who has 
shifted its schedule for the seventh season. This new season mimics those 
of typical American series, running from fall to spring with a winter 
hiatus. Producers are still retaining one scheduling feature established by 
the new Who in 2005, airing a Christmas Special on Christmas Day in 
both the U.K. and the U.S. This holiday episode has become a part of 
recent British culture, with an enormous number of households tuning in 
each year; however, this year, instead of serving as an introduction to a 
new season, the special will serve more as the mid-point. With over half 
of the season left to go, it is difficult to predict Season Seven’s overall 
tone and message. Without knowing who the Doctor will meet and where 
the TARDIS will land, whether this season will continue the trend of 
incorporating American culture as a way of attracting American 
audiences remains to be seen.

Regardless of the future direction of the series, it is clear that the 
new series of Doctor Who has been an enormous international success. 
Through the adventures of a traveling “madman with a box,” the United 
Kingdom has created a vehicle for international cultural exchange 
{Doctor Who “Eleventh Hour”). Although this newfound ubiquity of 
Doctor Who poses a dilemma for showruimers, forcing them to strike a 
balance between giving the show greater relatability for fans outside the 
U.K. while maintaining the Britishness that attracted global audiences in 
the first place, it seems that the latest season is off to a great start. With 
the premier episode of Season Seven shattering BBC Worldwide rating 
records, it is clear that through all of his travels in space and time, the 
Doctor will continue to delight viewers at home and abroad (Hicks).
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Notes

 ̂For Seasons 1, 2, 3, and 5, over 60% of the episodes are set in Great Britain or a nearly 
identical society. Roughly 46% of Season 4 episodes occur in such settings.

The inhabitants of New New York all speak with a British accent.
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The Age of Innocence: A Case Study of Remediation

Throughout the 1980s, the English-language period film was 
increasingly preoccupied with providing the viewer an “authentic,” 
apparently unmediated experience of the past, or what Jay David Bolter 
and Richard Grusin term immediacy. Martin Scorsese’s film adaptation 
of Edith Wharton’s novel The Age o f Innocence, however, is rife with 
tension between both this impulse toward immediacy and what Bolter 
and Grusin have identified as the opposite impulse toward hypermediacy, 
or the calling attention to media as media, in which we take pleasure in 
the act of mediation itself In its faithfulness to Wharton’s novel—itself 
an attempt to accurately recreate 1870s New York society—and in the 
scrupulous attention to authentic period detail, Scorsese’s film offers the 
immediate experience of its represented past that other recent period 
films do. At the same time, however, the film offers a hypermediated 
viewing experience with its many self-conscious cinematic techniques, 
as well as its mediations of, and allusions to, the arts of film, opera, 
theater, and painting. The result is a film in which the viewer is never 
long allowed to “settle” in 1870s New York, despite Scorsese’s 
spectacular and tantalizing invitations to do so, but shuttles from the 
film’s time setting to later moments in cinema history and from viewing 
“real” characters in a “real” world to observing multiple, mediated 
images. As such. The Age o f Innocence is arguably the forerunner of later 
cinematic experiments in representing the past, in which the mediated 
nature of all such representations—despite the popular taste for movies 
that give us the past “as it really was”—is increasingly flaunted.

Bolter and Grusin argue that, rather than inventing a new 
aesthetic, digital media exhibit a long-standing tension in Western 
culture between immediacy— t̂he illusory disappearance of the medium 
itself, which places us “in” the space represented—and hypermediacy— 
the foregrounding of media as media. Defining “remediation” as the 
representation of one medium in another. Bolter and Grusin seek to 
explain late-twentieth-century digital or “new” media in terms of those 
media’s absorption and repurposing of other media in service of the 
“twin preoccupations” with “the transparent presentation of the real and 
the enjoyment of the opacity of media themselves” (21). At the same 
time, however, the authors contend that both preoccupations have long 
been at the core of Western visual culture. For instance, they see the 
impulse toward immediacy as existing simultaneously in the principles



124 Popular Culture Review

of linear perspective and in virtual reality computer systems, as both are 
“attempts to achieve immediacy by ignoring or denying the presence of 
the medium and the act of mediation. All of them seek to put the viewer 
in the same space as the objects viewed” (11). Similarly, they point to 
“[a] medieval illuminated manuscript, a seventeenth-century painting by 
David Bailly, and a buttoned and windowed multimedia application” as 
hypermediated “expressions of a fascination with media” (12). These 
twin preoccupations are found as well in Scorsese’s The Age o f 
Innocence, positioning it as a pivotal film between two present-day 
traditions in representing the past on film.

Scorsese’s film is the third version of Edith Wharton’s 1920 
novel. A silent version, of which all prints have been lost or destroyed, 
was released in 1924. In 1934, RXO produced a second film version, 
starring Irene Dunne as Ellen and John Boles as Newland, the star- 
crossed lovers, and Julie Hayden as May, Newland’s wife and Ellen’s 
cousin. In this film, the 1870s love story is set up by a narrative frame 
taking place in the 1920s, in which Newland, a widower, tells his 
grandson about his past. Thus, the love story is presented entirely in 
flashback, and within this flashback, the salient events of the novel’s 
love story are retained. When the flashback ends, Newland’s grandson 
offers to take him to Ellen, also widowed and living in New York, but 
Newland declines, stating that he wants “to remember [their love] as it 
was.”

