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Introduction

Whose Body in the Library? Why Gender Matters in Crime
Fiction

Kerstin-Anja Miinderlein, University of Bamberg "/ 0000-0002-6239-627X

Crime Fiction Matters

Crime fiction matters. Not even though it is popular literature, but specifically because
it is popular literature. It constitutes a significant part of contemporary entertain-
ment and thus reaches a high number of readers. As such, it must be treated as a
powerful influencer of public opinion just as contemporary public opinion finds it-
self represented to varying degrees in the genre. In the literary market, crime fiction
“is one of the most popular genres in the international market, even in the face of a
largely stagnant or declining global book trade” (Stinson n. pag.) and, taken together,
“thrillers and detective novels now [2018] outsell all other fiction” (Singh, n. pag.).
This is not only valid for the UK, but, according to Emmet Stinson, a global phe-
nomenon as “[d]ata shows that crime fiction is among the bestselling genres of fic-
tion in major international book markets across languages” (40). In literary research,
the interest in crime fiction is equally significant; the MLA International Bibliog-
raphy, for example, lists 2,936 hits for “crime fiction or detective fiction” published
only in the last ten years (2013-2023),! ranging from dissertation abstracts via aca-
demic journals to monographs and essay collections. Hence, the genre is omnipres-
ent and an important mainstay in contemporary literary consumption and research.
Despite the (academic) disrespect the genre met with in the past, crime fiction (and
popular literature in general) has been given much room in critical discussions in
the last decades and studying crime fiction no longer carries the nimbus of triviality,
as the ever-increasing output of volumes on the subject attests to. The obvious ques-
tion is thus: Hasn’t everything been said about crime fiction by now?

As with so many areas of research, the answer must be: absolutely not! For one
thing, crime fiction is a best-selling genre and there is always a new book, a new
sub-genre, or, broadly speaking, a new trend to investigate. Close to the end of each
year, newspapers, blogs, and sales platforms abound with articles along the lines of
“the best crime novels this year”. While these articles predominantly entice readers
to buy more or specific books, they also help chronicle trends and trending authors
and thus both record literary fashions and establish them. Some of these articles
create causalities or at least correlations between (global) events and literary fashions
attempting to explain why a certain sub-genre of crime fiction has been particularly
popular; or, conversely, such articles create this popularity by forging or buying into

1'This search was conducted on 8 December 2023.
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a narrative of popularity in keeping with the spirit of the time. The British newspa-
per The Guardian, for example, introduces its “Best crime and thrillers of 2023” list
with a vague reference to the events of the year and creates such a causality, “[g]iven
this year’s headlines, it is unsurprising that our appetite for cosy crime continues
unabated” (Wilson, n. pag.), before moving on to introduce the most popular cosy
crimes of the year.

In retrospect, the changing fashions and prevalence of certain sub-genres within
crime fiction at certain points in time have been helpful tools for researchers to
group texts and canonise different types of crime fiction, such as the aforementioned
cosy crime, Golden Age detective fiction, hardboiled crime, noir, domestic noir, etc.
However, while the generic markers within these subgenres of crime fiction exist
all over the globe, much of crime fiction studies, like much of literary studies overall,
has long been centred on anglophone texts — particularly texts from the UK and the
US. Despite the global prevalence of anglophone texts, non-anglophone text can be
ridiculously successful in their own language region, such as for example German
regional crime fiction, called “Regionalkrimi” or “Lokalkrimi” and often named after
the region they are set in, e.g. “Alpenkrimi” (crime fiction set in the alps) or “Frank-
enkrimi” (crime fiction set in Franconia). Since 1989, when the publisher Grafit-
Verlag published the first highly popular regional crime novel, Eifel-Blues by Jacques
Berndorf, the regional crime novel has never abated in popularity and despite having
been criticised for its tendency to incorporate more than its fair share of cliches and
escapism (see e.g. Heinrich), the genre is still going strong (Venske n. pag.). Yet,
notwithstanding their popularity within Germany and the attention this literary phe-
nomenon has received,? many of these novels are virtually or entirely unknown out-
side of the German-speaking regions of the world. As Jesper Gulddal, Stewart King
and Alastair Rolls, editors of The Cambridge Companion to World Crime Fiction
(2022), assert in their preface,

[t}he various crime fiction traditions from around the world have frequently been considered
at the national level . . . . However, it is only in recent years that scholars have started inves-
tigating crime fiction as a global form of writing, focussing on both the genre’s unique
global distribution and the transnationalism that defines its past and present; although im-
portant advances have been made, a distinctive field of world crime fiction studies has not
yet been firmly established. (xiii)

In an age of ever-increasing globalisation and intercultural exchange on all types of
platforms — which allows researchers to quickly and often efficiently exchange ideas
and readers to get access to national crime fictions that had previously been difficult
if not impossible to obtain, providing the reader speaks the language of the book —

2 See for example the essay collection Der Regionalkrimi (Brylla and Schmidt, 2022) or section 11
on regional crime novels in Facetten des Kriminalromans (Parra-Membrives and Brylla, 2015).
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Introduction: Whose Body in the Library?

researching such a global phenomenon as crime fiction is far from finished. More-
over, globally recurring topics within crime fiction, such as the central topic of this
volume, gender, are now also being studied from multicultural and transnational
perspectives.

Another unifying factor of (world) crime fiction is the genre’s versatility, in particu-
lar in regard to the degrees of conservatism it presents. Calling crime fiction an in-
herently conservative genre, as it tends to present the detective as an agent of socio-
legal order and thus a means of establishing desirable normativity, has long been
identified as a truism. It is certainly true that crime fiction can be morally and so-
cially conservative — even to an extreme — but it can also be the exact opposite, liberal,
transgressive, deviant — and equally extremely so. In other words, crime fiction as a
genre encompasses all sorts of ideological positions and, depending on the individ-
ual text or subgenre, upholds, negotiates, questions, or attempts to downright ex-
punge them. Thus, crime fiction is indeed for everyone as everyone will find some-
thing that appeals to them and something they reject, potentially even rigorously so.
But does that mean we should close the case of crime fiction and simply state that
anything goes and be done with it?

Instead of closing the case of crime fiction, let us return to the beginning of this
introduction: Crime fiction matters because it is popular literature and thus reaches
a large audience. As such, the genre both produces and examines contemporary dis-
courses. Crime fiction cannot but react to contemporary demands by meeting them,
scrutinising them, or overriding them; and again, the genre does all of this at the
same time. In the representation of gender and gender roles, this ideological broad-
ness and versatility is particularly visible. It is visible because it does matter whose
body we find in the library. Because it matters who kills who and who has power
over who — the power to murder and also the power to detect, a decision that is au-
tomatically gendered and consciously so more often than not.

Casting victim, murderer, and detective is inherently a question of gender and
power; of being empowered or powerless as well as of empowering and disempow-
ering individuals and groups. Gender fundamentally shapes the area of tension of
interpersonal hierarchies and power imbalances represented in crime fiction as it
already is one of the ‘traditional’ reasons for power imbalance in itself — like race or
class. Intratextually, characters in crime fiction physically overpower a victim, men-
tally outsmart a perpetrator, wield legal power, and thus subvert and adhere to social
power structures showing them as order affirmative or corrupt, as unjust and flawed
or legitimate and beneficial. Extratextually, writers of crime fiction can direct the
readers’ gaze to the lifeless woman in the library and make them scrutinise (or even
revel in) her ultimate objectification and lack of agency, or they can avert this gaze
and turn the readers’ attention somewhere else and refuse to continue the narrative
reduction of the woman’s body to an object of male scrutiny.
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Such gender hierarchies, which privilege men over women, cis over trans people,
and straight over queer people, become even more pertinent in stories that centre
on the ultimate power imbalance, that of murderer over victim. Crime fiction, thus,
is driven by gender representations while the genre in its turn renegotiates the pub-
lic discourse through its depiction of gender roles and expectations.

Gender in Crime Fiction

The representation of gender (roles) within the genre is just as varied as crime fic-
tion is overall: We have crime fiction that asserts heteronormativity, crime fiction
that asserts conservative gender constructions and gender roles, or TERF and mi-
sogynist crime fiction alongside feminist or queer crime fiction that renegotiates
gender roles and expectations or sexual normativity. It is precisely because crime
fiction is so varied that we find a representation of more or less every variety of gen-
der depiction in it. Just as crime fiction provides a platform for all types of gender
identities to be presented, it also proves to be very diverse in the importance gender
(representations) occupy within the individual narratives. While gender relations
can be little more than the prerequisite for the action or the clue-puzzle to be solved,
it can also be a forum for a discussion of, or even an outlet for frustration about,
gender inequalities, something we find especially outspokenly discussed, for exam-
ple, in domestic noir. In some novels, as Katarina Gregersdotter writes in regard to
three exemplary crime novels of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries,?
“[t]he link between gender anxieties and violence almost overshadows the mystery”

(47).

Because of this ideological versatility in theory and the simple existence of the diver-
sity of representations in practice, crime fiction has the potential to examine or re-
examine readers’ perceptions of gender and gender-specific expectations. And it
does so with gusto and sometimes with a lot of subversion. Think of the character
of the old spinster, whose advantage over all other characters is her perceived harm-
lessness as an old lady because, as Adrienne Gavin formulates it, her power “lies in
her apparent innocuousness” (263). Not only is she constantly underestimated by
those who should know better, but she also refuses the male gaze because her age
and thus sexual unavailability provide her with an outsider position from which she
observes and deducts. Writers casting this type of woman as their sleuth then defy
the invisibility the spinster suffers from:

By portraying older women as skilled, successful, and central to their narratives, their crea-
tors insist that these mature women are made visible to readers. In this way, these sleuths

3 Gregersdotter uses Thomas Harris’s Silence of the Lambs (1988), Val McDermid’s The Mermaids
Singing (1995) and Unni Lindell’s Night Sister (2002) as examples for her analysis of masculinity in
modern crime fiction.
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become surprisingly subversive figures, possibly more so even than the tough-talking, phys-
ically-active ‘female hard-boiled’ detectives who later take on patriarchy more directly and
reactively. (263)

By the time the spinster sleuth of the likes of Miss Marple appears on the scene,
female detectives have already looked back at more than half a century of fragmented
existence. More than the male detective, the female detective has come a long way
from the few Victorian detectives inhibited by contemporary socio-legal require-
ments to today’s wide array of police detectives, amateur sleuths, and private eyes.
Even though female detectives did feature in nineteenth-century literature, such as
Mrs Paschal, appearing in 1861 as the first woman detective in fiction (Scowcroft
12), the private investigator Loveday Brooke, created by C. L. Pirkis in 1893, or Grant
Allen’s nurse-turned-detective Hilda Wade (1899-1900), they were much less repre-
sented and tolerated than their male colleagues. Yet, despite their verifiable exist-
ence, these women were not as successful as their male counterparts. It is rather the
likes of C. Auguste Dupin or Sherlock Holmes — or even his sidekick Dr Watson —
that are associated with nineteenth-century crime fiction than Mrs Paschal or
Loveday Brooke.

Part of their lack of the same success might lie in the construction of these detectives
in opposition to men and in the frequent conclusion of their sleuthing career in
heteronormative marriage and thus in their reduction to what has been perceived as
acceptable representations of women more generally. Nearly seventy years after Mrs
Paschal sounded the bell for women detectives, in 1928, Queen of Crime Dorothy L.
Sayers criticises the early women detectives for their lack of success and states that

[there have also been a number of women detectives, but on the whole, they have not been
very successful. In order to justify their choice of sex, they are obliged to be so irritatingly
intuitive as to destroy that quiet enjoyment of the logical which we look for in our detective
reading. Or else they are active and courageous, and insist on walking into physical danger
and hampering the men engaged on the job. Marriage also looms too large in their view of
life; which is not surprising since they are all young and beautiful. (Sayers qtd. in Pyket 48)

Instead of subverting gender representations in presenting women detectives, it
seems as if their genderedness even exacerbated the rigidity of gender assumptions
— however, the mere existence of female detectives achieved more than Sayers gives
them credit for: they became thinkable. And thus, they became, which must be read
as a huge success in and of itself, and have so far remained, transformed, adapted,
transgressed, regressed, oppressed, liberated, and much more until we today, in
2023, can look back at the history of the woman detective and find her a metaphor
for women'’s lot in the last two centuries. Caught within the network of gendered
demands and possibilities, women detectives have sounded out roles for and expec-
tations of women — and they continue to do so worldwide. In representing not only
what has been done to women as victims but also what women can do as detectives,
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forensic analysis, and even perpetrators, crime fiction is deeply implicated in the
topical negotiation of women’s roles and, moreover, diverse readings of femininity.

Then again, take the hardboiled male detective whose identity is thoroughly based
on his deviance from the authorities and his masculinity — one might even call it
toxic masculinity — to present himself as a ‘real man’ and a juxtaposition to the more
feminised male detectives of Golden Age detective fiction. Both types and their often
diametrically opposing masculine gender identity serve as socio-literary comments
to be studied, just like the spinster sleuth, the hardboiled female PI, or the prom
queen amateur detective.

In fact, following Gill Plain’s assessment, the understanding of crime fiction as in-
herently gendered is especially visible in some of the representations of masculinity
in the genre:

[TThe genre itself — its formal structures and stylistic features — has long been considered
gendered. This is particularly evident in the mid-twentieth century when . . . the dialogic
tough talk and urban grit of the so-called “hardboiled” school came to be regarded as a
“masculine” mode, against which the clue-puzzle world of amateur intellects and well-reg-
ulated crime was rendered irredeemably “feminine”. The instability of such a binary is evi-
dent — but it acts as a potent reminder that detective fiction has, throughout its history,
valorised modes of knowledge conventionally associated with masculinity: Rationality, logic,
the primacy of empiricism and the refusal of emotion. (Plain 102)

Indeed, representations of masculinity are often constructed in opposition to femi-
ninity or queerness, as both feminine and queer-coded masculinities have fre-
quently been read as a threat to heteronormativity — the examples of Wilkie Collins’s
Count Fosco (The Woman in White, 1860) or Dashiell Hammett’s Joel Cairo (The
Maltese Falcon, 1930) easily come to mind. Conan Doyle’s heroin-abusing Sherlock
Holmes, his borderline-queer sidekick John Watson, or Dorothy L. Sayers’s shell-
shocked dandy aristocrat Lord Peter Wimsey — all representatives of alternative or
deviant masculinities — show how complex masculinity in crime fiction has always
been.

It would therefore be another truism to assume that masculinity in crime fiction has
always worked along the lines of normative ideas of physical and mental strength,
virility, and compulsory heterosexuality. Especially the interwar detectives, them-
selves the model the hardboiled school of detective fiction would come to juxtapose
itself against, present a departure from the logic driven Holmesian detective type by
foraying into the ‘feminine domain’, as Susan Rowland points out:

[TThe rotund Hercule Poirot, delicate Wimsey and morally role-playing Campion and Alleyn
constitute a significant modification of the self-contained rationality that the novels attribute
to Holmes. Golden age detectives detect as much through connection and immersion in
their suspects’ worlds as they do through detachment and logical analysis of clues. They are
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intuitive and they value intuition; they bring into the crime-solving field nonrational, emo-
tive, so-called ‘feminine’ methods to rank equally with hard “masculine” rationality. (Row-
land 121)

It is also not only the interwar detective who blurs the artificial demarcations of
‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’. Within crime fiction, the same plethora of masculine
identities is represented today as it is for feminine identities. Ranging from the
‘man’s man’ of the hardboiled detective, or as defined by Raymond Chandler, “a
man who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid . . . a man of
honor . . . a poor man . ..a common man . . . [and] a lonely man” (n. pag.) to the
fussy, meticulous, and somewhat feminine interwar detective of the kind of Hercule
Poirot by Agatha Christie and then to the openly gay police detective Milo Sturgis
created by Jonathan Kellerman, depictions of masculinity in crime fiction are nei-
ther limited to heteronormativity nor are queer masculinities automatically pre-
sented as the abject or the Other. Even though toxic masculinity still exists in crime
fiction, it does no longer dominate — if it ever has — the genre; as with representations
of femininity, masculinity has become a pluralist concept and it is presented as such
in the broad diversity of global crime fiction today.

The Present Volume

Given the intricacies of gender in crime fiction and the opportunities for in-depth
analyses it provides, it is unsurprising that this topic made for a very interesting
conference. The present volume is a collection of select papers presented at Capti-
vating Criminality 8: Crime Fiction, Femininities and Masculinities (Bamberg, July
2022), the eighth annual conference of the International Crime Fiction Association.
As the programme impressively attested to, gender in/and crime fiction is a popular
topic with researchers from all areas of (world) crime fiction and the contributions
ranged from Elizabethan texts like Arden of Faversham (1592) to contemporary do-
mestic noir novels written by authors such as Gillian Flynn. The presenters covered
texts from all continents in a joint effort to show that crime fiction (studies) is om-
nipresent, diverse, and — above all — topical and that gender is one of the mainstays
of the genre and a determinant of its topicality and diversity.

When the topic of femininities and masculinities in crime fiction was first an-
nounced in 2019, little did we know that the events of 2020 — the COVID-19 pan-
demic and its (inter)national fallout — would render the study of gender in crime
fiction even more pertinent than before. While the world went into a series of lock-
downs, intimate partner violence reached new heights, rising by up to 33% (see
Boserup et al.), and women in particular found themselves victims of abuse in their
own homes. The pandemic, it seems, thus exacerbated power imbalances to the dis-
advantage of women yet again and necessarily forced researchers and the general
public to admit that gender equality is still far off. Similarly, equality of all genders,
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as well as trans people, is equally far off, as the recent online increase of transphobia
that has been stylised into a ‘culture war’ led by reactionary forces against trans
rights activists, climate activists, and “Woke’ culture in general shows. All of these
discourses can be found in contemporary crime fiction and many of them were de-
bated at the conference in 2022. Out of the eighty-four papers and four keynote lec-
tures, this volume picked sixteen contributions that represent the broadness of top-
ics as well as the diversity of contributors, ranging from early career researchers to
full professors, from tenured lecturers to independent researchers.

Given the diversity of the papers in the collection, the volume provides a kaleido-
scopic look at the study of gender in/and crime fiction. To organise the papers very
broadly by topic, the chapters in this volume are sorted into three parts, Part I “Gen-
der(ed) Identities”, Part II “Agency and Corporeality”, and Part III “Gender and
Genre”, analysing the intricate connections of generic considerations within crime
fiction that are inherently tied to gender.

Part I covers the broad range of plural femininities and masculinities, looking at
constructions and deconstructions of gendered identities in crime fiction within six
individual chapters. Starting with four chapters on diverse femininities, Suzanne
Bray opens the volume with her analysis of the surprisingly non-radical depiction of
female queerness in several Lord Peter Wimsey mysteries by English interwar
Queen of Crime Dorothy L. Sayers and discusses how women living with other
women in the novels has been translated to the BBC adaptations of Sayers’s novels
(I.1). Elena Ippendorf then sheds light on the rise of contemporary Welsh TV series
and their international popularity by predominantly looking at the construction of
feminine identities in Hidden/Craith (2018-2022) with a special focus on the trope
of the “Welsh mam” (I.2). Crossing the Atlantic, the next chapter (I.3) looks at Amer-
ican hardboiled crime fiction of the late twentieth century with Monika Vecetova
comparing the women characters in Walter Mosley’s Devil in a Blue Dress (1990) to
the trickster figure. Janine Schwarz’s chapter (1.4) on Gillian Flynn’s Sharp Objects
(2006) then introduces the concept of new momism and critically assesses how
Flynn’s novel, despite having been hailed for its feminist content, still continues the
established narrative of the patriarchal nuclear family. The last two chapters in this
section then turn to masculinities. Kristina Steiner examines two fictional serial kill-
ers in Marie Bellow Lowndes’s The Lodger (1913) and Meg Gardiner’s Unsub (2018)
and compares these perpetrators to real-life male serial killers, showing that norma-
tive masculinity and a desire to reach out to the media go hand in hand (I.5). Lastly,
Sarka Dvotakova’s chapter (1.6) analyses how a central (but failed) rite of passage
dominates Peter May’s The Blackhouse (2009) and specifically assesses how the novel
negotiates the effects trauma has on the developing masculinity from adulthood to
manhood experienced by the characters.
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Part IT discusses the nexus of agency and corporeality in four chapters that all cen-
tralise the importance of the body and bodily presentation to ascertain or undermine
choice and self-presentation. The first chapter in this section, Alan Mattli’s exami-
nation of Marcia Muller’s hardboiled novel Edwin of the Iron Shoes (1977; 11.1), in-
troduces the concept of the copie conforme, the authentic copy, and shows how Muller
translates male-dominated hardboiled crime fiction into her feminist novel with a
focus on emancipatory revisionism that is projected onto the protagonist’s gendered
appearance, among other aspects. Following that, Renata Zsamba presents an in-
depth study of S.J. Watson’s novel about an amnesiac woman, Before I Go to Sleep
(2011), and shows how its filmic adaptation renegotiates the agency of a woman who
is effectively locked into her house and dependent on her partner because of her
physical and mental state (I1.2). Heike Henderson then goes on to analyse the posi-
tion of the ‘human’ body in Tom Hillenbrandt’s techno thrillers and thus continues
the discourse of corporeality in sci-fi with a crime fiction twist posing the question
of how the division of mind and body plays out in crime detection and the represen-
tation of gender in novels where bodies can be switched at will (II.3). In the last
chapter in this section (I1.4), Monika Jurkiewicz takes us to Argentina in her analysis
of Claudia Pifiero’s novel Catedrales (2020), in which she sheds light on the impact
of Catholicism on the Argentine society during and after the military dictatorship of
1976-83 and shows how the legislative overreach by a society dominated by Catholic
sexual mores affects women’s sexual choice and thus their bodily integrity.

The last part of this volume, Part III, explores the nexus of gender and genre and
highlights the mutual influences generic elements have on the depiction of gender
and how gender affects generic elements or even the subgenre itself. The first chap-
ter in the section, Somjeeta Pandey’s study on gender and genre in contemporary
Indian crime fiction (II1.1), explores women’s crime writing and their depiction of
independent women detectives in Indian society, creating spaces for new roles for
women in the process. Olga Thierbach-McLean then continues the section with her
analysis of the highly publicised Gabby Petito murder case of 2021 and showcases
how women'’s foray into the public eye is still framed as dangerous, which effectively
limits women in their agency, even in cases where their self-presentation on social
media (like in this case) has little or nothing to do with the crime they fall victim to
(I11.2). The next chapter provides an overview of an alternative theory of the Jack the
Ripper case, namely the concept of Jill the Ripper (II1.3); Moritz A. Maier exempli-
fies how this theory has been negotiated in popular culture and how the reframing
of Jack as Jill can offer a new perspective on the agency of women in this iconic case
of gender power imbalance, but often does not. Stephanie Sumner then examines
the sidekick character in select short stories by Arthur Conan Doyle and Ernest
Bramah and shows how these characters exemplify gender expectations within the
fraught discourse of gender roles (I11.4). In the following chapter, Sercan Oztekin
takes us back to the hardboiled novel and assesses how the representation of gender
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and space, which can be read as symbolising gender identities, are closely connected
in Raymond Chandler’s short story “Trouble is my business” (1939; II1.5). The last
chapter in this volume, Deren Giilsever’s comparative study of Nancy Springer’s
Enola Holmes (2006-2010) and her literary model Sherlock Holmes (III1.6), then
closes the book by closely looking at how adaptations of classical detectives in con-
temporary crime fiction adapt but also develop the mould of the typical detective.

Just as the genre provides something for everyone, the present volume evidently
highlights the dimensions of crime fiction studies. With sixteen contributors from
ten different countries covering crime fiction from all over the world, the diversity
of the topics within the chapters is equally mirrored by their authors. Hence, return-
ing one last time to the beginning of this introduction, the broad array of topics and
researchers in this volume show how diverse and topical crime fiction has always
been and continues to be. In short, they show that crime fiction matters, they show
that is matters who kills, who narrates, who detects, — and who writes about it.
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Portraying Lesbians and Other Happy Single Women without
Shocking Her Readers in Dorothy L. Sayers’s Detective Fiction
Suzanne Bray, Université Catholique de Lille “*' 0000-0002-6570-1671

Abstract

In 1927, Dorothy L. Sayers published, without attracting any unfavourable attention,
a novel entitled Unnatural Death, in which most of the main characters are single
women and some are obviously lesbians. Later, in both Strong Poison and Five Red
Herrings, she depicted independent, artistic women who live either completely or
partially together. In these cases, the women’s sexuality is not even mentioned, and
it is up to the reader to follow the clues and decide if they are lesbians or not. In the
context of the suspenseful detective plot, the women’s private affairs, and in partic-
ular those of the happy couples who live uneventful lives, remain almost unnoticed.
Fifty years later, the BBC adaptations of the novels chose different options: one mini-
series preserving the ambiguity of the novel while the other depicts an obvious, ste-
reotypical lesbian couple. This chapter examines the author Dorothy L. Sayers’s at-
titude to female homosexuality and how she managed to include clearly or poten-
tially lesbian characters in her fiction without shocking her contemporaries.

Keywords
Single women, lesbians, Dorothy L. Sayers, television adaptations, stereotypes

Analysing crime novels inevitably involves talking about secrets, because every crim-
inal investigation requires the investigators to unearth hidden facts and motives.
Criminals, for obvious reasons, feel obliged to keep their identities hidden from both
the police and their friends and families. Even if the detective knows very well who
is guilty, he may well have no idea why or how they committed the crime. Readers,
caught up in the plot and trying to discover all the relevant clues for themselves
before the detective reveals them in the last chapter, may easily ignore or skim over
other, subtler, aspects of the work; secrets which are irrelevant to the detective plot,
but relevant to the author’s worldview. For the author knows very well, as T.S. Eliot
states in his famous article “Religion and Literature”, that: “the literature which we
read with the least effort . . . can have the easiest and most insidious influence on
us” (398). Dorothy L. Sayers provides a clear example of this phenomenon. She is
principally famous for her detective fiction and for her aristocratic hero, Lord Peter
Wimsey. However, she frequently included comment on social and moral issues in
her fiction. A year before the huge scandal triggered by Radclyffe Hall’s portrayal of
a lesbian relationship, The Well of Loneliness (1927), she managed to publish a novel
entitled Unnatural Death, where the majority of the main characters are single
women, some of whom are clearly lesbians. One balanced, happy couple, one ill-
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matched couple, and one intelligent, single professional woman join Lord Peter
Wimsey and his policeman friend Charles Parker in a tale of murder, suspense, lies,
and a contested will. Despite the fact that Unnatural Death “is a book about odd
women . . . in the sense of their living outside of society’s heterosexual patterns”
(Kenney 129), its publication did not give rise to any scandal and triggered very little
comment. Although female homosexuality has never been illegal in Britain, it was
generally frowned upon in the interwar period, and many, like James Harris, the
fifth Earl of Malmesbury, in 1921, considered it “a most disgusting and polluting
subject” (Wakefield), while admitting that the practice had been increasing as a re-
sult of the war.

Three years after Unnatural Death, the first Harriet Vane novel, Strong Poison, de-
scribes a third female couple who are intelligent, pleasant and prepared to do all they
can to support their friend, falsely accused of killing her lover. Then, in 1931, Sayers
created two very agreeable independent women artists who live together in the pic-
turesque Scottish community depicted in the novel Five Red Herrings. The private
lives of these women, which remain ambiguous, are never accentuated, nor even
discussed. These female characters have their role to play in the detective plot and
the reader, at least when s/he reads the novel for the first time, is much more inter-
ested in their role in the investigation than in their sexual orientation, allowing Say-
ers to portray lifestyles which, in other forms of literature, may well have shocked
the average reader at that time. However, the television adaptation of Strong Poison
(BBC, 1987), produced when British attitudes to homosexuality had become much
more relaxed, removes the ambiguity present in the written text and presents a cou-
ple of women whose clothing and gestures indicate, to an almost caricatural extent,
that they are lesbians. On the other hand, the earlier BBC mini-series of Five Red
Herrings (1975) appears to stick more closely to the author’s intentions in its por-
trayal of the two lady artists. This chapter will examine how Sayers managed to tackle
such a controversial topic without disturbing the public, to work out what she actu-
ally thought on the subject, and finally to analyse how at least one of the BBC adap-
tations, created half a century later, brought to the screen what Sayers had left im-
plicit.

The Author’s Point of View: a Well-Guarded Secret

If the vast majority of the critical analysis of these three novels does not mention the
sexual orientation of the characters at all, a minority of critics suppose that Dorothy
L. Sayers must have been opposed to homosexual relationships, sometimes because
they know she was a practising Christian. For Katherine Bischoping and Riley Ol-
stead, she presents lesbians as monsters, “exceeding the boundaries of law and na-
ture” (2). Florence Tamagne only sees a “depraved lesbian . . . upstaged by an old
maid full of Victorian prejudices” (140). Nina Auerbach, from a feminist point of
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view, even if she is hostile to some aspects of Sayers’s female characters and in par-
ticular to the Peter/Harriet relationship, is ready to admit that in Unnatural Death,
“her serpentine lesbian . . ., the poisonous and negative aspect of the Amazon, mur-
ders her healthy and affirmative aspect” (60). On the other hand, Alzina Stone Dale,
from a more traditional perspective, supposes that the Anglo-Catholic Sayers could
not possibly approve of lesbian relationships because they are “unfruitful” and
states, inaccurately, that “lesbianism . . . was not a way of life among her circle of
friends” (73). Philip Scowcroft, who has analysed all the novels in detail, only sees
the unhealthy lesbian couple in Unnatural Death, and expresses the opinion that it
is “surely no accident that both women having a lesbian relationship come to sticky
ends” (17). Scowcroft also explicitly denies that the women in the two other novels
have any lesbian tendencies (16).

Sayers’s actual opinions and experiences are certainly not so simple. In Unnatural
Death, when discussing the young and naive Vera Findlater’s love for the criminal
Mary Whittaker, Miss Climpson, Wimsey’s colleague in the investigation, quotes
“Miss Clemence Dane’s very clever book on the subject” (Sayers, Death 84). This
novel, Regiment of Women (1917), the work which probably incited Radclyffe Hall to
write The Well of Loneliness (Julien 126), describes a destructive lesbian relationship
in a girls’ school where the headmistress dominates and manipulates a young
teacher. Sayers knew Clemence Dane personally, as they were both members of the
Detection Club and were both close to Helen Simpson. However, her admiration for
Clemence Dane’s book could well have been the result of her own experience of the
atmosphere that could sometimes be found in girls’ schools at that period. Accord-
ing to her friend and biographer Barbara Reynolds, Sayers had known several
“highly charged friendships” (Letters 1 15) at the Godolphin School, and the author
wrote home with a certain disgust about the feelings of passionate love felt by some
of her fellow students for “the wonderful Miss Westlake, the games mistress . . .
everybody is so cracked on”, deploring in particular the obsessional way some girls
“go on about her” (21). Fortunately for Sayers and her friends, the teachers were well
aware of the danger and Miss White, the French mistress, had amused Sayers by

quoting lines 73 to 78 of Wordsworth’s “Laodamia”’ in a young admirer’s autograph
book (23).

In any case, we know that Sayers had at least one lesbian friend in her youth because
she discussed her with Dr Eustace Barton in November 1928 after the publication
of Unnatural Death and the scandal surrounding The Well of Loneliness. In a previous
letter, Sayers had asked him several questions about homosexuality from the medi-
cal viewpoint and he had recommended she read a scientific work on the subject,

! Be taught, O faithful Consort, to control / Rebellious passion; for the Gods approve / The depth,
and not the tumult, of the soul ;/ A fervent, not ungovernable love. / Thy transports moderate,
and meekly mourn, / When I depart, for brief is my sojourn.
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/poem/174795.

15


http://www.poetryfoundation.org/poem/174795

Suzanne Bray

probably Havelock Ellis’s Sexual Inversion as the third edition came out in 1927. Say-
ers’s reply reveals her general attitude to the subject at that period:

I must get the book you mention about Inversion — not that I am personally much affected
by the subject, but because one is so often asked questions and it is well to give a reasonable
and scientific answer. People’s minds get so confused on these subjects, and they will sup-
pose that if one stands up for these unfortunate people, one is advocating all kinds of de-
bauchery! As a matter of fact, inverts make me creep, but that is no reason why one
shouldn’t face the facts. Lunatics and imbeciles make me creep too, if it comes to that. Be-
sides, the normal person often makes the invert creep; I had a friend who was rather that
way — a very fine person of powerful intellect — but she won't see, speak or write to me now
I am married, because marriage revolts her. (289)

Barbara Reynolds identifies the friend as Muriel Jaeger, one of Sayers’s closest
friends during her studies at Oxford, and the person who encouraged her to write
Whose Body?, her first detective novel. It is interesting to note that Sayers claims that
she defends homosexuals, that she uses the scientific word, invert, instead of the
more widespread and pejorative word, pervert, in her letter. Equally, we can see that
she describes the physical reaction of repulsion and disgust that she gives her les-
bian character Mary Whittaker, who wants to vomit when Lord Peter embraces her
(Sayers, Death 174). We may however note that the disgust Sayers herself claims to
feel when faced with lesbians must have disappeared later on as, in later life, she
considered the openly lesbian Norah Lambourne among her closest friends. She was
also fully accepting of the lifelong partnership between two other Somerville friends,
Muriel St Clair Byrne and Marjorie Barber. This conclusion may also explain the
famous little ditty she liked to quote:

As years come in and years go out

I totter toward the tomb,

Still caring less and less about

Who goes to bed with whom. (B. Reynolds 363)

Unnatural Death: The Happy Couple

Sayers’s notes and her first manuscript for Unnatural Death, currently at the Marion
E. Wade Center at Wheaton College, show that her initial title was The Singular Case
of the Three Spinsters (Kenney 134). She probably abandoned it when she realised
that there were going to be more than three single women in her story. Nevertheless,
the title shows that, for Sayers, the three women from the Whittaker/Dawson family,
all lesbians, were at the centre of her preoccupations in this novel. The final title,
Unnatural Death, is, according to Aoife Leahy, “humorous rather than judgemental”
(91), not only because the word “death” was already at that time a euphemism for
an orgasm,? but also because Sayers wanted to show that it was not so much these

2 Sayers, who spoke fluent French, would have been aware of the French equivalent expression ‘la
petite mort’, used as a euphemism for an orgasm in works of literature by such well-known
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women’s lives that were unnatural, but their deaths, as the lesbian niece, Mary Whit-
taker, murders both her lesbian aunt and her own female lover.

The only “happy couple” (Rowland 163) in the story are Clara Whittaker and Agatha
Dawson, who meet at school and remain inseparable throughout their lives until
Clara’s death a few years before the beginning of the action. In their youth, Clara
was the more eccentric of the two. During the 1870s, “she was considered very ad-
vanced and not quite nice because she refused several good offers, cut her hair
SHORT (!!!) and set up in business for herself as a HORSE-BREEDER !!!” (Sayers,
Death 84). For Ben Cobling, who worked in the stables for Clara for fifty years,

[a] rare young lady she was in them days. Deary me. Straight as a switch, with a fine, high
colour in her cheeks and shiny black hair — just like a beautiful two-year filly she was. And
very sperrited. Wonnerful sperrited. There was many a gentleman as would have been glad
to hitch up with her, but she was never broken to harness. Like dirt, she treated ’em.
Wouldn’t look at ’em, except it might be the grooms and stable hands in a matter of ’osses.
(137)

In addition, instead of deploring Clara’s anti-man attitude, Ben is entirely devoted
to her and proud to work for her. Rather than considering Agatha and Clara’s life
together as in contradiction with his religious values, he believes that “[t}he Lord
makes a few of ’em that way to suit 'Is own purposes, I suppose” (138). Ben’s “that
way”, in context, clearly indicates women with a preference for their own sex.

Agatha Dawson, the “domestic partner” (85) of the couple, with her “sweet, smiling
face” (133), is “deeply attached to” (84) Clara, to the extent that she does not want to
“let her out of her sight” (131). From her adolescence onwards, she refuses to flirt
with young men and tells her maid, who loves her very much, that “I mean to be an
old maid and so does Miss Clara and we’re going to live together and be ever so
happy, without any stupid, tiresome gentlemen” (141). Once again, this decision is
accepted by her family and friends. Mrs Piggin, the innkeeper’s wife, appreciates
Agatha and tells Lord Peter Wimsey: “We can’t all be alike” (131). Clara and Agatha
live together in harmony and, thanks to Clara’s talents, make a huge fortune. What
is more, their partnership can hardly be considered barren. Not only does Clara’s
work, breeding and training horses, give life to numerous little colts, but their
friendship enables Clara’s brother and Agatha’s sister to meet, marry and give birth
to Mary Whittaker, their mutual niece. In addition, Ben, Clara’s devoted groom,
marries Betty, Agatha’s much-loved maid, and they live happily ever after, producing
a family with many children and grandchildren. Everyone who is questioned about
Clara and Agatha during the police investigation has only good things to say about
them. In fact, as Leahy remarks, “the highly successful union of Agatha and Clara
goes unquestioned” (94), because the readers’ attention is fixed on their wicked

authors as Verlaine and Balzac or in René Maran’s award-winning 1921 novel Batouala. See
https://www.lalanguefrancaise.com/dictionnaire/definition /petite-mort.
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niece, her crimes and her unhealthy, manipulative relationship with the pretty,
blonde Vera Findlater.

Unnatural Death: the Unhealthy Couple

Ifitis true that Sayers “never questions the validity of the nineteenth-century lesbian
relationship” (Leahy 92) between Clara and Agatha, her presentation of the relation-
ship between Mary Whittaker and Vera Findlater is very negative, even if it is clear
that the reasons for her disapproval have nothing to do with the fact that the partners
are both women. Mary is an attractive woman, of the same style as her Aunt Clara:

With her handsome, strongly-marked features and quiet air of authority, she was of the type
that does well in City offices. She had a pleasant and self-possessed manner, and was beau-
tifully tailored — not mannishly, and yet with a severe fineness of outline that negatived the
appeal of a beautiful figure. (Sayers, Death 52)

Miss Climpson, who is used to meeting all kinds of single women in the 1920s as a
result of the huge number of young men killed in the First World War, notices im-
mediately that Mary is not interested in getting married:

With her long and melancholy experience of frustrated womanhood, observed in a dreary
succession of cheap boarding-houses, Miss Climpson was able to dismiss one theory which
had vaguely formed itself in her mind. This was no passionate nature, cramped by associa-
tion with an old woman and eager to be free to mate before youth should depart. That look
she knew very well — and she could diagnose it with dreadful accuracy at the first glance.
(52)
She therefore concludes that “Mary Whittaker is not of the marrying sort” (177) and
wonders at first if she is not just “a professional woman by nature” (177). However,
Mary is a qualified nurse and shows no desire to return to her nursing career after
her aunt’s death. For Sayers, who wrote a lot about women and work, this was Mary’s
main problem. Unlike the older women in the novel, Mary has not “found her
proper job” (Kenney 130). Life as a nurse “demands too much sympathy — and one
is under the authority of the doctors” (177), but instead of turning towards the world
of business, Mary decides to buy a chicken farm with Vera Findlater. For Miss
Climpson, Mary “prefers to control the lives of chickens” (177) and the reader gets
the impression that Vera is just another one of her chicks.