In the RKO film, despite the retention of the basic story, many 
narrative events from the novel have disappeared. In addition, little of the 
dialogue is taken from Wharton’s novel, and the film’s theatrical origins 
are evident in its heavy use of dialogue to advance the plot, often as a 
substitute for the book’s omniscient narrator. More significantly, the film 
looks much like a filmed stage play: nearly all of its scenes are interior 
scenes, and they often consist of characters’ sitting or standing in static 
positions and being filmed in long or medium shots. During the 1930s 
and ‘40s, however, it was not uncommon for screen adaptations of stage 
plays to exhibit this visual quality, as is seen in films ranging from 
Dracula (1931) to Arsenic and Old Lace (1944).

At the same time, RKO’s The Age o f Innocence is a textbook 
example of Hollywood’s “invisible” continuity, designed to hide a film’s 
constructed nature and to create the illusion that the story unfolds 
“naturally” upon the screen (Bordwell, Staiger & Thompson). In its goal 
of self-effacement, invisible continuity is a manifestation of the impulse
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toward immediacy that Bolter and Grusin identify as having been part of 
Western visual culture for centuries.

Scorsese’s The Age o f Innocence as a Work of Immediacy
Martin Scorsese’s 1993 retelling of The Age o f Innocence was 

released amidst expectations for cinematic depictions of the past 
established by “heritage cinema,” a cycle of films which, as Ginette 
Vincedeau notes, began in the 1980s with such European period films as 
Chariots o f Fire (1981), Jean de Florette (1986), and Babette’s Feast 
(1987), followed by a number of films based on British novels, such as 
the Merchant-Ivory adaptations of the works of E.M. Forster. A second 
source of the cycle were 1980s British “quality television” adaptations, 
such as Brideshead Revisited (1981), The Jewel in the Crown (1984), and 
Pride and Prejudice (1980, 1995). Heritage cinema “thus refers to 
costume films released [since the early 1980s], usually based on ‘popular 
classics’ (Forster, Austen, Shakespeare, Balzac, Dumas, Hugo, Zola)” 
(Vincendeau xvii). They are generally “shot with high budgets and 
production values by A-list directors and they use stars, polished lighting 
and camerawork, many changes of decor and extras, well-researched 
interior designs, and classical or classical-inspired music. Their lavish 
mise-en-scene typically displays the bourgeois or aristocracy . . .  (xviii).

One major difference between this heritage cinema and earlier 
costume films is a shift from the Classic Hollywood practice of using 
sets and costumes often merely evocative of the represented period, with 
no undue concern for authenticity, to “the careful display of historically 
accurate dress and decor, producing what one might call a ‘museum 
aesthetic’” (xviii). In Bolter and Grusin’s terms, this heightened attention 
to authenticity, in its attempt to make audiences “feel that they were 
‘really’ there” (5), is an example of the medial impulse toward 
immediacy or transparency. The typical heritage films of the late 1980s 
and early ‘90s, in fact, are the epitome of the cinematic effort to satisfy 
the desire for an ostensibly unmediated experience of the past.

In this regard, Scorsese’s film is entirely in keeping with both 
heritage cinema and Bolter and Grusin’s concept of immediacy. 
Fascinated with Wharton’s descriptions of the social rituals and physical 
environments of 1870s New York society, Scorsese hired nearly a dozen 
consultants to ensure period accuracy throughout the film. Robin 
Standefer, Scorsese’s visual research consultant, spent two-and-a-half 
years researching the minutiae of New York social life during the last
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quarter of the nineteenth century, seeking the aid of the New York 
Historical Society, the Library of Congress, Edith Wharton scholars, and 
art historians. Also consulted were Lily Lodge and Letitia Baldridge for 
etiquette; David R. McFadden, curator of decorative arts at the Cooper- 
Hewitt Museum, for table settings; and Rick Ellis for food (Helmetag). 
In addition, Scorsese’s and Jay Cocks’ published “portrait” of the film, a 
glossy coffee table book, reproduces dozens of late-nineteenth-century 
portraits, paintings, and photographs used as models for the film’s 
hairstyles, costumes, set designs, and set dressings (Scorsese & Cocks).

Moreover, in writing the screenplay, Scorsese and his co 
screenwriter Cocks made as great an effort to be faithful to Wharton’s 
novel as Scorsese did to achieve historical accuracy in the film itself 
Rather than restaging the significant events in the Newland/Ellen love 
story in new venues as had been done in the RKO film, the Scorsese- 
Cocks screenplay follows the novel in nearly every regard. Much of the 
dialogue is lifted directly from the novel, and perhaps most significantly, 
the screenplay calls for voiceover narration, delivered by Joanne 
Woodward in the finished film, most of which is taken verbatim from 
Wharton’s text. The voiceover narration was included so as to give the 
film Wharton’s distinct narrative voice, as part of Scorsese’s primary 
goal of “’re-creat[ing] for a viewing audience the experience [he] had 
reading the book’” (Taubin 62; see also Martin Scorsese Interviewed; 
Christie).