From the beginning, Vera is presented as a petite blonde who is not very bright. Her
relationship with Mary is said to resemble the one between Clare and Alwynne in
Clemence Dane’s Regiment of Women, although Alwynne is a little more dynamic
than Vera. Vera is “a very gushing and rather silly young woman” (84), a typical
victim, “a slight, fair girl with a rather sentimental look — plump and prettyish” (224),
the youngest daughter of a pleasant family, loved by all, active in the community.
She clearly has “quite a pash” for Mary Whittaker, who dominates her completely.
It is obvious to all the other characters that Vera is “the weaker character of the two”
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(84). For Miss Climpson, Mary encourages Vera to spend time with her, not because
she loves her, but because she “likes to have someone to admire her and to run her
errands” (177). What is more, she prefers her admirer to be “a stupid person who
will not compete with her” (177). When Mary and Vera live together for a month, we
note that Vera spends her time doing unpleasant household tasks, “scrubbing floors,
laying fires and things” (179), while Mary only cooks. Vera, who admits that Mary
“is so much cleverer” than herself, has fairly extreme ideas about the nature of their
relationship. For her: “A great friendship does make demands . . . . It has got to be
just everything to one. It's wonderful the way it seems to colour all one’s thoughts.
Instead of being centred in oneself, one’s centred in the other person. That’s what
Christian love means — one’s ready to die for the other person” (181).

In the context of the plot, this passionate declaration provides a clue that Vera would
be prepared not only to die for Mary, but also to lie for her, which she does to provide
Mary with an alibi. Ironically, she will end up dying for Mary too as Mary kills her
out of fear that the younger girl will inadvertently give her away. In any case, for
Miss Climpson, and almost certainly for Sayers as well, “that kind of love might
become idolatry if one wasn’t very careful” (181), and such abject devotion takes
away the victim’s personal dignity. Sayers would have expected her educated readers
to notice that Vera talks about giving her life for just one friend, while the Bible
claims that there is no greater love than that of the person who “gives up his life for
his friends” in the plural. Towards the end of the novel, Miss Climpson learns that
Vera has become aware of her mistake and confessed her idolatry to her parish priest
(252).

However, the first-time reader of Unnatural Death is unconcerned about the state of
the characters’ souls and is mainly interested in the murders. In this context, Mary’s
homosexuality is interesting merely because it will cause her to give herself away
when she is pretending to be someone else and thus allow the detectives to uncover
her guilt. Mary’s second identity, as the glamorous Mrs Forrest, who is separated
from her husband, in London, allows her to hide from the police. As she is afraid
that Lord Peter has evidence against her, she tries to seduce him, to make him stay
at her flat, probably with the intention of drugging and eventually killing him. Pre-
tending to believe in the sincerity of her act, Lord Peter kisses her, and the lesbian’s
reaction, “that awful shrinking, that uncontrollable revulsion of the flesh against a
caress that is nauseous” (174), makes him think that she has never had a sexual
relationship with a man and is therefore a liar.

For Philip Scowcroft, it is very unlikely that a lesbian would even try to seduce Lord
Peter (17). Julian Symons agrees and finds the situation “coarsely wrong” (114).
However, Sayers may well have based Mary’s reaction on her own above-mentioned
reaction to lesbians at this period of her life or on Muriel Jaeger’s reaction to men.
In any case, Mary Whittaker, “Sayers’s most consistently evil character” (Brown 58),
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fits all the most blatant stereotypes of the butch, dominant lesbian. She exploits
without pity those who love her and ends her criminal career by trying to murder
Miss Climpson, the fulfilled single woman, happy in her work, attacking her in a
way that resembles an attack by a vampire, leaving the poor detective unconscious
on Mary’s bed, “her grizzled hair hung in a dank rope over the pillow and blood on
her head and her throat” (273), looking as if she had been bitten in the neck. After
such a dramatic scene, the example of Mary’s aunts and their harmonious life is
liable to be forgotten.

The Ambiguous Couples: Strong Poison and Five Red Herrings

The majority of Sayers’s novels, although not Unnatural Death, were adapted for
television by the BBC: the early novels in the mid-1970s and the later novels, with
Harriet Vane, in the late 1980s. Philip Scowcroft writes in 1988 about the novel
Strong Poison that “[tlhose with suspicious minds might suspect Harriet Vane’s
friends[,]. . . Eiluned Price and Sylvia Marriott, of having a lesbian relationship” (16).
Even if nothing in the text explicitly states that such a relationship exists, the BBC
adaptation, directed by Christopher Hodgson in 1987, twenty years after the decrim-
inalisation of male homosexuality in Britain and fifteen years after the first Gay
Pride march in London, chose to show a stereotypical lesbian couple, butch and
femme. Sylvia, blonde, feminine and artistic, is paired with a very masculine Ei-
luned, with very short hair and wearing men’s clothes. This decision was based on
a specific, unsubtle interpretation of the text and was typical of the later series. As
William Reynolds explains: “The 1987 television adaptations . . . reshape Dorothy L.
Sayers’s characters into stereotypical figures” (31) and remove all ambiguity.

The novel simply says that after splitting up with Philip Boyes, Harriet Vane moves
in with Sylvia Marriott while she looks for a suitable flat for herself. Although the
text does not state that Eiluned also lives with Sylvia, the reader knows that Sylvia
has a house and not a flat (10) and that the two women testify together at Harriet’s
trial about her state of mind at the time. Later, when Peter Wimsey visits Sylvia,
Eiluned opens the door, answers the telephone and serves the drinks, giving the
impression that, even if she does not live there, she is completely at home in her
friend’s house. Eiluned is also presented as being strongly feminist, even “anti-man”
(74), as Sylvia explains. She “scorns everything in trousers” (64), although she her-
self wears them, “disapproves of conventional courtesies between the sexes” (73)
and refuses Peter’s help when she needs to carry a bucketful of water. As she ex-
plains her friend’s attitude to men, Sylvia says ironically: “She likes to treat 'em
rough” (72), an expression much more frequently used to describe very macho
men’s attitude to girls. In the same way, she refers to the sculptor Marjorie’s male
friends as her “male belongings” (72), implying that Marjorie owns them and thus
reducing men to the status of objects. She refuses to lend money to men and has
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many negative prejudices about them, deploring at the same time their habit of put-
ting sugar in their coffee and their tendency to expect their wives to devote one hun-
dred percent of their time to their interests and comfort. At the end of the novel,
when Harriet is finally set free, Sylvia and Eiluned are there, together, to welcome
her once again. In spite of her general hostility to men, at that moment Eiluned is
finally prepared to approve of Lord Peter as a potential companion for Harriet in the
future.

However, despite the “aggressive women’s lib stance forty years ahead of its time”
(Scowcroft 16) adopted by Eiluned, absolutely nothing may be found in the novel
about her sexuality or her relationship with Sylvia. The police, and also the reader,
are mainly interested in her testimony about the lives of the protagonists in the mur-
der case. It is possible that Sylvia and Eiluned are a lesbian couple, but it is also
possible that only Eiluned is a lesbian, or that neither of them is. It is up to the
readers to decide for themselves. For Philip Scowcroft in the 1980s, unlike the BBC,
such an idea would be “misconceived” (16), while these days critics and readers tend
to assume almost automatically that they are a lesbian couple. For example, a recent
blog describes Eiluned and Sylvia as “a hilarious lesbian couple” (Solinas), and Rob-
ert Kuhn MacGregor asserts that “Harriet Vane’s closest friends and supporters in
Strong Poison are a lesbian couple” (69).

It may also be noted that in the BBC adaptation, after her trial, Harriet does not
return to the solidarity and support of Sylvia’s home. She sends Peter away and
walks oftf alone towards an uncertain future. This modified ending for television
underlines “Harriet’s independence as the governing principle behind all she does”
(W. Reynolds 37), but it also creates a distance between the clearly heterosexual her-
oine, Harriet and, in the series, her openly lesbian friends.

Five Red Herrings is similar to Strong Poison in that an ambiguous pair of female
artists play a role as witnesses, but they have attracted less attention from critics.
Philip Scowcroft declares: “Still less do we suspect the artists Miss Selby and Miss
Cochran . . . who share living accommodation in Blue Gate Close near Lord Peter
Wimsey” (16) of having lesbian tendencies. Practically all critics and scholars who
have written about the novel seem to be of the same opinion. This time, the 1970s
BBC adaptation is less stereotypical. Miss Cochran is of medium height, slim and
very feminine, while Miss Selby, who is very tall and thin, smokes cigarettes without
a holder, sits with her knees apart and speaks very bluntly. However, she wears a
long tweed skirt under her man’s hat and masculine jacket. Unlike Filuned Price,
the BBC’s Miss Selby does not immediately make viewers think that she is a lesbian,
but rather invites the viewer to wonder. The ambiguity of the novel is respected.

In the text, the two ladies, both artists, “occupied adjacent cottages and were contin-
ually to be found taking tea in each other’s living-rooms or bathing together on the
sands at the Doon” (65). Every time Lord Peter sees them, they are together and,
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while their separate little houses are side by side (although under the same roof),
they appear to live more or less together. The reader learns that they also share a
vegetable garden where they grow flowers and vegetables which they bring round as
presents for Peter (65). In the text, unlike in the BBC adaptation, Miss Cochran is
described as “round, cheerful, humorous and grey-haired” (65), while her friend is
“tall, dark, rather angular, rather handsome in an uncompromising kind of way and
painted rather good, strong, angular and handsome figure-studies in oils” (65). Us-
ing the adjectives tall, dark and handsome in the same sentence reminds the reader
of the stereotypical ideal man, implying that Miss Selby is a masculine woman, an
impression reinforced by her style as an artist. On the other hand, Miss Cochran
also has some masculine characteristics. When she wanted to accentuate her argu-
ment, “she planted her plump feet squarely on the ground and leaned forward with
a hand on each knee, like an argumentative workman in a tram” (68), a distinctly
unfeminine posture, especially in the 1930s.

Once again, the two women’s happiness comes not only from their domestic life
and their friendship, but also from the fact that they have found their vocation. They
are successful artists, recognised as such by the artistic community.

Like Eiluned and Sylvia in Strong Poison, Miss Selby and Miss Cochran only play a
small part in the criminal investigation. They are not suspects and the reader is
mainly interested in their testimony, which enables Lord Peter to accuse or clear one
or other of the suspected men. Their lifestyle and their sexual preferences are irrel-
evant and do not concern anyone, either within the novel or among its readers. Eve-
ryone is much too preoccupied with finding out which of the six male artists has
murdered the obnoxious Sandy Campbell.

The Secret of Unorthodox Women?

Dorothy L. Sayers’s detective novels are concerned predominantly with crimes, in-
vestigations, guilt and innocence. The main characters, and thus the principal focus
of attention, are the detectives. However, the author did try “to broaden and deepen
the moral and ethical background of the form” (Panek 75). Among the issues dis-
cussed in Sayers’s fiction, we could mention the role of women in post-war Britain.
Sayers is often mentioned as one of those who used the detective genre to “show
women coping with masculine definitions of femininity” (Smith 80). The three nov-
els examined in this study show how the author wished to illustrate, very discreetly,
other possible lifestyles for women than those generally approved of in the society
she lived in. The eight happy single women she portrays, Clara Whittaker, Agatha
Dawson and Miss Climpson in Unnatural Death, Sylvia Marriott, Eiluned Price,
Marjorie Phelps and again Miss Climpson in Strong Poison, as well as Miss Selby
and Miss Cochran in Five Red Herrings show very clearly, without ever stating explic-
itly, that marriage to a man is not the only road to happiness for a woman, and that
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it is entirely possible for women to live either on their own or together with another
woman and be fully integrated into British society and fulfilled in their professional
lives. Agatha Dawson’s decision to take on a domestic role is presented as positively
as Miss Selby’s artistic vocation or Clara Whittaker’s managing her stables, because
it is a deliberate choice. Clara and Agatha are clearly lesbians, Marjorie is clearly not,
but all the other women’s sexual interests remain ambiguous — not because Sayers
does not approve of lesbians, but because she wanted to fight against the idea that
single women, whether they had a sex life or not, were “superfluous women” (Ken-
ney 128), a frequently used term at the time which insultingly implied that once
every man who wanted to marry had found a wife, society did not need any more
adult women. Each of Sayers’s happy spinsters has found a lifestyle that suits her
and respects others with, as the author explains in her well-known article “Are
Women Human?”, “interesting occupation, reasonable freedom for their pleasures
and a sufficient emotional outlet” (44). The second half of that sentence, “what form
the occupation, the pleasures and the emotion may take, depends entirely on the
individual”, shows that the author considered that women ought to be free to man-
age their own lives as they saw fit, without interference from her or from anyone
else.

For this reason, the unhealthy couple formed by Mary Whittaker and Vera Findlater
is clearly not condemned because of the women’s sexual preferences, but because
of the women’s behaviour. Mary Whittaker does not engage in a relationship with
another woman out of “sheer exuberance of animal spirits” (Sayers, “Deadly Sins”
86) which, for Sayers, would be easily understood, but out of a desire to gain more
money and to dominate another person. Vera submits herself completely to a
stronger personality and, despite her good moral and religious education, deliber-
ately lies to the police.

However, the lifestyles and sexual preferences, or lack of them, of all the single
women are swallowed up in the fascinating and suspenseful detective plots. The
reader actively seeks the clues needed to solve the mystery and accepts the setting
and the characters without questioning them. At the time of writing Unnatural
Death, Sayers was already aware of the need for “cunning craftmanship” (Letters 1
241), trying, with some trepidation, to discreetly combine “the appeal to the emo-
tions with the appeal to the intellect” (241), but her controversial themes remain
hidden in her plots, where the principal secret is the answer to that famous question:
“Whodunnitr”
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“What kind of a woman are you?”: Policing Femininity in Welsh
Television Crime Narratives
Elena Ippendorf, Alpen-Adria-Universitat Klagenfurt

Abstract

The Welsh TV crime drama Hidden/Craith (2018-2022), one of many TV crime dra-
mas set and produced in Wales to have come out in recent years, scrutinises socially
constructed notions of femininity. It does so in a way that both appeals to a broad
audience, ensuring its marketability across national borders, as well as by exploring
culturally specific concerns of how Welsh notions of femininity are entangled with
narratives of nation. This chapter examines the representation of constructs of
Welsh femininity in the first season of Hidden/Craith on the level of characterisa-
tion, production, and reception and contextualises it within dominant narratives of
nation and the current political representation of Wales as well as the phenomenon
of transnational TV crime dramas. The cultural trope the series is engaging with
most clearly is that of the “Welsh Mam’, showcasing both its enduring legacy in de-
fining ‘acceptable femininity’ as well as subverting it in the portrayal of one of the
central transgressors by means of grotesque exaggeration. The exaggeration of the
trope in the ‘monstrous Mam’ of the series draws attention to its own artifice as well
as questions its place in contemporary Wales.

Keywords
Welsh crime narratives, femininity, ‘Welsh Mam’, transnational crime television

The Gateway

Picture the following scene: Darkness. The rumbling of an engine. Then, blinding
headlights, mounted on the roof of a pickup-truck piercing the darkness. Their light
bouncing off trees as the car makes its way through a woodland road — fast. The eyes
of the driver reflected in the rear-view-mirror. Then, the headlights catch onto some-
thing. Someone? A woman? Fleeing from their path. The driver gets out and pur-
sues his prey on foot, by the light of his torch. Intense staccato music, the sound of
leaves crushing under heels, then that of water falling. And then she is caught, in
the beam of the torch, standing in front of a waterfall barring her way, wearing noth-
ing but a thin white dress. She turns around, facing the camera, facing her attacker,
tears running down her cheeks, looking almost resigned then, cut.

Sketched above is the opening scene of the first episode of the Welsh TV crime
drama series Hidden/Craith (2018-2022), the first season of which will serve as the
central case study of this chapter. The following pages examine the series’ scrutini-
sation of social constructions of femininity and the ways these are entwined with
constructions of nation.
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This very first scene must seem eerily familiar to anyone who has seen the Danish
TV series Forbrydelsen (The Killing) (2007-2012), one of the classics of ‘Nordic Noir’,
that widespread, transnational brand of crime narratives which has come to domi-
nate TV screens in recent years. Hidden/Craith is only one of numerous widely re-
ceived quality crime dramas set and produced in Wales to have come out over the
past fifteen years, resulting in headlines such as: “From Hinterland to Hidden: Why
We’ve All Fallen for Welsh Crime Dramas: Welsh Crime Series are the New Scandi
Thrillers” (Bennion) and “Forget Scandi: The Natural Home of Dark Drama Is
Wales Now” (Hughes). These recent Welsh TV crime dramas are discussed in the
press, invariably it seems, in terms of similarity to Scandinavian formats which have
travelled across national borders to great success. Understandably so, since Hid-
den/Craith indeed shares several characteristics with what has been termed ‘Nordic
Noir’. It does so aesthetically, such as in its dim lighting, and sprawling longshots
of bleak yet beautiful landscapes, as well as in its slow, atmospheric pacing, and,
albeit to a lesser degree, its troubled investigator. And yet, as this chapter will go on
to show, discussing Hidden/Craith exclusively with regards to its similarities to other
transnational crime dramas fails to grasp a crucial, culturally specific dimension.
Next to the series’ site-specific engagement with place, a characteristic it shares with
the great majority of recent crime narratives from Wales, regardless of medium, this
culturally specific dimension is clearly noticeable in its exploration of questions of
gender.

Alongside and by means of the central criminal investigation within the narrative,
Hidden /Craith manifestly investigates social constructions of femininity. Through-
out the series, characters both male and female ‘police’ what they consider to be
‘appropriately gendered’ behaviour. Be that in the myriad of ways different charac-
ters respond violently to assertive women, of which Hidden/Craith boasts a consid-
erable number, or more insidious ways in which women transgressing socially con-
structed boundaries are judged in a gendered way. Both crime and investigation in
Hidden /Craith prove to be inextricably entangled with questions of gender which in
turn show themselves to be entangled with Welsh cultural tropes.

There is a certain self-consciousness in Hidden/Craith’s use of Nordic Noir conven-
tions. This is particularly apparent in the initial scene sketched above. By closely
paralleling the opening credits of Forbrydelsen, Hidden/Craith already primes the
knowing audience for its engagement with Nordic Noir tropes. Throughout the se-
ries, Hidden/Craith cleverly uses features of Nordic Noir and narrative patterns prev-
alent in other transnational TV crime dramas to explore Welsh concerns, including
but not limited to gendered ideologies and the “particularities of women’s experi-
ence in one minority culture” (Aaron and Rees xv), that of Wales. As the infamous
1888 Encyclopedia Brittanica entry “for Wales: see England” brutally demonstrates,
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Welsh cultural specificity is not something that can be taken for granted. Its articu-
lation is a constant political effort. Hidden/Craith asserts its cultural specificity and
demands a closer look at a nation which is seldom afforded one; the previously hid-
den, forgotten, and neglected ‘hinterland’(s) of Britain, to borrow the title of another
recent Welsh TV crime drama. Women in Wales have, as this chapter will show,
similarly been rendered ‘invisible’, been neglected from dominant narratives of na-
tion for a long time. Moreover, Dawn Mannay asserts, “the lives of Welsh women
have been shaped by Nonconformity, religion, industrialization and a virulent strain
of patriarchy, which have meant that in Wales, more than in other parts of Britain,
women have been denied access to the public sphere” (66).

Transnational Legibility vs. Welsh Cultural Specificity

In a special issue of Television & New Media titled “Broken Bodies/Inquiring Minds:
Women in Contemporary Transnational TV Crime Drama” the editors Lisa Coul-
thard, Tanya Horeck, Barbara Klinger, and Kathleen McHugh establish “a dominant
trend in contemporary transnational crime television: quality dramas featuring se-
rial criminals who break the bodies/psyches of young women or children, thereby
attracting the inquiries of female detectives who have suffered trauma themselves”
(507). Coulthard et al. propose that the “intersection of formal and gendered con-
ventions and their evocation of feminist concerns” in series like Forbrydelsen,
Bron/Broen (The Bridge) (2011-2018) and Top of the Lake (2013-2017) is central to
their “intelligibility . . . across borders” (508). They go on to delineate a number of
shared aesthetic and storytelling elements, which they term “staples of transnational
language” (507), in these and other series such as “an emotionally complex female
detective and an abject female corpse, pervasive and brutal violence against women,
and affectively charged investigative scenarios” (510). Hidden/Craith certainly fits
well into this line-up.

However, despite clarifying their use of the term ‘transnational’ by referring to
Michele Hilmes’ definition as “constituted by both the demands of the nation and
the equally compelling impulse to go beyond, to provide a conduit to speak to other
nations and to let other influences stream into the national space” (Hilmes 2), the
analysis of Coulthard et al. exclusively looks beyond. It is entirely concerned with
the translatability of these series into other national contexts. The following pages
will show that gendered ideologies in Hidden/Craith, apart from rendering the series
legible across national borders in the ways delineated by Coulthard et al., also pos-
sess a distinctly Welsh dimension, speaking to the “demands of the nation” (Hilmes
2).

One of those shared patterns Coulthard et al. credit with the translatability of the
transnational TV crime dramas is the initial discovery of what Klinger terms the
“gateway body” (521) of a young, white, female victim that serves to “galvanize police
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investigations, serve[s] as gothic spectacle . . ., and animate[s] family melodrama”
(515). At the level of reception, Klinger argues, the “gateway body” “is a vehicle of
commercial accessibility and meaning across borders — a coin of the realm” (518).
In Hidden/Craith, it is the body of Mali Pryce, the young woman being chased in the
opening scene, which is discovered. Her flight in nothing but a thin white dress can
certainly be described as a gothic spectacle. The charge of “propagating the worst
kinds of misogyny, as they revel in images of violated female bodies” (Coulthard et
al. 509), which is often levelled at the TV series Coulthard et al. discuss, seems much
less pertinent in the case of Hidden/Craith, where the victims’ bodies are always
almost chastely covered and the audience’s gaze is limited to faces and wrists. Fol-
lowing the initial discovery of Mali Pryce’s “gateway body”, DI Cadi John and her
colleagues start to investigate what turns out to be a number of previously dismissed
and forgotten connected missing person cases spanning over fifteen years. The
young women, hailing from council estates and foster families, were abducted, im-
prisoned in the cellar of a remote cottage, raped, and murdered by the quiet, unas-
suming Dylan Harris, with the help of his formidable mother.

What is it then about Hidden /Craith that is not quite represented in this approach
of breaking down crime dramas to elements constituting their, to stick with
Klinger’s monetary language, cross-cultural ‘currency’? How might one go on to ex-
amine the other side of the transnational coin, what Hilmes calls “the demands of
the nation” (2)?

Welsh TV Crime Drama

Coulthard et al. pose the question: “how does crime TV designed for export become
sufficiently deterritorialized in viewers’ imaginations?” (509). Still, characterising
Hidden/Craith as “designed for export” would be misleading — a half-truth. Hid-
den/Craith was shot twice, back-to-back, once entirely in Welsh and once in a bilin-
gual version where those parts of dialogue that transpire in Welsh are subtitled for
the non-Welsh speaking viewer. The Welsh language version was first broadcast in
2018 on the Welsh language channel S4C under the Welsh title Craith, which trans-
lates to ‘scar’ and the bilingual version on BBC One Wales and BBC 4 as Hidden.
The series’ third and final season aired just last year in 2022. Since it is the bilingual
version this chapter is concerned with, the series will from now on be referred to as
Hidden.

This two-pronged process of production and subsequent distribution is something
Hidden shares with Hinterland/Y Gwyll (2013-2016), both created and produced by
Mark Andrews and Ed Talfan. Hinterland/Y Gwyll was the first of these Welsh crime
dramas to travel across national borders to great success, prompting headlines in
the press as quoted above. The very fact that two distinct versions were produced
speaks to a real need for the series at home in Wales as well as abroad. This need
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being one of the Welsh-speaking minority in Wales to see themselves, or rather hear
themselves, represented on national television. The cultural ‘currency’ of a Welsh
television programme (partly) in Welsh is not on par with that of, for instance, a
Danish one in Danish such as the aforementioned Forbrydelsen (The Killing), whose
opening sequence Hidden’s first scene resembles so closely. They both may be mar-
keted as ‘exotically foreign’ or “cosmopolitan-European” (126) outside of their na-
tional contexts, as Elke Weissman demonstrates in the case of Hinterland (119-37)
which was broadcast on BBC Four alongside “international crime programming,
including the Swedish Wallander (TV4, 2005-2013), The Killing (DR1, 2007-2012),
Bron/Broen (SVT1, DR1, 2011-18), Inspector Montalbano (RAI, 1999-) and En-
grenages (Canal+, 2005-)” (126) but that does not take into account how the spoken
Welsh in the bilingual version serves as a clear, audible marker of difference inside
Wales as well as outside. The Welsh dialogue puts non-Welsh-speaking audiences,
regardless of nationality, in the position of the outsider and bears a potentially de-
familiarising effect.

Currently, less than a third of the Welsh population are able to speak Welsh (Welsh
Language Data). To take Hinterland/Y Gwyll as an example, since it pioneered this
bilingual production process which has subsequently been taken up by other Welsh
TV crime dramas such as Hidden/Craith, Keeping Faith/Un Bore Mercher (2017-
2020), and Y Golau/The Light in the Hall (2022-), this foregrounding of the Welsh
language can be seen as a conscious effort of nation-building. Ed Thomas, a pro-
ducer of the series, explained his reasoning behind choosing Aberystwyth and sur-
roundings as a setting as being down to the landscape and that “Welsh is spoken
enough there” (Thomas qtd. in Weissmann 125) to justify an all-Welsh series as
‘authentic’. The National Welsh Language Use Survey of 2013-14, when the first
season of Hinterland/Y Gwyll aired, includes a census from 2011, which shows that
in the mid-Ceredigion region, where Aberystwyth is situated, between 50% and 70%
of the population (aged three and older) were able to speak Welsh. The survey also
included questions about how comfortable people were speaking Welsh or English
respectively and how regularly Welsh speakers were speaking Welsh at work. Only
one third of the Welsh speakers replied that they always communicate in Welsh at
work, one third sometimes used Welsh in the workplace and the last third never did
(National Survey 9). So, in depicting the world of Hinterland as one where the police
officers always communicate in Welsh, unless speaking to their only non-Welsh-
speaking team member, and that of Y Gwyll as one where everyone speaks Welsh in
every social context, the series “centrally takes part in the construction of Wales as a
nation in which Welsh is a national and regional language” (Weissmann 125).

There is no clear correlation between language use and gender of the characters in
Hidden. Both male and female characters code-switch between Welsh and English.
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What does emerge as a pattern is that Welsh is predominantly spoken at home, Eng-
lish in the workplace. This bears further significance, given that one of the defining
characteristics of the trope of the ‘Welsh Mam’, which will be dealt with in greater
detail in the following subchapter on ‘Welshness and Femininity’, is the confine-
ment to the domestic sphere. Cadi and her family, who speak English at home, are
the exception to this rule. Possibly, this is a choice made by the production team in
order not to alienate the non-Welsh speaking viewer from Cadi, the nexus-figure of
the narrative.

Both Hinterland/Y Gwyll and Hidden are characterised by a strong sense of place,
showcasing the beautiful, rugged landscape of Aberystwyth and surrounding Cered-
igion and the North-Walian region of Snowdonia respectively. Numerous scenes
show a small car making its way through the vast landscape, and geographical prox-
imity or isolation as well as ownership over land often prove integral to solving cases.
Furthermore, characters ponder questions such as ‘when something evil happens
somewhere, does it leave a mark on the place?’. The home of Dylan Harris, for in-
stance, serves as a teenage hangout in the second season of Hidden for that very
reason. Cast and crew of both series have stated in several interviews that the land-
scape is a character in its own right. The beauty of the landscape is contrasted with
the poverty, lack of prospects, and crime dominating the lives of its inhabitants. As
Dylan Harris, the main perpetrator of Hidden’s first season, states sourly to an afflu-
ent Welshman who moved to North Wales from an urban background, “A view
doesn’t pay the bills” (season 1, episode 7, 06:48).

Hidden significantly differs from its predecessor Hinterland/Y Gwyll structurally in
its seriality, since it does not follow a case per episode format but rather one where
one central case spans the entire eight-episode season arc. This format is another
one of the familiar patterns assuring transnational legibility as delineated by Barbara
Klinger, one of the editors of Broken Bodies/Inquiring Minds: Women in Contemporary
Transnational TV Crime Drama in her contribution to the volume (Klinger 517). As
producers and cast have repeatedly stated, Hidden is not a whodunit but a whydunit.
Accordingly, the identity of Dylan Harris is revealed to the viewer from the start. In
fact, in that opening scene so closely resembling that of Forbrydelsen, quite unlike
the Danish point of reference, Hidden shows us the killer, or at least his eyes in the
rear-view mirror, before we even see the victim. Another marked difference to Hin-
terland/Y Gwyll directly relates to questions of gender.

Masculinity and Femininity in Hidden

Whereas the world of Hinterland/Y Gwyll is dominated by a corrupt old-boys-net-
work, Hidden puts female characters front and centre and presents viewers with a
world populated by a surprising number of women in positions of power. In the
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police department alone, DI Cadi John leads the investigation, reports to Superin-
tendent Susan Lynn and counts on the expertise of a female medical examiner as
well. The medical examiner does not appear on screen until season two, when she
eventually becomes Cadi’s love interest, but she is discussed in the very first episode
between Cadi and her father. The father, himself the former chief of the police de-
partment, enquires about the ongoing investigation and whether the medical exam-
iner is any good. The name of the medical examiner is unfamiliar to him, yet he
nevertheless assumes them to be a man. Cadi quite pointedly replies “yes, she is”
(season 1, episode 1, 40:04, emphasis added), drawing her father’s and the viewers’
attention to insidious ways in which gendered ideologies are naturalised and inter-
nalised. Given the great influence of Hinterland/Y Gwyll on subsequent Welsh TV
crime dramas in general and the fact that Hidden in particular is produced by the
same team, Cadi’s father as the former chief of police can be read as a conscious
reworking of the old-boys-network of Hinterland/Y Gwyll. An all-important gut-feel-
ing of a female PC, who questioned Dylan Harris on routine house to house calls in
the area, is initially dismissed by her male partner with the words “we’re at the arse-
end of nowhere, everybody is slightly off around here” (season 1, episode 4, 44:22),
but ultimately leads to the investigative team connecting the dots and identifying
Dylan Harris as the perpetrator. Beyond the investigative team, women are well rep-
resented in positions of power and previously male-dominated professions as well.
For instance, Dylan Harris’ boss at the slate quarry is a woman who reprimands him
on several occasions and eventually fires him. The girlfriend of DS Owen Vaughan,
DI Cadi John’s partner, is an assertive, heavily pregnant lawyer. A circumstance,
which leads a real estate agent, who briefly comes under suspicion, to hurl at
Vaughan “You got a bitch at home telling you what to do and a bitch at work bossing
you about. You oughta grow some balls, man!” (season 1, episode 3, 24:25). The
shouty real-estate agent came under suspicion in the investigation because he ag-
gressively stalked his ex-girlfriend who was then targeted by Dylan Harris. His out-
burst quoted above shows any ‘policing’ of socially acceptable boundaries of femi-
ninity to be inextricably linked to the ‘policing’ of borders of masculinity which is
co-constitutively defined.

Putting women front and centre leaves men on the margins of Hidden’s world and
the characters respond very differently to their individual feelings of powerlessness
or being side-lined. Cadi’s ill father is preparing for death, for passing on the torch
to his three daughters, Cadi in particular, given their shared profession. This sense
of being replaced is aggravated by the fact that Cadi is re-opening one of his old
cases, where it turns out he got it wrong and arrested an innocent man for Dylan
Harris’ crime. The aggressive real-estate agent-cum-stalker violently lashes out
against assertive women and against anyone preventing him from getting his way.
DS Owen Vaughan deals with, or rather avoids dealing with, the feeling of important
life decisions being made for rather than by him, “new house, new baby” (season 1,
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episode 7, 36:29), by means of a flirtation at work. He, however, shows himself ca-
pable of reflecting on his irrational behaviour, reining it in before it goes any further.
When Cadi calls him out on it, he self-ironically responds with the words “I don’t
know, I guess I'm feeling a bit ... hormonal” (season 1, episode 1, 25:27). The ex-
change between Cadi and Owen quoted above once again demonstrates how Hidden
draws attention to the subtle and not so subtle ways in which behaviour is judged in
a gendered way. And lastly, there is Dylan Harris, the character with the most ex-
treme reaction to his individual feeling of powerlessness and, arguably, emascula-
tion. Dylan Harris’ characterisation blurs the boundary between victim and trans-
gressor, a common characteristic of literary Welsh crime fiction, as delineated by
Catherine Phelps (187). The examples Phelps bases that distinction on are, however,
all of women who were subject to violence exercising some form of ‘retributive jus-
tice’ on their abusers, not a male victim of abuse attacking random women. Dylan
Harris’ childhood and ongoing trauma of living with his physically and mentally
abusive mother led him to move quietly around the margins of his own home, trying
not to cause offence. He is compensating for his lack of control in his relationship
to his mother and over his own destiny, moving from one precarious employment
to another, by imprisoning, raping, and murdering young women.

Where then, does Hidden’s representation of North Wales, populated by a striking
number of women in previously male-dominated professions and positions of au-
thority and yet equally striking violence against women, fit into feminist discourse?
This may not be a feature unique to Hidden. Coulthard et al., too, speak of “the par-
adoxical gender-based violence and female empowerment at their [i.e. the crime dra-
mas’] core as crucial to their transnational legibility” (507), but I would nevertheless
like to point to a particularly Welsh contextualisation. In 2003, the National Assem-
bly for Wales, now Senedd Cymru/Welsh Parliament, set a world record by achiev-
ing perfect gender parity with its seats being evenly distributed among male and
female representatives (Mannay 66). In 2006, the scales even briefly tipped towards
a female majority of 52% (Aaron 24), a trend which has since been in decline. Cur-
rently 43% of the seats are filled by women (Thomas et al.). However, much has
been made of women'’s greater political representation in post-devolution Wales. An
overemphasis that, as Paul Chaney argues, has created the false impression that de-
volution has fundamentally transformed gender relations in Wales when this is, in
fact, far from the case (220-38). It is my contention that, quite apart from the argu-
ment to be made about the importance of role models in feminist discourse, Hidden
purposefully presents its audience with this world where women are well repre-
sented, analogously to their political representation in the Senedd Cymru/Welsh
Parliament, in order to explore persistent gendered biases, systemic inequalities,
and (un)conscious ‘policing’ of the borders of ‘appropriately’ gendered behaviour
instead of being blinded by apparent parity.
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On the subject of borders, Wales has still only relatively recently become a nation
with a border in the sense that those living west of that demarcation are under the
governance of the Welsh government and have a distinct civic identity. In all discus-
sion of Welsh crime narratives following transnational patterns, it is worth remem-
bering that from a Welsh perspective, a nation-state remains something aspira-
tional, a hope to gain further decision-making powers in the ongoing process of de-
volution, not something to be overcome. As Kirsti Bohata has argued in her keynote
titled “Wealish: Transcultural Experiments in Plurilingual Writing”, which she gave
at the conference of the European Association for Commonwealth Literature and
Language Studies in 2021, “post-nationalism is the privilege of those who have a
well-established nation state to reject”. And there is a “danger of erasure in some
transnational theory”. For a nation that has never existed as an independent nation-
state, imaginative narratives of nation carry particular weight. As the renowned
Marxist historian Gwyn A. Williams so famously and polemically put it, “Wales . . .
is a process . . . . Wales is an artefact which the Welsh produce; the Welsh make and
remake Wales day by day and year after year. If they want to” (23). Gender ideologies
are undoubtedly a part of constructing and maintaining a sense of Wales and Welsh-
ness.

Welshness and Femininity

Historically, dominant narratives of Wales and Welshness have been gendered in a
decidedly male way. The national anthem’s title “Hen Wlad Fyn Nhadau” ([Old]
Land of My Fathers) is taking on emblematic significance in this context. In her
influential 1987 essay on “Images of Welsh Women”, Deirdre Beddoe went so far
as to characterise Welsh women as “invisible” in narratives of nation or national
character that centred around coal mining, rugby, and male voice choirs (227). Re-
cent publications revisiting the subject keep referring to Welsh women as doubly
under-represented within the dominant English and male-oriented culture (Man-
nay, “Introduction” 2-3). The roles that were available to women in these dominant
narratives of nation are that of the woman in traditional Welsh costume and that of
the ‘Welsh Mam’. The first is heavily influenced by, and arguably constructed to
oppose, the characterisation of Welsh women from an outsider’s, a coloniser’s gaze
in the infamous Reports of the Commission of Inquiry into the State of Education in
Wales (1847). Those nineteenth-century reports, commonly referred to as the Blue
Books, not only revealed hostile prejudices against the Welsh language as degener-
ate and a hindrance to societal progress, but also painted a picture of Welsh women
as inferior, immoral, licentious, lawless, and dirty. It is this image which the in-
vented tradition of the Welsh national costume can be seen to be combatting with
its emphasis on pious, chaste respectability, showing “pressures that circumscribed
Welsh women'’s lives were not engendered solely from Welsh culture itself, but from
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tensions between Wales and England” (Mannay, “Introduction” 5). The pervasive
cultural trope of the matriarchal ‘Welsh Mam’, a nostalgic idealisation of the mother,
is represented in How Green Was My Valley, the famous novel and its subsequent
screen adaptations which were instrumental in reinforcing said stereotype (James
69), as hardworking, pious, and clean, a mother to her sons and responsible for the
home. The notion of cleanliness is central to that of the ‘Welsh Mam’, indeed, the
proverb ‘cleanliness is next to godliness’ is often quoted in this context (James 78;
Amgueddfa Cymru). Likewise intrinsically linked to the stereotype is the “location .
.. in the home” (James 78). It is the cultural trope of the “‘Welsh Mam’ which Hidden
is negotiating and which this chapter examines at the level of characterisation.

True to Hidden’s oft-proclaimed format of the whydunit, the series does not end with
the identification and apprehension of the Harrises. The penultimate episode ends
with Iona Harris being led off her property in handcuffs and Dylan Harris on the
run. The last episode is entirely concerned with the why. Again, indicative of the
female-driven narrative of the series, it is not Dylan Harris who is confronted with
their crimes and the faces of their victims, but it is lona Harris sitting opposite Cadi
John in the interrogation room, photographs of the young women violated between
them. It is from this interrogation sequence this chapter gets its title and I will now
go on to consider questions of policing femininity first in the figure of the investi-
gator, then that of the perpetrator.