In the execution, Scorsese’s film is an opulent visual feast, the 
screen constantly filled with an overwhelming array of artifacts of 
another time and of a long extinct social milieu; the characters’ homes 
are dense with decor, the women’s costumes are elaborate, draped 
constructions of pleats, laces, ribbons, velvets and satins, and in the 
film’s seven meals, elegantly punctuating the narrative at regular 
intervals, the serving dishes and even the food itself are presented as 
works of art. Moreover, the camera constantly explores the film’s 
environments, moving over tables, through rooms and up staircases, and 
most often along walls covered with paintings; unlike RKO’s Innocence, 
in which, in the cinematic practice of its time, the settings were merely 
backdrops for the narrative action, Scorsese’s film makes these homes, 
conservatories, gardens, and verandas characters in themselves. 
Representing as they do a society in which appearance is both all and yet 
invariably false—for Scorsese, the novel’s defining line was “[t]hey all 
lived in a kind of hieroglyphic world, where the real thing was never said
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or done or even thought, but only represented by a set of arbitrary 
signs”— t̂he unmistakable presence of these environments in the film 
provides elegant support to the narrative.

Scorsese’s The Age of Innocence as a Work o f Hypermediacy
Claire Monk argues that with the release of Sally Potter’s 

Orlando in early 1993, a new strand of period/literary films was 
launched which, given their “implied reaction against heritage,” she calls 
“post-heritage” (7). While she identifies one characteristic of these films 
as “a deep self-consciousness about how the past is represented,” she 
claims that “what most unites the post-heritage films is undoubtedly an 
overt concern with sexuality and gender . . . (7). I would agree with
Monk that Scorsese’s Innocence is a post-heritage film, but I would do 
so not because of its gender politics, instead because of Scorsese’s use of 
what Monk characterizes as “distancing strategies” (one of her examples 
from Carrington (1995) being “a camera which restless circles its human 
subjects, as if under pressure to prove that it is not lingering on period 
spectacle” (7)). And I would do so even though often Scorsese’s express 
purpose in his camera movement is to linger on historical spectacle. 
Rather, what makes Scorsese’s Innocence a post-heritage film is its 
complex and barely contained tension between immediacy and 
hypermediacy.

In only one instance does RKO’s Innocence present an 
exhibitionist hypermediacy. The film begins with a rapid montage of 
shots of 1920s Jazz Age New York—skyscrapers, traffic, jazz 
performers, boxing matches, gangland shootings, sensational headlines— 
and Jazz Age New Yorkers drinking and dancing. This montage of quick 
shots, swooping crane shots, canted angles, and multi-imaged 
kaleidoscope shots, joined by dissolves and accompanied by a jazzed-up 
version of the film’s romantic theme music, has a distinctly cubist 
quality. Reminiscent of Dziga Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera 
(1929), its function is predominantly to establish the mood of the times, 
which serves a narrative function only in its contrast to the sedate and 
contained 1870s. It does so, in part, by foregrounding the unique 
capabilities of cinematic apparatus. Once this introduction is past, 
however, the film limits itself to the conventions of Hollywood 
continuity, and the film’s overall effect is of typical Classic Hollywood 
immediacy.
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In contrast, Scorsese’s film exhibits simultaneous pulls of equal 
force toward immediacy and its opposite, hypermediacy. Hypermediacy 
is “a visual style that, in the words of William J. Mitchell, ‘privileges 
fragmentation, indeterminacy, and heterogeneity (Bolter & Grusin
31). Thus, it is defined by multiplicity: “the logic of hypermediacy 
acknowledges multiple acts of representation and makes them visible” 
(33-34). Hence hypermediacy often takes the form, “not as a window on 
to the world, but rather as ‘windowed’ itself—with windows that open on 
to other representations or other media” (34); its most obvious examples 
are “the heterogeneous ‘windowed style’ of World Wide Web pages, the 
desktop interface, multimedia programs, and video games” (31^ Such 
representation, in Richard Lanham’s terms, creates a tension between 
looking at and looking through the mediated representation (Bolter & 
Grusin 41), so that, for example, the user of a desktop interface 
“oscillates between manipulating the windows and examining their 
contents, just as she oscillates between looking at a hypertext as a texture 
of links and looking through the links to the textual units as language” 
(33). Such hypermediacy was not bom with digital technology; however; 
it exists, for example, in a European medieval cathedral “with its stained 
glass, relief statuary, and inscriptions [which constitute] a collection of 
hypermediated spaces, both physical and representational” (34).

In Scorsese’s Innocence, the very density of the period detail in 
the film’s interiors creates a viewing experience that is simultaneously 
immediate and hypermediated. A sense of immediacy is generated by the 
decor’s apparent authenticity and by its deeply layered, almost tactile 
effect. At the same time, however, this very density of detail also 
generates a sense of hypermediacy as the camera lingers over it, inviting 
the viewer to see both an opulent room and a collection of statuary, 
paintings, framed photographs, patterned fabrics, ornately carved 
furniture and mantelpieces, and elaborately decorated urns. For instance, 
in the first scene in Mrs. Mingott’s home. Woodward’s narration 
describes Mrs. Mingott, her influence in New York society, and her 
“foreign” first-floor bedroom, while the camera travels over wainscoted 
and wallpapered walls; a fireplace mantle adorned with prismed lamps, 
china pups, and silver-engraved vases; a timbered and carved ceiling; 
decorated screens; statuary; an intricately carved staircase; a stained 
glass window; and, finally, an immense wall hung with dozens of 
portraits and landscapes. The lengthy, slow-moving shot ends on a 
painting of a woman being scalped by “Indians” while, simultaneously.
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Woodward tells us that, with Newland’s and May’s upcoming marriage, 
“two of New York’s best families would finally and momentously be 
joined.” The multiplicity of objects, surfaces, designs, and images 
fractures our attention, sending us back and forth from these details to 
each room as a whole, while simultaneously our attention is further sub 
divided by Woodward’s narration which, except for the explanation for 
Mrs. Mingott’s downstairs bedroom, provides information unrelated to 
the items the camera explores.