Policing Femininity — The Investigator

DI Cadi John only recently returned to her childhood home in North Wales from
serving in the army to be with her ailing father. The main investigator coming to a
rural part of Wales, mostly from an urban background, at the start of the narrative
is a very common pattern in Welsh crime narratives on screen as well as on page
which lends itself as a device to dispel common prejudices by charting a learning
curve on the part of the investigator.

She also fits well into the line of “strong female leads” as Coulthard et al. put it in
their analysis of contemporary transnational TV crime dramas, in reference to a
sorting category on the streaming platform Netflix (509). Cadi calls people out on
their casual misogyny, victim blaming, and trivialisation or naturalisation of preda-
tive behaviour such as when the scrapyard owner whom DS Vaughan and she ques-
tion about the murder of one of the young women replies, “She was a pretty girl. If
you bring a girl like that to a place like this, boys will be boys” (season 1, episode 7,
10:48). Cadi also shows herself perfectly capable of throwing the aggressive real-es-
tate agent up against a wall when he takes a swing at her. One difference in the
portrayal of Cadi John to most other ‘strong female leads’ that have come to populate
crime dramas is at the level of production. In an interview, Sian Reese-Williams, the
actress playing Cadi, revealed that a conscious decision was made to limit the time

34



Policing Femininity

she spent in the make-up trailer to twenty minutes in order to show a woman who
looks “actually rough around the edges” (Reese-Williams, original emphasis), like
she slept at the office. In contrast, when a female character does so in most other
TV series, the actress portraying them nevertheless appears without a hair out of
place, thereby implicitly ‘policing’ acceptable femininity along the lines of physical
appearance and beauty.

A more subtle ‘policing’ of femininity takes place among Cadi and her two sisters,
who accuse her of not showing enough interest in caring for their father. Since there
is no brother in the family, it remains unclear, however, how much of that expecta-
tion to act as a caregiver is tied to notions of acceptable femininity. In Elin, one of
Cadi’s sisters, we can clearly see what Mannay diagnosed in her study of the division
of household labour in south-Walian valleys in 2016, namely that the “legacy of the
myth of the “‘Welsh Mam’ in maintaining acceptable feminine identities” (“Intro-
duction” 7) still looms large and “in contemporary Wales, the domestic sphere re-
mains a site of inequality, where women are negotiating the impossibility of being
both in full-time employment and meeting the ideological tenets of the ‘Welsh
Mam’” (7-8). Elin, who works as a doctor at the local hospital is similarly struggling
and facing divorce and resentment from her teenage daughter. Though the cultural
trope of the “Welsh Mam’ is certainly not limited to working-class women, it is nev-
ertheless most readily associated with them. The historical image of wives of miners
in the valleys, as perpetuated by How Green Was My Valley in particular, is closely
tied to the term. Mannay speaks of “the myth of the “Welsh Mam’ . . . alongside the
bread-winning Mam” as “dual expectations of acceptable working-class femininity”
(“Who Should” 81) specifically and the application of her findings to the portrayal of
Elin, a highly educated and well-to-do doctor, presumably with the means to hire
help, should be qualified correspondingly.

Policing Femininity — The Transgressor

The shadow of the cultural trope of the “‘Welsh Mam’ looms even larger in the char-
acterisation of Iona Harris, who is in many respects a grotesque exaggeration of that
very trope — a ‘monstrous Mam’. Until she is forcibly removed from it during her
arrest, we never see Iona Harris outside of the house or at least off the property,
taking the “location . . . in the home” (James 78) to the extreme. She is most often
found in the kitchen preparing meals for Dylan and Nia, the little girl Dylan had
with one of his victims now buried on the property. She does so unfailingly. Such
as when she wordlessly presents Dylan with a thermos and lunchbox to take to work
after she brutally beat him and made him sleep outside with the dogs the night be-
fore (season 1, episode 2, 06:24-07:00). Iona Harris is berating her son, telling him
she should have drowned him at birth in one breath, noticing a missing button on
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his shirt and telling him to remind her to fix it for him in the next (season 1, episode
2,09:21-09:42).

She too seems to consider cleanliness one of the highest virtues, repeatedly ordering
others to scrub things clean, to wash themselves or to “clean up their filth” (season
1, episode 2, 08:52; episode 4, 29:19; episode 5, 40:48; episode 6, 37:59). Strikingly,
it is the suggestion that the police might find a trace of Llinos Evans, Nia’s mother,
in the house that gets lona Harris talking in the interrogation room, where she pre-
viously sat silent, refusing to co-operate. She breaks her silence to assert that they
will most certainly not find any such trace, as if insulted by the suggestion of a less
than spotless home (season 1, episode 8, 20:03-20:25).

This grotesque exaggeration of the trope of the ‘Welsh Mam’, the continuing perva-
siveness of which has been demonstrated by Mannay, reveals it to be a cultural con-
struct and questions both its essentialist claim and its place in contemporary Wales.
Iona Harris’ commitment to cleanliness extends to ‘cleaning up’ after her son’s rape
in the most horrific way, namely performing a forced late-term abortion on Mali
Pryce, which leads Cadi to pose the question: “What kind of a woman are you?”
(season 1, episode 8, 17:52). Cadi frames Iona Harris’ crime not simply as a crime
against humanity but as a crime against her femininity specifically. ‘How could she
—as a woman — do this to another woman?’ ‘How could she violate another woman’s
body in such a way?’ Cadi, the character the audience is most clearly invited to iden-
tify with, thereby ‘polices’ acceptable femininity along the border of forming a united
front against violence against women. The question “What kind of woman are you”
almost denies Tona Harris womanhood altogether. Cadi implies Iona Harris is ‘less
of a woman’ for her crimes.

Conclusion

Hidden is not a crime narrative that provides easy or satisfying answers; the crimes
may be solved, one young woman recovered alive from the Harrises’ clutches, Iona
Harris incarcerated, and Dylan Harris dead by his own hands, but there is little
sense of resolution. What Hidden does instead is raise uncomfortable questions, in-
cluding such questions as what it is that makes people do unspeakable things to one
another, about how notions of place are operational upon people, and about inter-
sections of gendered ideologies and narratives of nation. The feminist discourse the
series is engaging in both makes it legible beyond its national borders, in the ways
delineated by Coulthard et al., and speaks to specifically Welsh contexts and con-
cerns. These concerns include the cultural trope of the “‘Welsh Mam’ and its place
in contemporary, ‘post-devolution’” Wales, the limited meaningfulness of gender
parity in political representation in questions of gendered ideologies of the everyday
and persisting systemic inequalities, and the role of the Welsh language itself. Reit-
erating the impression of a self-conscious employment of ‘transnational’ tropes in
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Hidden to make Welsh concerns visible, and audible, beyond its national borders,
the growing list of Welsh-set and -produced series in recent years ranging from Hin-
terland/Y Gwyll and Hidden/Craith to Keeping Faith/Un Bore Mercher (2017-2020),
Bang (2017-), Requiem (2018), The Pembrokeshire Murders (2021), The Pact (2021-)
and The Light in the Hall/Y Golau (2022-) certainly suggests it is working. At the start
of the year 2023, news even broke of Netflix streaming its first Welsh-language-only
drama, Dal Y Mellt (20-22-). In the world of TV crime dramas at least it seems, Wales
is all around.
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Abstract

Walter Mosley’s Devil in a Blue Dress (1990) revises the traditional hard-boiled genre
according to a societal system based on racial inequity in the United States. African
American hard-boiled authors present African American communities amid a con-
tinuous sociocultural and political divide underscored by systemic racism perpetu-
ated by institutional powers. Resulting in Du Boisian double consciousness and in-
ternalization, the narrative comments on these internal and external behavioral fac-
tors as it follows Daphne Monet, a passing femme fatale. This chapter casts Daphne
in the role of a woman trickster, a rare sight in patriarchal mythologies, and com-
ments on the African American hard-boiled decision of writing back to African folk-
lore and African American ancestral heritage dating back to times of enslavement
of African peoples in the Americas. The essay implements Umberto Eco’s theory of
interpretation to emphasize various roles of and the relationship between the sender
and receiver of a literary text and discusses the woman trickster’s adapted qualities
to fit the twentieth-century hard-boiled narrative.

Keywords
Interpretation, hard-boiled fiction, Walter Mosley, Devil in a Blue Dress, trickster,
feminist literary discourse

The African/American Sociocultural Divide

In her introduction to Shades of Black: Crime and Mystery Stories by African-American
Writers, Eleanor Taylor Bland notes that the development of extended family is “the
most significant contribution” African American writers have made to mystery fic-
tion. Bland likewise compliments Black writers adding “a new depth and dimension
to members of the opposite sex. Women write about caring and compassionate men
who are also strong and self-sufficient. Men write about women who are independ-
ent and intelligent and also affectionate, giving, and accurately strong” (1-2). Classi-
cal detective fiction has primarily aimed at entertainment with its whodunit stories
and puzzle-typical plot where the committed crime is the central plot point to be
solved by the main character, the detective, and the end marks the final resolution
of the mystery. In African American crime fiction, ethnicity and race relations in the
United States seep through the stories to uncover the impact of systemic racism and
associated omnipresent race and class conflicts that the figure of the detective can
never resolve or diminish. The portrayal of living conditions in American capitalist
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society includes the close-knit relationship between crime and socioeconomic ineq-
uity which results in conflicts leading to criminal behavior.

For mystery writers, and specifically for hard-boiled fiction writers, including Ches-
ter B. Himes and Walter Mosley, the social — or, what Stephen Soitos calls vernacular
— criticism does not translate into abandoning traditional detective formulas of
American crime fiction, be it the fast-paced nature of the novels, the dangerous and
violent environment of the underground organized crime or the lonesome figure of
the protagonist. Rather, Black American crime fiction incorporates these relations
and aids the progression of African American culture “not only in reinterpretations
of its past but in preparation for its future” (Soitos xiii). As Soitos argues, vernacular
criticism develops “critical vocabulary based not on Euro-Americentric models but
on African American and Afrocentric worldview” (xii). Vernacular theory further
writes back to the notion that African Americans have had “no real culture of their
own” and demonstrates “ways in which average rural and urban African American
people transformed the dominant folk and cultural formulas, indicating their own
cultural survival and triumph over oppression” (xii).

In hard-boiled fiction, the tension between an individual and society translates into
the notion that everyone is guilty. The qualities of an individual hero commonly
exhibited by the protagonist cease and are replaced by complexities of internalization
resulting in amoral behavior of even sympathetic characters. African American
crime fiction presents individuals who create a fraction in the system by crossing
established conventions of institutional powers, and whose relationship with the po-
lice is antagonistic due to the rigidity of the establishment. Revealing society as dom-
inated by whiteness, Black American detective novels shift from plot to character. In
order to criticize race-related discrimination, the genre builds upon its characters’
awareness of their Blackness and applies popular cultural forms to African Ameri-
can experience (Gray 489). In sociopolitical terms of the United States, the Black
characters’ dubious and oftentimes unsettling behavior has sparked conversations
among the Black American intellectual movement about whether violent portrayals
and crime-ridden lifestyles of especially Black men do not only perpetuate the stere-
otypical American vision based on racial discrimination. However, the versatility of
presenting various character types supports Soitos’ thought of abandoning Euro-
Americentric ways of thinking while keeping in mind the role institutionalized
forces play in the characters’ forming and upholding criminal conditions in the ur-
ban and rural parts of the US. Moreover, this notion also draws upon Henry Louis
Gates Jr.’s elaboration on Black rhetorical systems and literary traditions:

I have liberally borrowed related examples from Western critical arguments . . . to argue,
implicitly, that the central questions asked in Western critical discourse have been asked,
and answered, in other textual traditions as well. The Eurocentric bias presupposed in the
ways terms such as canon, literary theory, or comparative literature have been utilized is a
culturally hegemonic bias . . . that the study of literature could best do without. Europeans
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and Americans neither invented literature and its theory nor have a monopoly on its devel-
opment. (xiv)
One instance of what Soitos calls “textual exploration connected to sociohistorical
and socioreligious value systems” (Soitos xii) ties to the vernacular rhetorical tradi-
tion of Signifyin(g) which Gates connects to individual moments of self-reflexive-
ness (Gates xxi) and which can be traced to the African/American cultural divide.

One archetypal figure originating in African folklore and navigating the African
American lore and literature from the times of slavery is the trickster who appears
either as one of the mythical gods who, originating from oral tribal cultures, rebelled
against his family and was banished to live on earth, or more often as an animal. As
a shapeshifter and boundary-crosser, the trickster passes between worlds of contra-
dictions, blurring the lines between life and death, godly and ungodly, moral and
amoral, and serves as a messenger between the human and the divine world. How-
ever, when the path between heaven and earth gets blocked, tricksters change their
messenger role and become thieves, stealing from the gods what humans need on
earth to survive (Hyde). Whether stealing fire as Prometheus, plums as Coyote, or
cattle as Hermes, the first theft of a trickster bears meaning only once the stolen
item appears in an altered context, highlighting its previous worth and defining what
it is by realizing what it is not. In trickster tales, thieving epitomizes the birth of
meaning (Hyde 64). As Robert D. Pelton writes, misunderstanding a trickster largely
depends on the trickster’s embodiment of vivid and subtle language “through which
he links animality and ritual transformation, shapes culture by means of sex and
laughter, ties cosmic process to personal history” (Pelton).

Among the tricksters originating from West African folktales, we can identify An-
ansi of the Ashanti from Ghana representing the trickster’s foolery; Esu Elegbara of
the Fon from Togo and Benin concerned mainly with sexuality and language; Eshu
of the Yoruba from Benin, Nigeria, and Togo responsible mainly for the disturbance
of social peace; or Ogo-Yurugu of the Dogon from Mali experienced in rebellion and
banishment. Each of these tricksters’ characteristics overlap and react to each ethnic
group’s religious practices; in African tribal religions there is a common belief that
in nature and the universe alike, there is a celestial power available to use to those
who have the ability to master it in regard to people, divinities, ghosts, or ancestral
spirits (Lawson). In reaction to European missionaries as early as 1805, new ways of
thinking and living combined with old customs of the ethnic groups to create
adapted traditions; a parallel later exhibited during slavery when enslaved Africans
transported through the transatlantic slave trade from the coastal West African ter-
ritories combined African cultures together with customs of white settlers on the
American continent.
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Hence, the African/American cultural divide resulted in many practices and behav-
ioral patterns inherited by descendants of enslaved African peoples in America, in-
cluding double consciousness, or, what W.E.B. Du Bois in The Souls of Black Folk
described as an act of looking at oneself through the eyes of others. As a psycholog-
ical concept, Du Bois specified double consciousness as possessing a national,
American identity while being Black. The concept of a minority ethnic group inter-
nalizing xenophobic, exclusionist values draws upon assessing one’s intellectual
abilities and physical attributes by a majority’s standards. In American terms, the
trickster figure was the enslaved person outwitting their master, being thus titled a
“trickster hero” by folklorist Roger D. Abrahams and challenging the prevailing
trickster paradigm of West African customs. It was another instance of blending
cultures and transporting African epic performance lore into American association
with tricksters and European ties to epic heroes (Rutledge 2). Rutledge ties the social
hierarchical origins to Antiquity and states that “this Great Chain of Being . . . was
believed to range from God and the angels down to humans, in descending order
from whiteness to blackness, then to animals, and finally to the demonic beings
anchored by Satan” (3). The intersections of European focus on the epic and Amer-
ican racial divide posed a new environment for the slave-era trickster to navigate the
new role as a messenger, shapeshifter, master of disguise, and thief.

What Gates described as a “Blackness of the tongue” has served as Black people’s
coding since the times of slavery to engage in “private yet communal cultural rituals”
(xix). These verbal tactics which derive from African trickster mythologies and which
slaves transferred from African traditions have developed into an African American
literary tradition where two prominent trickster figures, called Esu Elegbara and the
Signifying Monkey, appear. The slaves shared many characteristics with Esu, the
divine Yoruba trickster, and the Signifying Monkey, Esu’s successor, and took ad-
vantage of their masters’ unfamiliarity with their oral customs, manipulating them
through deceit, theft, shapeshifting, and double-voiced narrative. While Esu pos-
sesses two mouths and functions as a symbol of a double-voiced tradition and inter-
pretation, the Monkey “serves as the trope in which several other black rhetorical
tropes [are encoded]” (xxi). Pre-world myths about Esu transported to the New World
connect him to the Signifying Monkey’s exaggerated Black vernacular. While retain-
ing Esu’s traditional features from African folklore, the slaves turned to the Signify-
ing Monkey as their liberator controlling and dwelling at the crossroads where they
found themselves (Gates 31).

Gates compares practicing the method of Signifyin(g) to finding oneself in a hall of
mirrors:
the sign itself appears to be doubled . . . and (re)doubled upon ever closer examination. It is
not the sign itself, however, which has multiplied. If orientation prevails over madness, we

soon realize that only the signifier has been doubled and (re)doubled, a signifier in this
instance that is silent . . . a “sound-image” [without] the sound. (44)
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The unsteadiness that arises from one signifier disappears when these signifiers
multiply; the duality generated by two and more signifiers is a natural occurrence.
In Standard American English (SAE), the word “signification” bears a homonymous
meaning to the word in African American Vernacular English (AAVE), reflecting
two outwardly identical concepts. However, the collision between two paralleling
universes, American and African American, determined by meaning of words or
definitions, becomes notable when only one person confronts the linguistic ele-
ments of SAE and AAVE that may be both familiar and alien to them. Identities of
the signifiers and the feeling of otherness connect to the sign they decide to assess
in their signifying practices. Deciding to criticize the generally accepted meaning of
a sign that the mainstream culture bestowed upon it through SAE, the signifiers
underline how Blackness and AAVE represent the other in the central political cli-
mate (45).

Interpretations of Gendered Trickster Tradition

The canonical trickster figure operates in patriarchal mythologies, and it thus fol-
lows the establishment of male actors as dominant, whether their presence is cen-
tered or marginal. While Lewis Hyde notes that in certain situations, women char-
acters with a considerable share of power in tribal cultures do resemble tricksters,
such as the female Coyote, the origins in Native American lore are attributed to mat-
rilineal and matrilocal cultures. Further, the male-centric portrayal of the trickster
derives from the trickster lore not focusing on procreation, and the character traits
are thus attributed to the sex which does not give birth (Hyde). Because lust is not
the driving force of the female Coyote, the equivalent mythological positioning of
women characters in the role of mothers incites the notion that the sexual nature of
the trickster contrasts the traditional women'’s roles which then oppose tricksters’
“on-the-road and opportunistic sexuality,” consequences of which are “clearly more
serious for women than for men” (Hyde). In her 2018 study on Afghano-Persian
women tricksters, Margaret A. Mills asks the question of why certain folktale char-
acters who deceive are or are not labeled as tricksters, and notes that due to the com-
parative trickster theory having not implemented sufficient tools to think about
women tricksters, “the existing theoretical literature on tricksters and tricksterism
up to the late 1990s continued to be virtually devoid of considerations of women’s
tricks or women tricksters” (34). Hyde admits that there is no lack of women em-
ploying tricks, but only a few of these can pride themselves on the “elaborated career
of deceit that tricksters have” (8).