Scorsese’s use of paintings in particular creates a sense of 
windowed multiplicity characteristic of hypermediacy. Paintings 
dominate most of the film’s interiors; nearly every inch of the sets’ high- 
ceilinged walls is covered with them. As noted previously, Scorsese and 
his designers relied heavily on late-nineteenth-century painting as models 
for designing the film’s sets and costumes. In addition, Scorsese reports 
that he “found the characters through the paintings” (Helmetag 164), as 
he decided that each character’s home would be dressed with a different 
set of paintings to reflect—and thus reveal— ĥis or her character. (Martin 
Scorsese Interviewed). The paintings hanging in Ellen’s unorthodox 
home in particular—^reproductions of two paintings from the Macchiaioli 
School, a precursor of French Impressionism—are strikingly different 
from those in the other characters’ homes, visually illustrating the 
difference in Ellen’s world view from that of Old New York society 
(Martin Scorsese Interviewed).

More to the point here, the walls hung with paintings call to 
mind the heterogeneous “windowed style” of webpages and desktop 
interfaces, as well as such pre-digital media as Dutch oil paintings of the 
“art of describing” school. As Bolter and Grusin point out, the inclusion 
of mirrors, windows, maps, and other paintings within these Dutch 
paintings resulted in works that present “the world as made up of a 
multiplicity of representations” (37), their hypermediacy arising from 
their having “absorbed and captured multiple media and multiple forms 
in oil” (37). In like maimer, Scorsese’s painting-filled walls present a 
multitude of images, each of which, he states, tell a story so that his 
characters’ living with the paintings would be “almost like a theatrical 
experience” (Martin Scorsese Interviewed 24). Similarly, Kathleen 
Murphy has equated these walls of paintings to banks of TV screens or 
computer monitors. This hypermediacy reaches its apex in a visual pun 
where Scorsese places Samuel Morse’s Gallery o f the Louvre (1831- 
1833)—in which the human figures are dwarfed by a towering wall filled
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with paintings—on a similar wall covered with paintings. The mise en 
abyme quality of the painting’s quotation of its own setting reduces even 
the film’s characters to so many images among images.

A second defining element of hypermediacy is the calling of 
attention to media as media, or what Mitchell describes as an emphasis 
on “process or performance rather than the finished art object” (Bolter & 
Grusin 31). Thus, Bolter and Grusin argue that, “[i]n the logic of 
hypermediacy, the artist. . . strives to make the viewer acknowledge the 
medium as a medium and to delight in that acknowledgement” (41-42). 
Consequently, in cinema, self-reflexivity or the use of film-making 
techniques that violate the Hollywood conventions audiences have been 
trained to perceive as “natural” creates a hypermediated viewing 
experience; both disrupt the viewers’ suspension of disbelief by 
reminding them they are watching a film.

The Age o f Innocence is rendered a hypermediated viewing 
experience by Scorsese’s repeatedly calling attention to the film’s 
cinematic construction through such self-conscious techniques as 
elliptical dissolves, circling and virtuosic tracking shots, swish pans, 
slow motion, fades to brilliant colors, and the fading down of diegetic 
sound to demonstrate a character’s preoccupation. Similarly, during a 
conversation between Newland and Ellen in a theater box, diegetic sound 
is faded down to silence so as to present the couple as literally in a world 
of their own, oblivious to the crowd around them. Further, on two 
occasions, letter writers recite the letters’ content in direct address to the 
camera, a sharp departure from the conventional voiceover or sustained 
shot of the written page itself; it is as well a curiously unsettling choice, 
since the letter-writer is speaking to no one, the letter’s recipient being in 
a different geographical location in the film’s diegesis and the audience 
(to whom the words appear to be addressed) not being that recipient.

A particularly pointed moment of self-reflexivity occurs in the 
scene in which May’s bridal photograph is taken. The scene begins with 
a close-up of May’s upside-down image reflected in a camera lens, an 
explicit illustration of the mechanics of the photographic process—of the 
manufactured nature of photography and, by implication, film. As the 
movie camera pulls back to reveal the diegetic camera on its tripod and 
May posing before it in her wedding gown, the photographer steps into 
frame. It is Scorsese, in a cameo appearance in which he doubles his role 
as one who captures the technological replications of reality. By taking a 
role that draws such attention to his role behind the movie camera.
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Scorsese emphasizes the constructed nature of the camera’s product, the 
film itself.

Moreover, at times, Scorsese’s moving camera takes Newland’s 
point of view, so that the film approximates the sensation of moving 
through three-dimensional space. One long tracking shot in particular 
occurs when Newland arrives at a ball and walks through a series of 
“enfiladed” drawing rooms to reach the ballroom. During much of this 
shot, Newland is not on screen, the camera giving us instead his point of 
view as he walks, showing the audience characters he passes and 
paintings he sees on the walls. The sensation of moving through the 
film’s space as Newland is reinforced when the shot ends by tracking 
directly toward May, who turns to face and greet the camera, a technique 
rarely used in Hollywood films. While this is not the only instance of 
Scorsese’s having a moving camera adopt a character’s point of view, it 
is the longest and the most striking in the film. This technique 
approximates what Katherine Hayles describes as William Gibson’s 
cybernetic construction of vision not as “an embodied consciousness 
embodied consciousness looking through a window at a scene” (Hayles 
38) (an apt metaphor for the experience of watching a studio era 
Hollywood film such as RKO’s Innocence), but of consciousness as 
“moving through the screen to become the pov” (38). Scorsese’s tracking 
shots produce the analogous sensation of sharing Newland’s subjectivity 
and do so in a manner “uimatural” to cinematic convention. In fact, 
Scorsese has remediated or reabsorbed a technique that digital video 
games and virtual reality previously borrowed from cinema. It is partly 
because of their remediation of the “subjective camera” or pov shot from 
cinema that video games are sometimes called “interactive films” (Bolter 
& Grusin 47), as they position players as characters in a cinematic 
narrative. As characters within the game’s narrative, however, players do 
not view the game from the third-party viewing position of the cinema’s 
audience but in a continuous pov shot, a type of shot used in cinema but 
never, except in a failed experiment such as Lady in the Lake (1947), 
exclusively throughout a film and rarely in the extended manner in which 
Scorsese uses it here. Thus, in Innocence, this technique not only calls 
attention to itself as a departure from Hollywood convention but is a 
peculiarly heightened example of the tension between immediacy and 
hypermediacy. Digital video games and virtual reality technology strive 
to offer the ultimate in immediacy: an immersive media experience. Thus 
these technologies adopt the cinematic pov shot whereby users
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experience the “unmediated” illusion of moving through spaee and time. 
By using the moving camera to approximate this adopted illusion and not 
the abbreviated, conneetive pov shot that reads as “natural” on the 
Hollywood screen, however, Scorsese transforms immediaey into 
hypermediacy.

Finally, Seorsese’s Innocence creates a tension between 
immediacy and hypermediacy in a number of its remediations of other 
media. As Bolter and Grusin note, media engage in a constant process of 
absorbing and repurposing older and newer media. Thus, cinema today 
inereasingly utilizes digital technology for such purposes as creating 
credible speeial effects or believable sets and physical locations, with 
digital technology doing the work once done by miniatures and matte 
painting. This cinematic absorption or remediation of digital media 
serves the goal of immediacy, as the film-makers intend to offer viewers 
a seamless illusion of diegetic “reality.” Scorsese remediated digital 
technology in just this manner in, for instance, the exterior long shot of 
Mrs. Mingott’s home, located in “an inaccessible wilderness near the 
Central Park,” which depicts a single mansion surrounded by 
construction sites of what will eventually become some of New York 
City’s most expensive real estate. This remediation of digital technology 
is entirely in keeping with the dominant period-film aesthetic of 
“authenticity” and is, in fact, a remediation used in other historical film 
and television, such as in Channel 4’s recreation of Tudor England in the 
2006 Elizabeth I  television mini-series (Picture Perfect).

Similarly, Innocence reproduces opera and stage drama in scenes 
where characters watch performances of Gounod’s opera, Faust, and a 
performance of the stage play. The Shaughraun, both of which serve 
symbolic functions in the novel and the film. The lovers’ farewell scene 
from the melodrama in particular foreshadows Newland’s and Ellen’s 
eventual separation. Indeed, Scorsese has acknowledged that the opera 
and theater performances within the film serve a function similar to that 
which movies do in his modern-day films: “a combined narrative 
comment and psychological index” (Martin Scorsese Interviewed 23-24). 
In these instances, however, these remediations are in the nature of 
adaptations and do not, in and of themselves, rupture the immediacy of 
Scorsese’s reproduction of 1870s New York.

In contrast, Scorsese’s quotations from previous cinema 
constitute a hypermediated remediation of prior media. Scorsese and 
Cocks include in their coffee table book a descriptive list of twenty-two
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films that “had some bearing on The Age o f Innocence: as an inspiration, 
as a source of stylistic or spiritual nourishment, even as a temporary tool 
. .  . [M]ovies tha t. . . found their way, one way or another, into The Age 
o f Innocence" (Scorsese & Cocks 168). Explicit quotations of other films 
occur, for example, when Newland, while reading a devastating note 
from Ellen, is shown with a strip of light illuminating his eyes in 
imitation of similar lighting in Detour (1945) (Scorsese & Cocks) and in 
the three overlapping shots of May’s rising from her chair to tell 
Newland of her pregnancy (an announcement that puts an end to his love 
affair with Ellen), a borrowing from the plate-smashing scene in 
Eisenstein’s Potemkin (1925) (Christie).’ At these moments, viewers 
familiar with the earlier films recognize the allusions, while the rest of 
the audience sees, at a minimum, “unnatural” lighting unmotivated by 
the set design and “unnecessary” cuts in May’s movement. In either case, 
the maimer in which these instances were constructed is foregrounded, 
distracting the viewer fi"om the narrative thread that Hollywood 
continuity is designed to foreground.