The division between women in myth who are skilled in the art of deception and
women tricksters employing traits attributed to mainly male actors potentially rests
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on the structure of established storytelling and consequent limits of semantic inter-
pretation. On the one hand, Maria Tatar explains the absence of women tricksters
as follows:

[It] is also possible that the female trickster has carried out her own stealth operation, func-
tioning in furtive ways and covering her tracks to ensure that her powers remain undetected.
Perhaps she has survived and endured simply by becoming invisible and flying beneath the
radar that we use to understand our cultural stories. And now, in cultures that grant women
the kind of mobility and subversive agency unknown in earlier ages, she can join up with
the more visible postmodern female counterparts that appear in cultural production today.
(40)
This correlates with the growth of ethnic literatures and blurring the boundaries in
American canonical literary tradition. Just as Bland commended African American
crime fiction authors for giving the opposite sex an unexplored authority in their
texts as senders, semantic theories centered on the reader — or, receiver — assume
that meaning of each signifier depends on the interpretative choice of the receiver
(Eco 53). While Tatar’s reasoning of women adopting the role of the trickster results
from women being granted an agenda in modern American storytelling to establish
societal non-conforming characteristics of the mythical figure, I argue that another
possible hypothesis for the development of the woman trickster is based on Um-
berto Eco’s interpretative (im)balance between the author-sender and reader-re-
ceiver dichotomy.

While especially works of fiction are open to numerous interpretations and signs
are identified by their capacity to induce a thought in the receiver’s consciousness,
Eco adds that it is important to study interpretation according to both the receiver’s
point of reference and the sender’s semiotic signifiers (56). The critical debate on
interpretation focused largely on deciphering the sender’s intent and the textual
meaning regardless of the sender’s aim. The Renaissance intellectual movement
mapped the hermeneutical textual possibility of limitless or unspecified interpreta-
tions; with the Renaissance model in mind, this hermeneutic-symbolical reading
can either invoke a limitless number of signifiers as formulated by the sender, or
infinite interpretive meanings that the sender has ignored (Eco 60). For that reason,
trickster discourse in a more contemporary setting of the twentieth-century United
States adapts the trickster figure working cross-culturally to showcase varying types
of both cultural and individual survival. While some of the most successful women
writers, including Toni Morrison or Louise Erdrich, introduced a range of women
tricksters, thus structuring their stories accordingly as a part of feminist literary crit-
icism, the theory of interpretation indicates that textual signifiers do not necessarily
need to change to recognize women tricksters in a non-traditional trickster setting.

In an African American male-oriented hard-boiled genre, the most notably recog-
nized female character is that of the femme fatale. The femme fatale figure has been
tied to the dark forces of nature as she abandoned traditional romance and passive
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domesticity, and instead chose to apply her sexuality to homicidal plots in the service
of greed. Mark Jancovich mirrors the 1940s and 50s sexual, social, and ideological
unrest in the US and the European economic crisis by commenting on women’s
positioning at the center of means of production during the war. Jancovich further
argues that the femme fatale’s inclusion in literature and film served to vilify women
in the working force as an attempt to restore the pre-war patriarchal system with
women returning to their role as stay-at-home wives and mothers. The femme fa-
tale’s refusal to comply with societal expectations aligned with the imagery of men-
acing women driven by uncontrolled sexual appetites. In works of Raymond Chan-
dler or Dashiell Hammett, the independent femme fatale becomes active and vi-
cious, losing the capacity to love as she abandoned her role as a mother figure, and
likewise becomes sexually promiscuous, driven by lust and sexual aggression, which
consequently generates her tendency to immoral, monstrous, and corrupt behavior.
In hard-boiled fiction, the femme fatale is closely tied to what Jancovich describes
as the “dark forces of nature” which supports Bernard F. Dick’s conclusion that “the
western had long freed the villain from the obligatory black hat. Her emancipation,
however, has more to do with ambiguity than equality. To appear less monolinear
and capable of nonlethal moods, she frequently wears white. If she appears in black,
her innocence is even more dubious” (158).

While this positions clothing of the female villain as one of the cornerstones of the
femme fatale vilification, the correlation between white color signifying virtue and
black evil showcases one instance of African American crime fiction authors’ revi-
sion, counterbalancing this dichotomy of white-male-oriented texts. In her theoreti-
cal approach to intertextuality, Linda Hutcheon writes of a “de-hierarchizing im-
pulse, a desire to challenge the explicitly and implicitly negative cultural evaluation
of things like post-modernism, parody, and now, adaptation, which are seen as sec-
ondary and inferior” (39). In her study, Hutcheon focuses on adaptation studies and
how the original source material and its multiple adapted versions exist not vertically
but laterally (46-8). While Hutcheon’s theory aims primarily at diverse media and
genres, in the context of this article, we may look at the transfer not of stories but of
traditional and/or stereotypical portrayals of women characters specifically between
Black and white authors of hard-boiled fiction. While the inclusion of the femme
fatale character in works of Chester B. Himes, including A Rage in Harlem (1957),
or Walter Mosley, notably The Devil in a Blue Dress (1990), remains largely un-
changed from the typical hard-boiled tradition, the plot reflections on the impact of
systemic racism on socioeconomic and political conditions of Black characters also
effect the somewhat antagonistic portrayal of women characters who could be clas-
sified as femmes fatales. Despite being labeled equally as destructive, deceitful, and
monstrous as her white counterpart, the African American femme fatale further
discloses the legacy of standardized gendered racism Black American women have
been subjected to since the period of colonization.
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Suren Lalvani further adds that when lust, promiscuity and violence are associated
with the Black femme fatale, her masculine and aggressive features tie to the nine-
teenth-century European image of the “exotic woman of color” who “represented
uninhibited sexuality to be enjoyed by Western men” (Lalvani). The Black hard-
boiled continuation with this stereotype not only culminates in detailed testament
of the Black woman symbolizing the image of the other who is “trapped in the dou-
ble bind of a colonial discourse which either objectifies her for a narcissistic gaze or
views her as potentially threatening to the western male psyche” (Lalvani). There-
fore, Dick’s notion of predictability of the white femme fatale wearing black sustains
the ongoing commonality of separating the two colors as antitheses. However, it
elevates the concept in the racialized context of Black hard-boiled fiction where the
characteristics of both the customarily white femme fatale and the tribal male folk
trickster intersect in the depiction of a deceiving, boundary-crossing, sexually active,
shapeshifting, and signifying African American woman trickster.

Walter Mosley’s Devil in a Blue Dress can be viewed as an example of intertextuality
as the novel translates the African American memory exhibited in other genres, in-
cluding spiritual autobiography, captivity narrative or sentimental novel, and simul-
taneously signifies upon mainstream tropes of the hard-boiled genre. What Hutch-
eon calls transcoding, or a change of frame and thus context of a duplicate narrative
form narrated from a different point of view (166), is demonstrated on the central
woman character of the novel named Daphne Monet. Daphne is presented as the
femme fatale; a white woman with a daring and mysterious aura involved in a few
romantic relationships who seduces Easy Rawlins, a Black detective amateur and a
former war veteran hired to find her. Amidst the 1940s urban anxieties of Los An-
geles, Mosley introduces Daphne’s character when Easy examines a black and white
photograph given to him by Mr. Albright, a white associate of Daphne’s fiancé, as
we find out that the case of a missing “pretty young white woman” with “light hair
coming down over her bare shoulders and high cheekbones and eyes that might
have been blue” would be “worth looking [into] if you could get her to smile at you
that way” (Mosley 25). Daphne ultimately reveals herself to Easy, withholds infor-
mation, deceives him, and is depicted as a thieving seductress on whose accord Easy
finds himself among numerous crime endeavors including multiple murders.

At the same time, Daphne is revealed to be passing, and the concealment of her true
identity and race lead to the ultimate solidification of her othering and resulting exile
from the Black Watts community. As Daphne’s relationship with Easy progresses,
Daphne exhibits both animal-like and masculine behavior which leads Easy to ques-
tion Daphne’s true intentions. Interpreting Daphne solely as the femme fatale may
be limiting towards other semiotic readings because, as John W. Roberts argues,
construing western mythic traditions as universal “turns out to be extremely narrow
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and ethnocentric, especially . . . in the American context” (qtd. in Smith 4). Consid-
ering the mythical role of the trickster as a destroyer and creator of the world, the
figure focuses on the transformation of cultures whether the cultural values or pros-
perity are endangered internally or externally. Traditional tricksters bring moments
of fundamental change, and the supernatural and imaginary elements in trickster
stories serve as a presentation of an artificial world to examine if the new world of
artifice can combine with the old one and survive.

Daphne’s role as a trickster is highlighted as her ghostly absence permeates the first
eleven chapters which aids her ambiguity and dwelling at crossroads, able to remain
hidden and calculating. Positioning Daphne at the center of the narrative, just as the
novel’s title itself, demonstrates her role as a trickster who challenges the established
social and political order and its limitations. One of the trickster’s skills is imitation;
as Lewis Hyde notes, while each animal has an inborn knowledge, a way of being in
the world and has its nature, way of hunting and satisfying their hunger, the trick-
ster, on the other hand, does not possess this way, nature, or knowledge common to
communal species such as herds, flocks, or schools (Hyde). Following the trickster’s
path of having no way and thus being able to skillfully copy others and adapt to
changing environments, Daphne conforms to white supremacy to get fairer treat-
ment in American society and even get away with murder. As a passing woman, she
tricks Easy before even meeting him, and her most guarded secret remains hidden
from him till the end of the novel. With other people telling Easy that Daphne is
white, he never doubts her race despite strong evidence laid in front of him, includ-
ing one of Albright’s first depictions of her when he tells Easy that “Daphne has a
predilection for the company of Negroes. She likes jazz and pigs’ feet and dark meat,
if you know what I mean” (26). Easy can only think of how he knows Albright’s
implications but does not like to hear it. His subconscious avoidance of the truth is
confirmed when Daphne calls on his landline, using a fake French accent. While he
contemplates how it does not sound French exactly, he later addresses her as “the
French girl” (95) to the extent that even his friend Odell criticizes him of “[m]essin’
with French white girls, who ain’t French” (104). At that point, Daphne has lost her
accent, however, Easy’s initial reluctance to trust his instincts becomes an even
greater example of Daphne’s mastery of disguise when Easy reveals he served in
France where French girls wore simple blue dresses (96). His familiarity with
French culture is exemplified upon his reminiscence of the time in the army and of
dancing figures portrayed on paintings reminding him of “waltzing men and
women . . . dressed like courtiers of the French court” (121). Consequently, Daphne
possessing no way as the trickster here shows the signature trickster paradox; her
alienation from society as a passing woman, suggested at this point, makes her first
uncomfortable to be found which makes her then comfortable in every place she
chooses to travel to.
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Despite Easy being capable of revealing Daphne’s fabricated identity, his lust for
Daphne overshadows his better judgment and his own forming of a newly acquired
identity as a detective. The femme fatale is introduced by Albright’s statement of her
being “not bad to look at but [being] hell to find” (Mosley 26) which draws upon the
United States’ portrayal of the figure reacting to her sexual nuances in the 1940s and
50s to emphasize the undercurrents of sexual, social, and ideological unrest.
Daphne’s ability to deceive is complemented by her disappearance after she steals a
suitcase full of money from her fiancé, white businessman Todd Carter who Al-
bright works for. While the view of the independent and thus dangerous woman
served as an attempt to overturn the failing patriarchal order in European countries,
in the US, the antagonistic nature of the trope had been affiliated with the domestic
rather than the public sphere and classified the femme fatale as greedy and selfish
by refusing to “subordinate her personal concerns” and not joining the war (Honey
qtd. in Jancovich 13). The femme fatale’s refusal to comply with societal expectations
aligned with the imagery of menacing women filled with greed and uncontrolled
sexual appetites. Through the femme fatale stereotype, society confirmed the
woman'’s dishonest nature and thus the inferiority in her social standing due to im-
moral, monstrous actions.

Misogynoir and the Double-Voiced Discourse
Jeanne Rosier Smith extrapolates Yoruba trickster Esu Elegbara’s tales to the life
journey of “la mestiza,” a woman of mixed racial or ethnic ancestry who is blessed
by Esu on her choice of path:
The new mestiza copes with her tricksterlike position “by developing a tolerance for contra-
diction, a tolerance for ambiguity. She learns to juggle cultures. She has a plural personality,

she operates in a pluralistic mode. . . . Not only does she sustain contradictions, she turns
the ambivalence into something else.” (Anzaldda qtd. in Smith 25)

The connection between the trickster and Daphne as a passing woman of mixed
cultural heritage suggests what bell hooks calls the trickster’s duty, albeit negative,
of “destroying dualism and therefore obliterating systems of domination” (qtd. in
Smith 27). From Albright’s first mention of Daphne, it is clear how normalized sex-
ism and sexual ideologies in American society in the 1940s are, supported by the
hard-boiled femme fatale portrayal, and it positions Daphne, a Black woman passing
for white, as the woman figure who will cross gender, race, and class boundaries as
a characteristic notion for any representation of people from a minority. Daphne is
expected to challenge this two-fold combination of racism and sexism — or, misogy-
noir, a term coined by Moya Bailey in 2010 — directed at Black women. While the
trickster’s role as a destroyer works in some narratives, the hard-boiled setting of
Mosley’s novel reverses even this somewhat positive outlook on the interrogation of
the distribution of institutional power based on one’s ethnicity. Daphne’s pretended
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whiteness shields her throughout the story till the end, even after she admits to Easy
she is passing: “I'm not Daphne. My given name is Ruby Hanks. . . . I'm different
than you because I'm two people. I'm her and me” (Mosley 208). She further con-
fesses that her maternal half-brother Frank killed her father due to sexual abuse
Daphne was subjected to. These events lead to her existence as a wanderer on the
crossroads between the two opposite worlds and thus her own narrative voices. Un-
like a traditional detective story involving crime, a police force, a detective, and a
solution where the story must incite a major interest in finding the solution (Soitos
16), in the hard-boiled setting, a certain ambiguity and nihilism as prerequisites will
always be preserved based on the real implication of an unjust and irredeemable
world that will never change.

Gerald Vizenor argues that because the trickster is a figure created by the tribe and
not by an individual author, the tribal trickster is a communal sign shared between
listeners and readers (Vizenor 187), making the story a communal experience by
linking a variety of viewpoints. Mosley’s intent as the sender is to comment not only
on the explicit racial divide but to further disclose an individual double conscious-
ness within the Black American communities and diverse strategies of many char-
acters. Consequently, the characters cope with this internalization in different ways
but overall there is a general inner conflict of each individual character that stems
from the psychological divide between how a person is perceived by the society they
live in and how they decide to operate with these external projections, whether they
employ or defy them. Easy’s friend Mouse summarizes this issue of internalization
of two-ness that Daphne possesses: “She wanna be white. All them years people be
tellin’ her how she light-skinned and beautiful but all the time she knows that she
can’t have what white people have. So she pretend and then she lose it all. She can
love a white man but all he can love is the white girl he thinks she is” (Mosley 209).

The sender’s interpretative intent is unequivocal; Daphne’s two-ness is the burden
of her passing and her freedom. Before meeting Easy, Daphne was a traveler, and
there has never been a possibility for her exposure. Her freedom has been secured
by benefiting from the illusion of her white privilege, of constant vigilance and ob-
servation. Recognizing underprivileged conditions that she would be met with as
being both Black by the white society and a light-skinned mulatta within the Black
community, passing as white has served Daphne’s boundary-crossing and
shapeshifting identity. While the teachings of Du Bois comprised of evaluating
American ideologies regarding race, class, and nation, and of intertwined social, eco-
nomic, and cultural patterns that have shaped the US system, his acknowledgement
of Black women’s suffering was that of a revolution. Their roles in private and public
spheres presented Black women with unique circumstances due to managing op-
pressive attitudes that race, class, and nation exhibited (Collins 42).

50



Ambiguity of a Woman Trickster

Similarly to Du Bois, hooks’ thought of women tricksters destroying dualism reflects
the trickster’s inclination to challenge the established order. Daphne manages to kill
Matthew Teran, a man formerly running for mayor and a pedophile keeping a ne-
glected Mexican boy as a sex slave. When Easy asks if she killed Teran, she replies:
“I pulled the trigger, he died. But he killed himself really. . . . He had his hands in
that little boy’s drawers and he laughed.” Daphne snorted. I don’t know if it was a
laugh or a sound of disgust. ‘And so I killed him’” (Mosley 207). In the strongly
patriarchal social system, Daphne defies presuppositions about male power and val-
idates the notion that traditional tricksters have been identified as male by default
due to them operating within the rigid value system based on male and female ste-
reotypes alike. As a trickster in the nonmythic genre of crime fiction, Daphne as the
central woman character can be compared to Stieg Larsson’s Lisbeth Salander. Un-
like Daphne, Lisbeth in Larsson’s Millennium trilogy intentionally embarks on a
revenge mission to kill rapists and murderers of women and thus becomes what
Maria Tatar calls “a crusader for social justice” (50). Both characters’ murders di-
rected at sexual abusers do indicate a certain cultural shift, one “that acknowledges
women’s mobility and access to skills traditionally coded as masculine” (52). Just as
Lisbeth, in her confession to Easy about killing Teran, Daphne attains a level of com-
posure, a combination of the cool calculating trickster spirit combined with her sur-
vival instincts as a victim of sexual violence.

As Mills notes, “while the male trickster is categorically mobile, women’s ‘proper’
space . . . was culturally understood to be the stable and secure interior of house-
holds, not the . . . road” (48). Nonetheless, with the reinvention of new identities in
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the woman trickster can and oftentimes
does exit the communal domestic space and suddenly navigates the spaces strictly
limited to men. Daphne’s survival in the high-risk environment through continuous
movement shows her resilience and the role of a survivor and a cheater of death
which in the novel is interchangeably understood and negatively perceived by Easy
as her personifying the devil. While at first Easy overlooks Daphne’s complicity, his
first-person narration subjectively constructs Daphne as the villain as his infatuation
with her ceases. White femme fatales have been habitually categorized into two
roles, as phantoms of male desire and fright, or as symbols of power entailing social
commentary on unlimited female power whose lust is driven by a greater, ambigu-
ous motivation (Grossman 19). It is thus the two-fold interpretative decision reliant
on the receiver’s semiotic judgment that, by considering feminist literary criticism,
positions Daphne’s verbal and physical belligerence to fit the “agent of evil” trope of
other femme fatales and their intent to murder and defraud. Propelled as the typical
femme fatale and corresponding to gendered fantasies, Daphne’s intricate backstory
gets deluged by the central story of Easy’s own development. According to the theory
of interpretation, Daphne’s ambiguous portrayal illustrates the critical interpretative
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debate of how to first classify what the sender as the author aims to reveal and sec-
ond what the text indicates separate from the sender’s intention; the text itself is
therefore fragmented into its textual cohesion and information the receiver retrieves
based on their individual suppositions (Eco 59).

The sender’s revision of the femme fatale in the novel avoids the common divisive
hostility between the femme fatale and other female characters since Daphne inter-
acts almost solely with men. Employing the motif of the fatal woman as a self-gov-
erning and psychologically driven antagonist with an equivocal set of morals even-
tually ends with the continuation of Daphne’s independent nature. Although the
end suggests Daphne escaped to refrain from further confrontations, her exit more
likely proposes the need of agents of the patriarchy to classify her as deviant. When
Daphne first meets Easy, she adjusts her trickery to feminine stereotypes by appear-
ing innocent and smiling “like a child” (Mosley 98). Categorizing herself as “just a
girl” (97) further leads to Easy infantilizing her, which offers Daphne leverage in
Easy’s certainty of her white woman’s purity. As the first example of her shapeshift-
ing abilities, her femme fatale nature is at first concealed. In a matter of seconds,
Daphne is capable of switching to her other identity of the femme fatale when she
and Easy find her former boyfriend Richard dead in his house. It is she who acts
coolly and efficiently — something more expected of Easy as the war veteran — when
she tells him to “go to sleep and treat it like a dream. . . . That's a dead man, Mr.
Rawlins. He’s dead and gone. You just go home and forget what you saw” (101). She
does not need to play a child in front of Easy anymore; despite being shocked that
Richard died, there is no remorse preventing her from giving Easy direct orders.
Daphne’s behavior is unpredictable; she suddenly changes from a childlike-looking
virtuous woman into one of mystery and temperament with salacious manners
when she kisses Easy unprompted and explicitly suggests that under different cir-
cumstances, she would let him “eat this little white girl up” (101); the moment
marks her transformation from a girl into a woman lacking morals and control, re-
sembling a trickster unable to resist the temptation to satisfy her hunger.