Moreover, among the self-conscious cinematic techniques 
Scorsese uses are ones that deliberately evoke not the time of the film’s 
diegesis or, as in the “cybernetic” long tracking shot of Newland walking 
through adjoining rooms, the time of the film’s production, but the time 
of the novel’s release: cinema’s silent era. Thus, on occasion Scorsese 
uses an iris or side wipe as the transition between scenes; in the scene in 
which all other diegetic sound fades down while Newland and Ellen 
converse in the theater box, the fade down is accompanied by an iris 
effect encircling the couple and thus separating them from their 
surroundings visually as well as aurally. In each of these instances, the 
audience is reminded of cinema as cinema, of the medium as a medium, 
and each such reminder is an instance of hypermediacy.

Finally, on occasion, Scorsese’s remediation of painting 
highlights process and image in a self-conscious manner that calls 
attention to itself A scene in which Newland approaches Ellen in the 
Boston Common opens with a close-up of a painting-in-process of the 
Common which includes Ellen among the painted figures. The camera 
then pans from Ellen’s painted image to Ellen herself; she sits in a 
bucolic setting in which Scorsese’s staging of the extras pays obvious 
homage to George Seurat’s A Sunday Afternoon on la Grande Jatte 
(1884). This equation of Ellen and the film’s mise-en-scene to painting 
both remediates painting as cinematic image and “paints” the film’s
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characters and images as works of art rather than “real” entities in the 
“real” world. Ellen is simultaneously both image being reproduced on 
canvas and image created on the cinema screen, and the former 
highlights and reinforces the latter.

In addition, Scorsese remediated painting into his film technique. 
For instance, he describes the fades to color as resembling splashes of 
paint, and he equates his use of dissolves to painting: “I stumbled upon 
the idea of shortening many of the shots that I took, sort of like a brush 
going through and painting bits and pieces of color, swishing by” 
(Christie 18). For example, Scorsese deleted the midsection of a shot that 
tracked down from a high angle, over the length of a dinner table, to a 
two-shot of two diners; instead, he dissolved from the camera’s initial 
movement over the table to the concluding two-shot. He was particularly 
pleased with the result because “it looks like an impressionist painting” 
(Smith 72).

In these contradictory impulses, and in particular in its 
hypermediated foregrounding of cinematic process and multiplication of 
sensory data on screen, Scorsese’s Innocence produces an aesthetic at 
odds with the emphasis on authentic immediacy which, a legacy from 
heritage cinema, still dominates the period or historical film today. At 
first blush, it is an aesthetic, indeed, at odds with Scorsese’s own efforts 
at historical accuracy. It can be partly explained, however, by his source 
material. Unlike other literary sources for period adaptations, Wharton’s 
The Age o f Innocence is a story of human society as mediation, as an 
enterprise conducted entirely through its “a set of arbitrary signs.” Hence 
Wharton’s slyly wry narrator, whose meaning must at times be found 
between the lines. And thus, in keeping with the thematic core of the 
novel, Scorsese, as Murphy correctly observes, has created “a thoroughly 
‘mediated’ environment—a world in which form is all, in which social 
rites and patterns and objets d’art possess a kind of supernatural mana 
that can fuel or stall human experience and identity” (12). In addition, 
Scorsese the cinephile has long been known as a formalist director who 
delights in quoting earlier films and experimenting with cinematic 
technique. He admits, in fact, that he is “tom between strict narrative and 
more digressive impulses” (Smith 72).

Finally, and ironically, much of what reads as hypermediation in 
Innocence is the result of Scorsese’s attempt at immediacy in 
communicating to the audience the felt experience of the characters. He 
explains, for instance, that the “flickering/strobe editing effect” of the
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pov shot during Faust of Newland’s scanning the opera audience with 
his opera glasses, in which the camera skitters and blinks from face to 
face, was his attempt to reproduce what the view through binoculars 
actually looks like: “I was almost literalizing the effect of what it looks 
like when you look through binoculars . . . .  [I]t’s almost a kaleidoscope 
of images that hits you, you see so many things on the periphery of your 
eyes. And I just wanted to create a sense of that . . . ” (Smith 74). 
Similarly, the iris in on Newland and Ellen and the fading down of 
diegetic audio during their theater conversation seems clearly intended to 
communicate, through these cinematic devices, their heightened sense of 
each other’s presence, their unacknowledged but palpable attraction for 
each other, which would be invisible to anyone in the crowd surrounding 
them. When Ellen shifts in her seat during this conversation to turn her 
face toward Newland, she is backlit in a manner which may or may not 
be the result of lighting from the stage; because Scorsese never reveals 
the source of the backlighting, the viewer senses that the haloed effect is 
how Newland sees her, regardless of her “actual” appearance in the 
diegetic space.

Nonetheless, these efforts to communicate the characters’ 
sensory experience, being achieved through manipulation of the medium 
rather than through the means movie audiences have learned to read as 
“natural”—^primarily actors’ performances and musical soundtrack 
cues—have the opposite effect from the one Scorsese intended. To those 
who watch historical films and television to see “history as it really was” 
(Picture Perfect), Scorsese’s efforts disrupt viewers’ suspension of 
disbelief because they are manipulations that do not belong in the time 
represented; that is, they are manipulations of perception that could not 
have occurred before cinema made it possible to capture moving images 
and subject them to “artificial” tinkering. By explicitly reminding us of 
such tinkering, these attempts at immediacy become hypermediacy.