Easy identifies Daphne as a “chameleon lizard” who changes “for her man” (187)
and observes her capacity to change her demeanor further reflects in her later be-
havior, which is conventionally perceived as masculine. Daphne’s double-voiced nar-
rative lies in her Signifyin(g); Daphne within the narrative becomes the sender, ver-
balizing a thought in a specific way with the other person as a receiver being de-
ceived and offered a limitless amount of meanings. With Easy as the narrative voice,
stereotypical male projections about female desire become one of Devil’s central plot
aspects. Furthermore, as a shapeshifter and boundary-crosser, Daphne is likewise
compared to a man in her effortless embodiment of conventional mannerism of
both genders when she “[urinates] so loud that it [reminds Easy] more of a man”
(Mosley 186).
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Tied to her skillful imitation, she further exhibits shamelessness and explicitly ex-
presses her sexual desires. She does not wait for Easy’s consent when she grabs his
penis and asks if it hurts him to love her. Daphne’s shameless speech is the first
sign of her appetites, the neediness and greed that drive a trickster’s belly. Easy notes
how shameful Daphne’s words make him feel when she holds him around the tes-
ticles, looking straight into his face while stroking his “erection up and down” (Mos-
ley 186). When she stands over the tub and looks down on Easy, she tells him: “If
my pussy was like a man’s thing it’'d be as big as your head” (186). This time, it is
not Easy who views Daphne as a man, it is Daphne herself. Her deliberate behavior
mixed with vulgarity proves the multiple identities that hide behind her two-ness.
Because words are the trickster’s medium, the trickster becomes the embodiment
of a fluid, flexible, and politically radical narrative form. If we see Daphne’s femi-
ninity and masculinity as interacting languages within the novel, it represents the
release of diverse voices from what Smith calls “the hegemony of a single and uni-
tary language” (Smith 12). Smith further notes how “tricksters can parody languages
and worldviews because of their liminal cultural position. Their location outside the
rigid social structures gives them a privileged perspective. A feminine language lives
on the boundary and overthrows the hierarchies. The female voice laughs in the face
of authority” (12).

Daphne challenges the binary and the established order including individual and
communal identity. As the woman trickster, she is adjusted to the stereotypes of
femininity and manages to pretend to be white, and look innocent, shy, and child-
like. She is aware that being perceived as a girl would spark protectiveness in Easy,
which is how she masks her secrets. Daphne’s amorality manifests itself in stealing
money from a dead man. She decides never to be seen again, and thus reveals the
possibility of her trickster nature as a restless traveler, belonging to both worlds and
not fitting in either. Despite her actions leading to the death of multiple people, Easy
lets her go in the end with no repercussions and neither regards her complicity de-
spite his strict classification of Daphne as the devil. Hence, to Easy, this villainous
nature does not tie her to the murders. Due to exerting socially inappropriate behav-
ior, Easy labelling Daphne as evil in the end is not deemed surprising. Despite Easy
dealing with racism and racist hate crimes against him and the African American
Watts community, he is still protected by established sociocultural norms of the pa-
triarchy.

Nonetheless, according to Hyde, “the Devil and the trickster are not the same thing,
though they have regularly been confused” (Hyde). Misinterpreting one for the other
may aim at constructing trickster figures as homogenous entities, when in fact it is
the ambiguity of tricksters’ amorality that sets them apart from the devil. Further-
more, the uncertainty of Daphne’s persona is emphasized by her femme fatale traits
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that lead to even lesser clarity about her character. Daphne’s refusal to abide by so-
cietal rules by passing shows her daring nature. Daphne’s two-ness lies in not dis-
tinguishing between life and death; she appears in between one world known for its
opportunities, and another known for irreversibly taking them. This chaos that
Daphne inflicts upon Easy prevents him to see her as a potential perpetrator. Easy
feels alive when he is with Daphne, at the same time, his thoughts of death further
point to Daphne’s trickster traits and her effortless traveling between opposing lay-
ers of one’s being. In twentieth-century hard-boiled fiction, Daphne displays how
trickery commonly associated with male characters, and the femme fatale trope usu-
ally associated with white women characters, pose political resistance and a change
in constructing trickster character traits in a postcolonial narrative.
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Blaming the Mother: New Momism and Failed Matriarchy in
Gillian Flynn’s Sharp Objects

Janine Schwarz, Eberhard Karls Universitat Tubingen

Abstract

This chapter investigates the representation of motherhood in Gillian Flynn’s novel
Sharp Objects (2006). The novel’s focus on the domestic and maternal illustrates its
participation in contemporary thematic trends in two broader genres: crime fiction
and domestic noir. Based on a close reading of the novel’s representation of moth-
erhood, this chapter argues that Sharp Objects reinforces patriarchal ideology on two
levels. Firstly, the novel echoes the cultural myth of Mother Blame by creating a
genealogy of perverted motherhood in the family of protagonist and first-person nar-
rator Camille, connecting them through Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy as a plot
device. In so doing, it also reinforces the essentialist gender ideology of New
Momism, coined by Douglas and Michaels, because motherhood is perverted either
through neglect or ‘over’-nurture. Secondly, the novel implies that these perversions
of motherhood are connected to a ‘lack’ of patriarchal order by representing Ca-
mille’s family as matriarchal, and therefore ‘toxic,” because fathers are absent and
passive. The chapter shows how the novel meaningfully contrasts Camille’s biolog-
ical, matriarchal family with an idealized example of a nuclear, patriarchal family
particularly towards its end: because Camille experiences a significant improvement
of her mental health while staying with the nuclear, patriarchal family, Sharp Objects
thereby valorizes this family unit, suggesting that motherhood becomes perverted
and harmful for children especially within familial structures that ‘lack’ a patriarchal
order.

Keywords
Motherhood, Mother Blame, New Momism, patriarchal ideology, matriarchy, Mun-
chausen Syndrome by Proxy, domestic noir

Introduction
Towards the end of Sharp Objects, one of the novel’s mother figures, named Adora,
tells a story about her mother Joya to her adult daughter Camille:

“When I was a little girl, my mother took me into the North Woods and left me,” Adora
said. “She didn’t seem angry or upset. Indifferent. Almost bored. She didn’t explain why.
She didn’t say a word to me, in fact. Just told me to get in the car. I was barefoot. When we
got there, she took me by the hand and very efficiently pulled me along the trail, then off
the trail, then dropped my hand and told me not to follow her. I was eight, just a small thing.
My feet were ripped into strips by the time I got home, and she just looked up at me from
the evening paper, and went to her room.” (304-05)
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When Camille asks Adora why she is telling her this story, Adora responds: ““When
a child knows that young that her mother doesn’t care for her, bad things happen’”
(305). This is a key moment in the novel for two reasons. First, Adora’s story and
evaluation of it clearly echo the concept of Mother Blame. According to this concept,
a child’s development is dependent primarily on their mother and, thereby, any ‘de-
fects’ in children are the fault of mothers alone for failing to conform to societal
ideals of mothering. Adora’s story does exactly that: It characterizes Joya and her
performance of motherhood as not conforming to essentialist ideals of it as inher-
ently nurturing and loving. In the story, Joya is, after all, “[ijndifferent” to Adora,
“[a]lmost bored” (304). Adora’s suggestion that “bad things happen” when a child
does not receive love from their mother then anticipates her own version of moth-
ering, although Adora herself does not evaluate it as bad (305): Because Joya did not
provide loving care, Adora developed an obsessive need to care for her daughters.
She even explains this to Camille once she is done with the story: “I wanted to love
you, Camille. But you were so hard . . . . Let me take care of you, Camille. Just once,
need me” (305).

Second, Adora’s story also reproduces the concept of Mother Blame in the sense that
she holds Joya responsible for her own non-conformity to essentialist ideals of moth-
erhood. A few pages before Adora tells the story, Camille is at the local hospital to
investigate the death of her younger half-sister Marian. Before Marian’s death,
Adora used to frequent that hospital with her daughter because Marian was often
sick. There, however, Camille talks to a nurse who had filed a report years earlier in
which she describes her suspicion that Adora suffers from Munchausen Syndrome
by Proxy (MSbP) and that Marian’s symptoms of illness are induced by Adora. The
nurse even provides a, if somewhat biased, definition of it: “The caregiver, usually
the mother, almost always the mother, makes her child ill to get attention for herself”
(293; italics in original). She continues: “You got MBP, you make your child sick to
show what a kind, doting mommy you are” (293).! When Camille learns about her
mother’s illness, she also concludes that Adora must have poisoned Marian for
years, killing her eventually when Camille was thirteen. Just like her mother Joya,
then, Adora does not conform to essentialist ideals of motherhood and, in fact, per-
verts motherhood through ‘over’-nurture that results in murder. Whether Adora
herself is aware that she suffers from MSDP is unclear, but it is also not relevant.

! Although the term MSDP is no longer in usage in medical discourse, I am adopting it here
because it is employed in the novel’s story world. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (2022) terms the disorder not MSbP but “Factitious Disorder Imposed on Another
(Previously Factitious Disorder by Proxy)” and defines it as the “Falsification of physical or
psychological signs or symptoms, or induction of injury or disease, in another, associated with
identified perception” (367). The diagnosed individual thus “presents another individual (victim)
to others as ill, impaired, or injured” (367). Importantly, then, “the perpetrator, not the victim, is
given the diagnosis,” whereas “the victim may be given an abuse diagnosis” (368).
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What is much more relevant is the causality Adora and her story imply: By juxtapos-
ing Joya’s and her own version of mothering, Adora implies her version of mother-
ing to be reactive to her mother’s and thereby reproduces the concept of Mother
Blame.

Such cautionary examples of ‘bad’ mothers who are allegedly responsible for defects
and developmental issues in children are ubiquitous in Sharp Objects. And, as I will
show, they are always placed within family structures that suggest a matriarchal hi-
erarchy. I argue here that, through this interplay of representing motherhood as
perverted and as originating from matriarchal family structures, the novel eventually
valorizes the patriarchal, nuclear family and thereby patriarchal ideology. To show
this, I first demonstrate how the novel represents motherhood as perverted either
through neglect or ‘over’-nurture in the form of MSbP. The novel thus perpetuates
a narrow and essentialist ideal of motherhood that is similar to the one propagated
by what Susan J. Douglas and Meredith W. Michaels have called “New Momism,” a
gender ideology they claim emerged in the 1980s (4). By employing MSbP in the
first place, the novel also echoes the concept of Mother Blame and creates a geneal-
ogy of perverted motherhood within Camille’s family that intensifies from genera-
tion to generation. In a second step, I show that Sharp Objects and particularly its
ending further valorize the patriarchal, nuclear family by contrasting Camille’s bio-
logical family with her boss and his wife. While the former is represented as a ‘toxic’
and matriarchal family because fathers are absent either literally or figuratively by
being passive and motherhood is perverted, the second family unit represents the
ideal of the patriarchal, nuclear family. Importantly, Camille can improve her men-
tal health only within the latter. The novel thereby implies that motherhood becomes
perverted and harmful for children especially within familial structures that ‘lack’ a
patriarchal order.

While I concur with interpretations of Sharp Objects that point out the novel’s sub-
versive potential regarding gender roles, I argue that this potential is not fully real-
ized. Alyson Miller, for example, claims that the novel negotiates cultural anxieties
about the “monstrous mother” who poses a threat to the patriarchal system by not
conforming to hegemonic ideals of motherhood (495). Through its insistence on the
superiority of the nuclear, patriarchal family at the end, however, I argue that Sharp
Objects not only dramatizes patriarchal anxieties, but also reinforces patriarchal ide-
ologies. Similarly, Malinda K. Hackett interprets the female characters in the novel
as “creat[ing] a visual rhetoric that disrupts idealized versions of femaleness” (81).
According to her, the women “partake in performative acts of pathology to reject
notions of idealized femininity, beauty, and motherhood” (80). This is true: By per-
verting motherhood in the first place, the novel reconceptualizes and, to some ex-
tent, challenges essentialist conceptions of it as inherently nurturing. However, I
contend that this critique has its limits because other essentialist and patriarchal
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ideologies, most importantly those of New Momism and Mother Blame, are perpet-
uated at the same time.

Such ideological tensions and contradictions regarding gender are ubiquitous in
contemporary crime novels that focus on the domestic — and Sharp Objects clearly is
part of this trend, too. In fact, with the onset of the twenty-first century, the crime
novel has seen a growing interest in the domestic, not only as a geographical location
but also as a spatial meaning-making entity regarding gender roles and motherhood.
Nowhere does this become clearer than in the name ‘domestic noir,” a currently
immensely popular subgenre in crime fiction, whose beginnings are commonly
traced back to Gillian Flynn’s 2012-bestseller Gone Girl (Joyce 4). Scholars of crime
fiction locate one of the reasons for this contemporaneous interest in the domestic
in the rise of neoliberalism, that is, the expansion of political and economic thinking
into all public and private spheres governed by an emphasis on, i.a., privatization,
individualism, and entrepreneurialism. Ruth Cain, for example, argues that the
dominant neoliberal ethos of individualism and the growing privatization of family
life lend themselves to a dramatization of “crucial conflicts of neoliberal maternal
life” in the genre of domestic noir (290). While I concur with this contextual reading
of domestic noir texts that focus on the maternal, neoliberalism as a concept does
not explicitly factor into my interpretation here for reasons of brevity. A more holis-
tic interpretation of motherhood in Sharp Objects could include pondering the ques-
tion of how neoliberal contexts influence the understanding of this text’s represen-
tation of motherhood.

Sharp Objects and New Momism: A Genealogy of Perverted Motherhood
The genealogy of perverted motherhood, as mentioned in the introduction, reaches
over three generations in the family of protagonist Camille. At the same time, it
intensifies from generation to generation. This section unravels this genealogy and
shows how the novel’s three central mother figures — Camille’s grandmother Joya,
her mother Adora, and her half-sister Amma — pervert motherhood through either
neglect or ‘over’-nurture. In the novel’s present, Camille travels from Chicago to her
hometown Wind Gap as a journalist to investigate the murders of the local teenagers
Ann and Natalie. Because Camille stays at her mother Adora’s mansion, she must
confront memories of her childhood and her deceased half-sister Marian. As ex-
plained earlier, she learns towards the novel’s end that Adora, suffering from MSbP,
killed Marian. While the novel conditions readers for a long while to assume that
Adora has killed Ann and Natalie, too, they learn in a final plot twist that it was
Camille’s thirteen-year-old half-sister Amma. Although Amma is not a mother bio-
logically, the way she kills Ann and Natalie echoes Adora’s perverted performance
of motherhood and murder of Marian, and she thus appropriates motherhood
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through these murders. As such, Amma stays true to her telling name, itself an an-
agram of ‘Mama.’

Through these perverted performances of motherhood, I argue, Sharp Objects per-
petuates a motherhood ideal as promulgated by the gender ideology of New
Momism. Coined by Douglas and Michaels in 2004, New Momism prescribes heg-
emonic ideals of motherhood that are based on an essentialist perception of gender
and rests on three core beliefs: It insists “that no woman is truly complete or fulfilled
unless she has kids, that women remain the best primary caretakers of children, and
that to be a remotely decent mother, a woman has to devote her entire physical,
psychological, emotional, and intellectual being, 24/7, to her children” (Douglas and
Michaels 4). In so doing, the ideology promotes a mothering ideal coined “intensive
mothering” by Sharon Hays, requiring women to define themselves exclusively
through their role as mother, to “expend a tremendous amount of time, energy, and
money in raising their children,” and to exhibit “unselfish nurturing” while doing
so (Hays x). These markers illustrate that New Momism is a distinctly narrow ideal:
After all, it also “insist[s] that mothers perfectly regulate their behavior, that they
never become over-invested in their kids but never seem underinvested, either”
(Douglas and Michaels 152). Ultimately, women must walk a fine line to be deemed
a good mother: They must be caring, but not too caring, and their mothering must
be, above all, selfless.

What New Momism’s narrow motherhood ideal reveals, then, is the ideology’s pro-
pensity to reinforce the concept of Mother Blame. The ideology suggests that a
mother’s failure to conform to the ideal results in long-term damage in her children.
It implies that “[i]f mothers screw up” by failing to perform motherhood according
to the three core beliefs named earlier, the result would be “permanent psychological
and/or physical damage” (6). This causality is also evidenced by a case study con-
ducted by Douglas and Michaels in which they analyze news stories from the late
1980s until the mid-90s which put forth the narrative that the largest threat for chil-
dren comes “from mom herself” (140). They show that, within that period, the me-
dia “built an interlocking, cumulative image of the dedicated, doting ‘mom’ versus
the delinquent, bad ‘mother’” (7). Mother Blame thus is a central myth propagated
by New Momism.

As I have already detailed in the introduction, Joya deviates from the New Momism
ideal through her neglectful and loveless mothering. In addition to how Adora’s
story, quoted in the introduction, depicts her mother, Adora also tells Camille that
Joya “never loved [her]” and characterizes her mother as “cold and distant” (190).
Other characters in the novel describe Adora and Joya’s relationship as similarly
lacking affection. For example, one of Adora’s childhood friends explains to Camille
that Joya never “smile[d] at [Adora] or touch[ed] her in a loving way” (258). Instead
of such “loving” touches, she recalls that Joya treated Adora like an object at her
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convenience. When Adora needed some form of nurture, Joya seemed to hierarchize
her own pleasure. For example, “[wlhen Adora peeled from a sunburn. .. Joya would
sit next to [her], strip off her shirt, and peel the skin off in long strips” (258). And,
most importantly: “Joya loved that,” meaning the pleasure Adora’s body could afford
her but not Adora herself (258; emphasis added). Joya’s performance of motherhood
as loveless thus perverts New Momism’s essentialist conception of it.

Importantly, the same childhood friend who describes Joya and Adora’s relationship
as lacking love also contends that “Adora was . . . overly mothered” by Joya (258).
This suggests that Joya, too, may have suffered from MSDbP. After all, the same child-
hood friend also remembers that “‘Adora was sick all the time. She was always hav-
ing tubes and needles and such stuck in her’” (259). The novel thereby draws a con-
nection between Adora’s illnesses as a child and those of her daughter Marian, and
this connection is reinforced by using similar imagery. An image similar to the
“tubes and needles” stuck in Adora also appears in one of Camille’s childhood mem-
ories of her sister: “Marian was a sweet series of diseases. She had trouble breathing
from the start,” Camille narrates (96-97). “Later she had trouble digesting and sat
murmuring to her dolls in a hospital bed set up in her room, while [Adora] poured
sustenance into her through IVs and feeding tubes” (97; emphasis added). Through
this, the novel equates Adora’s and Marian’s experiences, implying that Adora may
have been the victim of MSbP as well. In the end, whether Joya really had MSbP or
not is not relevant. What is important is that the implication of her potentially having
suffered from it and then having passed it on to her daughter Adora is there, and
the novel thereby clearly echoes the concept of Mother Blame.