On the other hand, as a post-heritage film interrupting a 
purportedly “transparent” recreation of the past with moments of 
hypermediacy. The Age o f Innocence paved the way for subsequent 
experimentations with cinematic representation of the past, serving 
arguably as the forefather of such films as Baz Luhrman’s Moulin Rouge 
(2001) and The Great Gatsby (2013), Julie Taymor’s Across the 
Universe (2007), and Joe Wright’s Pride & Prejudice (2005) and Anna 
Karenina (2012). While these latter films are the result of multiple 
influences, the most significant of which may be the generational
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positioning of their directors (early and very late baby-boomers Taymor 
and Luhrman, respectively, and Generation X-er Wright) and their post- 
MTV negotiation of the musical genre, they nonetheless exhibit a 
foregrounding of media manipulation and, in the case of Moulin Rouge 
and The Great Gatsby, a mediated layering of disparate times that is 
coupled with and “breaches” an “authentic” recreation of a historical 
moment. In this, they appear to have taken up Scorsese’s perhaps 
unintended challenge to the conventional “authentic” cinematic past in 
more aggressive and flagrant ways. In any event, Scorsese’s The Age o f 
Innocence both meets and thwarts conventional expectations for a period 
film. It gives viewers a rich, detailed, almost tactile simulation of the past 
that, even as it invites us to lose ourselves in this imagined re-creation, 
reminds us that it is a construction. It gives viewers an “experience” of 
the past upon which are deliberately laid filters of later moments in time, 
a conscious illustration, perhaps, of our ability to see the past only with 
twenty-first century eyes. In sum, in its insistence on being always 
recognized mediated representation of its content, Scorsese’s The Age o f 
Innocence complicated the relationship between the past and its 
cinematic re-creation and opened the door for more complexity to come.

University of Wisconsin Whitewater Linda A Robinson

Notes
' Scorsese explains: “I figured out that as [May] gets up from the chair we should do it in 
three cuts, three separate closeups because I think [Newland will] never forget that 
moment the rest of his life. I think he’ll play it back many times. When she gets up I 
thought we should play it back like a memory. It’s a medium shot, then a shot of her 
coming up into the frame, and then a third one she almost grows in stature. It’s just his 
perception, his memory of what it’s going to be like” (Smith 72).
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Cumbia! Scenes of a Migrant Latin American Music Genre
Editors Hector Fernandez L ’Hoeste and Pablo Vila 

Duke University Press, 2013

If, as Nietzsche said, “Without music, life would be a mistake,” 
the phenomenal popularity throughout the Americas of the musical genre 
known as Cumbia makes Nietzsche’s remark seem an understatement. 
Latin America has produced a wealth of musical traditions, the most 
prominent geographic centers of production being Cuba and the 
Caribbean, Mexico, and Brazil. As this much-needed and theoretically- 
informed collection of essays, with a lucid “Introduction” by Fernandez 
L’Hoeste and Vila, illustrates, Cumbia, much like Affo-Cuban music, 
transcends national hemispheric borders, making it today perhaps the 
most popular music in Latin America. Despite its remarkable 
popularity—including among Latino/a immigrants in the U.S.—this 
Caribbean-origin (Colombian) working-class musical genre has too often 
been overlooked as a subject of scholarly inquiry. Or, given this 
anthology’s comprehensive bibliography, it may be more accurate to say 
that the body of scholarship on Cumbia, which is substantial, has 
wrestled with the reality that for many college-educated Latin Americans 
and U.S. Latinos—or those of the middle or upper classes—Cumbia has 
always carried with it an intellectually and culturally unpalatable lower- 
class character. This timely collection recovers for a wide readership 
across the humanities, and especially those with interests in hemispheric 
culture and history, a vibrant and transformative musical genre that 
continues to reflect and shape the lives of millions of fans throughout the 
hemisphere.

As a Los Angeles-bom Mexican-American of middle class 
background, in my own experience Mexican Cumbia, one of its many 
rich variants as described in several of the essays included in this book, 
always brought to mind the young working and lower-class lives of 
Mexican immigrants, for whom the music was tantamount to a religion. 
Especially as I entered college. Salsa and Afro-Cuban music easily 
trumped Cumbia and other working-class Mexican musical genres, such 
as Banda—just as it does for me today. Though Salsa and Afro-Cuban
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music also attracted Mexican and other Latin American immigrants, 
whom I met at the Salsa clubs I frequented, 1 knew that there existed, 
often just down the street, a parallel musical universe where Cumbia 
alone was the life blood and soul of those in attendance. Fernandez 
L’Hoeste describes Cumbia’s draw; “[wjith its happy lilting beat, so 
different from the melancholy of corridos and related genres, which 
encourage sorrowful nostalgia and hard drinking, Cumbia was the ideal 
companion for a long day at work or a festive night at the local dance 
club. Hence in any of its Mexican incarnations, Cumbia would travel 
back to the towns in the Michoacan, Guerrero, or Nuevo Leon 
countryside, completing a full circle and granting greater presence to the 
previously ignored inhabitants of working-class barrios" (10).

Despite its influence within hemispheric and Caribbean culture, 
and particularly its popularization through both music and dance of a 
working-class cultural identity rooted in the African, Hispanic, and 
Mestizo Caribbean, aside from this new anthology, and a number of 
other works on specific national variants, Cumbia music seems to have 
been a neglected scholarly subject, often for the aforementioned reasons. 
Yet Cumbia! Scenes o f a Migrant Latin American Musical Genre seeks 
to accomplish much more than bring recognition to this musical genre: 
like the best cultural studies scholarship of the past decade, the 
contributors to this volume carry out a comprehensive critical project that 
involves both “recovery” and theoretically-informed analysis with a 
focus on the complex ways in which Cumbia music articulates a variety 
of Latin American and Latino/a identities. As Fernandez L’Hoeste and 
Vila point out, “the general hypothesis of [the] volume is that the focused 
examination of Cumbia as perhaps the most widespread musical genre of 
Latin American origin evinces some of the mechanisms through which 
eminent forms of identity, like nation, region, class, race, ethnicity, and 
gender (and all their articulations) are achieved, negotiated, and 
provisionally and locally enacted by its followers” (13).

After an illuminating chapter on the Colombian origins and 
evolution of Cumbia by Leonardo D’Amico, several of the early chapters 
examine aspects of the Mexican Cumbia, from its regional variation in 
Northwestern Mexico to the popularity of Cumbia’s greatest star. 
Mexican-born Rigo Tovar, as an exemplar of the transnational grupero 
boom. While several chapters focus on Cumbia in Colombia, this 
anthology’s greatest strength lies in its hemispheric and transnational 
scope, including essays which examine how Cumbia music migrated to
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the U.S. with Mexicans and other national groups. Regional studies of 
Cumbia as it developed in such divergent location as Peru, Uruguay, and 
New York offer testimony of this genre’s remarkable appeal and 
influence across the Americas. Yet, as Fernandez L’Hoeste and Vila 
note, “[e]ach of the different national cases examined in [the] book 
illuminates a particular way in which Cumbia assists...different 
identification processes” (13). Even for those readers who have never 
heard of Cumbia, let alone danced to it, Cumbia! Scenes o f a Migrant 
Latin American Musical Genre will provide an accessible introduction to 
the genre. Through its variety of superbly conceived and theoretically 
edifying essays, it also offers scholars and students across the humanistic 
disciplines an invaluable work of music and cultural studies research on 
a foundational subject in Latin American and U.S. Latino popular culture 
that is sometimes overlooked.

Vincent Perez, University of Nevada, Las Vegas

Bright Light City: Las Vegas in Popular Culture

Larry Gragg
Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2013

In Bright Light City, Larry Dell Gragg provides a major in-depth 
study of Las Vegas in popular culture, going beyond legalized gaming 
and the development of megaresorts. Of course, with over 122 casinos, 
115,000 gaming machines, and over 4,000 table games, the metropolis is 
a gambler’s paradise. While much has been written about Las Vegas’s 
history and economy, a discussion of the role of the city in popular 
culture at large has not been available. Gragg’s work attempts to fill this 
gap by examining not only the history of Vegas, but also by describing 
how people’s perception of the desert oasis has changed over the last 
hundred years.

Understanding that “Sin City” is not seen by many in the United 
States as a city with any depth or much character, Gragg begins his work 
by justifying his choice in choosing Las Vegas as a serious subject for 
study. In doing so, he challenges the stereotypical view of Las Vegas. 
Gragg explains that “it is critical to understand how local journalists,
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civic leaders, hotel developers, and publicists crafted and distributed 
appealing images of the city.” He suceeeds in deseribing how Las Vegas 
did not simply emerge organically and naturally from the surrounding 
desert, but instead grew from one of the biggest advertising and publie 
marketing campaigns ever devised.

The first of a projected two-work study, Gragg tells the story of 
Las Vegas not only by documenting the accounts of people who have 
lived, worked, played, and died there, but also through the countless 
descriptions of the town found in popular culture. Thus the work makes 
use of historical, sociological, and literary approaches. Throughout, 
Gragg presents a positive view of Las Vegas. Gragg’s profession as a 
historian shines through the works as he draws on every coneeivable 
film, television show, and novel to outline the history of the city from 
“the last frontier town,” up to the mega luxurious hotels and resorts of 
today. While Gragg’s approach may seem slightly schizophrenic at 
times. Bright Light City never fails to illuminate, titillate, and educate the 
reader.

There is a lot to love in this work. Of speeial note are chapters 
three and four. Chapter three, “Bugsy Siegel and the Founding of Las 
Vegas,” gives a fascinating account of the life and death of Bugsy Siegel, 
as well as debunking the long-standing myth that Siegel himself was 
responsible for the creation of modem Las Vegas. Chapter four, 
“Organized Crime in Vegas,” recounts the heyday of mob control in the 
city up until it loses its hold during the early nineties.

Bright Light City succeeds in its main goal of deseribing Las 
Vegas in popular culture. Each page includes a plethora of quotes from a 
variety of sources, including movies, television shows, novels, 
newspaper accounts, and travel guides. For those who don’t get their fill 
of Las Vegas from reading the book, Gragg includes a thorough 
bibliographical essay and also provides a list of further reading. This 
alone is well worth the addition of the book to any reference library.

John May, University of Nevada, Las Vegas
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