Although my focus here is on the mother figures in Camille’s family and how they
pervert motherhood ideals, various other ‘bad’ mothers appear in the novel, adding
to its perpetuation of New Momism’s narrow motherhood ideal. As the first-person
narrator in Sharp Objects, Camille functions to connect these examples of ‘bad’
motherhood through her judgmental narration. In fact, the first quarter of Sharp
Objects functions as a general introduction to the theme of motherhood with a focus
on ‘bad’ mothers who deviate from the ideal by being neglectful. One of these exam-
ples appears on the novel’s first page. Working as a journalist, and before traveling
from Chicago to Wind Gap, Camille tells the story of Tammy Davis whose version
of motherhood she clearly evaluates as ‘bad’:

My story for the day was a limp sort of evil. Four kids, ages two through six, were found
locked in a room on the South Side with a couple of tuna sandwiches and a quart of milk.
They’d been left three days, flurrying like chickens over the food and feces on the carpet.
Their mother had wandered off for a suck on the pipe and just forgotten. Sometimes that
happens. No cigarette burns, no bone snaps. Just an irretrievable slipping. I'd seen the
mother after the arrest: twenty-two-year-old Tammy Davis, blonde and fat, with pink rouge
on her cheeks in two perfect circles the size of shot glasses. (1)
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That Camille judges Tammy is clear because she introduces the story to readers as
a “limp sort of evil” in the first place. Although Camille concedes that Tammy had
“just forgotten” her kids and “[sJometimes that happens,” her initial description of
the story as “evil” implies a degree of intentionality on Tammy’s part. Particularly
the image that Camille’s narration invokes in the reader’s mind of a young, drug-
abusing mother who forgot about her children for a quick drug fix establishes that
Camille is speaking from an assumed moral high ground. The description of
Tammy’s “pink rouge on her cheeks in two perfect circles the size of shot glasses”
only broadens the notion of drug abuse through the reference to alcohol. At the same
time, Tammy’s neglect of her own appearance — suggested by her ‘bad’ make-up
application and because Camille describes her as “fat” — implies a similar neglect
towards her children. Tammy’s ‘fatness’ furthermore characterizes her as selfish in
Camille’s eyes: while her children are “flurrying like chickens” over the inadequate
food Tammy left for them, her body bears signs of overeating. Camille’s judgment
becomes more explicit later when she describes having had a dream about “the item
on miserable Tammy Davis and her four locked-up children” (33; emphases added).

This introduction of ‘bad’ mothering via Tammy conditions readers to perceive ne-
glectful mothering as most harmful for children through Camille’s narration. In this
context, Adora’s performance of motherhood becomes significant: her version of
mothering is introduced to readers as diametrically opposed to Tammy’s, the ‘bad’
mother, because she is hyper-focused on nurturing and her mother role, among
other things. Adora thus fulfills, or at least seems to fulfill, the ideal of “intensive
mothering” purported by New Momism (Hays x). Importantly, though, Camille’s
narration still conditions readers to perceive even Adora’s version of mothering as
‘bad’ by presenting it as peculiar and inappropriate, on the one hand, and by estab-
lishing that it continues the genealogy of perverted motherhood in the family initi-
ated by Joya, on the other hand.

The peculiarity and inappropriateness of Adora’s performance of motherhood is
most obvious in her tendency to ‘babyfy’ her thirteen-year-old daughter Amma. This
is exemplified best by the first representation of Adora in her role as mother that the
reader encounters. A few days into Camille staying at her mother’s house, she nar-
rates the following episode: “Amma and my mother sat on the couch, my mother
cradling Amma — in a woolen nightgown despite the heat — as she held an ice cube
to her lips. My half-sister stared up at me with blank contentment, then went back
to playing with a glowing mahogany table” for her dollhouse (Flynn 73). Although
Amma is thirteen years old at the time, Adora still “cradl[es]” her daughter like a
baby, something that seems even more peculiar when considering the size of
Amma’s body at that age. That Amma is playing with furniture for a dollhouse only
intensifies the peculiarity. Like Camille’s judgmental description of Tammy earlier,
the way she narrates this scene between Adora and Amma as peculiar achieves a
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similar effect in the reader, namely, to judge Adora’s performance of motherhood
as undesirable and transgressive. This becomes clearest in the way she introduces
the episode to readers: “The scene was startling, it was so much like the old days
with Marian” (73). As such, the “scene” not only functions to condition readers to
evaluate Adora’s version of mothering as “startling” and, therefore, peculiar, but also
to foreshadow her suffering from MSbP by comparing the episode to Camille’s
memories of her deceased half-sister Marian.

The scene furthermore exemplifies how Adora perverts motherhood through condi-
tional motherly love. In fact, as detailed in the introduction already, Adora herself
suggests that because her own mother Joya neglected her, she developed a reaction-
ary version of mothering that is conditional on her daughters’ readiness to accept
her love. Adora even admits this to Camille: ““You remind me of my mother. Joya. .
. . My mother never loved me, either. And if you girls won’t love me, I won’t love

you’” (190). Adora thereby also stays true to her telling name: She wants to be loved
and ‘adored’ by her daughters, and only then does she love them back.

What is more, Adora’s conditional motherly love and her habit of babyfying Amma
are linked, showcasing her insistence that her daughters perform their role in align-
ment with her performance of motherhood. The scene quoted earlier where Adora
“cradlles]” Amma exemplifies that Adora and Amma’s respective performances of
mother- and daughterhood are reciprocal: Adora nurtures and Amma happily and
passively receives her mother’s care, evidenced by her “star[ing] up at Camille with
blank contentment” (73). Adora’s children thus only receive her love if they readily
accept her mothering and thereby perform daughterhood in alignment with her role
as mother. Camille, for example, remembers that she often refused her mother’s
‘care’ in the form of medicine, or rather poison; her half-sister Marian, by contrast,
did not. In the novel’s present, Camille realizes that this made her lose Adora’s “full
attention as a mother” (74). This is even corroborated by Adora herself. In a diary
entry from 1982, six years before Marian’s death, she explains: “I've decided today
to stop caring for Camille and focus on Marian. Camille has never become a good
patient,” which is, of course, Adora’s way of expressing that Camille has never been
a ‘good daughter’ (309). In fact, Adora’s identity as a mother is dependent on her
daughters being both: daughters and patients. This becomes clear when Adora con-
tinues explaining that “‘Camille doesn’t like me to touch her. I've never heard of
such a thing. . . . I hate her’” (309). Camille’s half-sister Marian, on the other hand,
is a good patient/daughter: “Marian is such a doll when she’s ill, she dotes on me
terribly and wants me with her all the time. I love wiping away her tears” (309).2

2 It is meaningful that Adora refers to Marian as “a doll” when she praises her performance of
daughterhood. In fact, Adora not only babyfies her daughters but also ‘dollifies’ them, thereby
imposing specific gendered performances onto them and effecting, as Miller argues, “a static
vision in which girls are little more than objects of beauty and play” (497). Although Adora’s habit
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Adora’s and Camille’s relationship thus exemplifies Adora’s conditional motherly
love. In the scene quoted earlier in which Adora “cradles” Amma, for example,
Adora ignores Camille consciously precisely because Camille does not conform to
her mother’s insistence on an idealized performance of daughterhood. Camille ex-
plains that she “was about to linger near [her] mother, waiting for her to put an arm
around [her], too” (74). Adora, however, does not show any reaction: “My mother
and Amma said nothing. My mother didn’t even look up at me, just nuzzled Amma
in closer to her, and cooed into her ear” (74). While this description of Adora might
be read as her conforming to motherhood ideals because she is seemingly so in-
vested in her role as mother that she forgets her surroundings, it must be read in-
stead as a conscious choice by Adora to ignore Camille because Camille has never
performed femininity in alignment with her performance of motherhood. In fact,
Camille’s stepfather Alan acknowledges and even speaks to Camille in the same
scene, meaning that Adora not noticing Camille’s arrival is even more unlikely.

On a broader level, Adora’s insistence that her daughters match her performance of
motherhood relates to further, collectively perceived gendered ideals in Camille’s
hometown, Wind Gap. According to Miller, because the novel is set in Missouri, this
local ideal of femininity is highly influenced by “the social rules of Southern eti-
quette” which insist on “feminine behaviors that fulfil gendered stereotypes of pas-
sivity, silence, and compliance” (495). Adora herself regards these ideals highly in
her daughters and attempts to enforce them through her mothering. Therefore, her
loveless relationship with Camille must also be understood as Adora despising Ca-
mille’s infringement of these local ideals of femininity: Precisely because Camille
does not perform her role as daughter by passively accepting her mother’s nurture,
she fell out of favor with Adora. Adora’s conditional motherly love is thus dependent
on her daughters not only matching her performance of motherhood but also con-
forming to the local ideal of femininity.

The genealogy of perverted motherhood then finds its climax in Adora’s daughter
and Camille’s half-sister Amma. Her murders of the local teenagers Ann and Natalie
must be read as a climactic doubling of Adora’s actions and recall both Adora’s and
Wind Gapians’ insistence on idealized femininity. The novel introduces Ann and
Natalie to readers as violating these ideals, thereby equating them. Ann’s father, for
example, tells Camille a story of Ann rejecting markers of idealized femininity: “My
wife wanted to put her hair in rollers the night before school photos. Ann chopped
it off instead. She was a willful thing. A tomboy” (26). Similarly, Natalie’s brother
describes Natalie as “kind of a tomboy,” too (160). The girls are also equated through
their propensity for violence. According to stories by police chief Vickery and other

of dollifying her daughters is another example of how she perverts motherhood, I am not further
elaborating on this here for reasons of brevity.

64



Blaming the Mother

locals, “[t]he girls weren’t friends. Their only connection was their shared vicious-
ness” (90). Vickery, for example, tells Camille that Ann “had killed a neighbor’s pet
bird with a stick” and Natalie and her family had “moved here [to Wind Gap] two
years ago because she stabbed one of her classmates in the eye with a pair of scis-
sors” (57). He even agrees with Camille’s sarcastic comment that everyone in a small
town like Wind Gap “knows who the bad seeds are” (57). Vickery’s agreement sug-
gests a communal perception of the girls as “bad” and highlights that these ideals of
femininity are not just reinforced by Adora or a few locals but rather by the commu-
nity generally.

Considering both Ann and Natalie’s obvious rejection of idealized femininity, then,
Amma murdering them functions as a symbolic correction of the other, ‘not-ideal’-
feminine. This is evidenced by Amma’s modus operandi both before and after the
killings which imposes stereotypical feminine beautification onto them. According
to the FBI agent supporting the police investigation, “Natalie’s fingernails were
painted a bright pink. Ann’s legs were shaved. They both had lipstick applied at
some point” (299). In so doing, Amma exaggerates Adora’s perverted performance
of motherhood to an extreme: While Adora ‘nurtures’ only those daughters who
conform to idealized femininity, Amma violently imposes those ideals onto Ann and
Natalie. As Miller argues, Amma’s murders enforce “an ideological framework” of
ideal femininity by “ironically expos[ing] an insistence on the articulation of femi-
nine behaviors that fulfil gendered stereotypes” (495).

What is more, Amma’s modus operandi after the murders recalls the babyfying she
experiences at the hands of Adora in a much more perverted way: By pulling the
girls’ teeth, Amma symbolically babyfies Ann and Natalie and violently enforces her-
self as their mother figure.> When Camille finds Natalie’s corpse in the middle of
town, the way Amma has placed her body functions as a symbolic reminder of how
to perform femininity ‘correctly’: Her body is “aimed out at the sidewalk,” visible to
passengers, and she is “[w]edged in the foot-wide space between the hardware store
and the beauty parlor” (34), two places denoting stereotypical masculinity and fem-
ininity. This placement comments on Natalie’s liminal position as “tomboy,” on the
one hand. On the other hand, it reflects Amma’s criticism of exactly that: Natalie’s
gendered performance is liminal, a death sentence in a town that, according to Ca-
mille, “demands utmost femininity in its fairer sex” (17).

As I have shown, Sharp Objects establishes a genealogy of perverted motherhood that
intensifies from generation to generation. While the novel only implies that Joya

3 That Amma pulls the girls’ teeth also recalls Adora’s habit of dollifying her daughters — which I
mentioned in the previous footnote — albeit in an exaggerated way. Camille’s description of
Natalie’s corpse corroborates this: With her teeth pulled, Natalie’s “lips [cave] in around her gums
in a small circle. She look[s] like a plastic baby-doll, the kind with the built-in hole for bottle
feedings” (35).
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may have suffered from MSbP, a nurse diagnoses Adora within the story world.
Moreover, it is never clear whether Joya had any other children apart from Adora,
but she clearly never killed Adora — although Joya abandoning Adora in the forest
could be interpreted as attempted murder. Adora, on the other hand, has killed Mar-
ian. Joya and Adora’s perversions of motherhood thus focus on their biological chil-
dren. Amma, by contrast, and of course this is also because she is only thirteen, kills
children who are not her biological children, imposing her role as mother onto them
violently. Through this genealogy of perverted motherhood within Joya, Adora, and
Amma, the novel suggests that their versions of motherhood are causally connected.
In so doing, Sharp Objects perpetuates the myth of Mother Blame, also one of the
central beliefs of the New Momism ideology, and thereby also supports the patriar-
chal system within which this ideology and myth are fostered in the first place.

Sharp Objects and Failed Matriarchy: Valorizing the Patriarchal Family
Apart from its propagation of Mother Blame and New Momism, Sharp Objects fur-
thermore reinforces patriarchal ideology because it valorizes the patriarchal, nuclear
family both throughout the novel and particularly through its ending. Tellingly, the
novel’s tagline on its front cover already suggests with a pun that non-patriarchal
family structures, such as matriarchally hierarchized ones, are a breeding ground
for toxicity, to use the terminology in the tagline. Referring to Camille’s family, it
declares that “[t]his family isn’t nuclear, it’s toxic.” Importantly, the previously ana-
lyzed perversions of motherhood in Camille’s family — the toxicity to which the ta-
gline refers — originate from family structures that ‘lack’ a patriarchal order. Sharp
Objects thus implies that matriarchally structured family units are a ‘toxic,” un-
healthy breeding ground for perverted motherhood because they cannot produce
children without developmental issues. In so doing, the novel ultimately valorizes
the patriarchal, nuclear family by representing it as the only family unit able to do
so instead.

The ‘lack’ of patriarchal order within Camille’s family, just like perverted mother-
hood, is multi-generational, and reaches across two generations. Camille’s family is
matriarchally structured because, on the one hand, husbands and fathers are absent
either literally — such as Camille’s biological father about whom she “knows almost
nothing” (96) — or figuratively because they are quiet and passive. Camille’s grand-
father, for example, was so passive that a family friend “do[es]n’t even remember his
name. Herbert? Herman? He was never around, and when he was, he was just quiet
and... away” (259). The same family friend also equates both father figures in Ca-
mille’s family by describing them as similarly passive and by explaining that Ca-
mille’s grandfather was just “like Alan” (259), Marian and Amma’s biological father
and Camille’s stepfather. On the other hand, the mother figures in Camille’s family,
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particularly Adora, hold more power than the father figures. Early in the novel, Ca-
mille explains that Adora insisted that she “was to be considered Alan’s child” (96).
Both Camille and Alan lived by that rule, negotiating Adora’s position of power in
the family. As a father figure, however, Alan was only a facade, a means to portray a
public image of an idyllic nuclear, patriarchal family. Camille remembers that she
was “never really fathered by him, never encouraged to call him anything but his
proper name” (96). Instead, Camille explains that “Adora prefers [them] to feel like
strangers” and “wants all relationships in the house to run through her” (96), further
cementing her position of power within the family. Adora’s powerful position as
matriarch is substantiated by Camille’s characterization of Alan, which underlines
not only his passivity but also his subordination to Adora: Alan is “a ribbon-winning
equestrian who doesn’t ride anymore because it makes Adora nervous” and who
“seems content to let my mother do most of the talking” (96). Evidently, then, the
family structures within which perverted motherhood is fostered in Sharp Objects
are distinctly non-patriarchal.

In this context, Camille’s relationship to her boss at the newspaper in Chicago,
Frank Curry, referred to as Curry, and his wife Eileen is meaningful. As a family
unit, they function as a foil to Camille’s biological family and represent the ideal of
a nuclear and patriarchally structured family. Although Curry and Eileen seemingly
deviate from this ideal because they have no children, Camille’s relationship to them
mirrors that of a child-parent relationship. Importantly, Camille assumes that Curry
and Eileen are not without children by choice. Instead, she suspects that “they’d
been unable to conceive” because they married late (100). Unlike her biological fam-
ily, they provide comfort to her, Camille phones them regularly for advice, and es-
pecially Eileen has a soothing effect on her. Eileen conforms to essentialist ideals of
femininity and, by extension, motherhood, although she is not a mother per se.
When Camille phones the Currys one time and Eileen picks up, for example, Ca-
mille describes her voice as “soft and steady as a hill” (295). Another time, “Eileen
was warm when she answered the phone, which was what [Camille] needed” while
staying at her mother’s house (101). Eileen’s warmth thus contrasts with Adora’s
coldness, a characteristic Camille even points out to Adora: “I never felt anything
but coldness from you” (190). Ultimately, Eileen is characterized to readers as par-
ticularly nurturing, and she thus also functions as a foil to Adora whose conditional
motherly love deviates from idealized motherhood.

What is more, Eileen and Curry represent the ideal of a nuclear, patriarchal family
because they perform their gendered roles within this unit in a way that matches
idealized and essentialist conceptions of gender. As I have shown, it is particularly
Eileen’s warmth and soothing effect on Camille that mark her as conforming to ide-
alized woman- and motherhood. Curry is also nurturing towards Camille, not only
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in his roles as her boss and professional mentor but also as a substitute father fig-
ure.* Importantly, however, he retains a relative distance as well as a gender and age
hierarchy and thereby performs his role in a way that matches essentialist and patri-
archal conceptions of it. This is exemplified by Curry’s nicknames for Camille. He
refers to Camille either as “kiddo” (2, 6) or “my girl” (80, 101), two nicknames which
invoke a stereotypical father-daughter relationship, or as “Cubby” (102, 215, 216,
296), an endearment of “cub reporter” (102). Curry’s double role of professional
mentor and father figure is also implied in the nickname “Cubby”: it is both close
to his own name, ‘Curry,” and, at the same time, marks Camille as a “cub,” that is,
‘young reporter.” What is more, by calling Camille “kiddo,” “girl,” and “cub,” Curry
clearly establishes a hierarchy between the two based on their age difference, thereby
retaining distance while expressing his fondness for Camille at the same time.

Another instance towards the novel’s end furthermore exemplifies both Curry and
Eileen’s adherence to traditional gender roles in a rescue scene Camille imagines.
This imagined scene highlights not only that Curry and Eileen represent the ideal
of a nuclear, patriarchal family but also that Camille obviously yearns to be part of
such a family unit precisely because she imagines them as conforming to that ideal
in the first place. By the time in the novel when Camille imagines the scene, she has
already grown increasingly suspicious and afraid of Adora, suspecting that she has
killed her half-sister Marian and possibly also the local teenagers Ann and Natalie.
Paralyzed by fear, with her “hands . . . sweating” while her mother is outside her
room, Camille turns her mind to the Currys for comfort and imagines them rescu-
ing her: “I had a flash of Curry, one of his crappy ties swinging wildly over his belly,
bursting into the room to save me. Carrying me offin his smoky Ford Taurus, Eileen
stroking my hair on the way back to Chicago” (244-45). It is telling that, even though
the scene only happens in Camille’s mind, the way that Curry and Eileen perform
gender here conforms to essentialist conceptions of it and, by extension, to an ide-
alized image of the patriarchal, nuclear family: Frank is strong and active, perform-
ing a fatherly and heroic role by “bursting into the room to save” Camille (244-45);
Eileen, at the same time, is calm and comforting, simply “stroking [Camille’s] hair”
(245).

Eventually, this imagined rescue scene becomes a reality, albeit not as Hollywood-
esque as in Camille’s imagination. Regardless, the scene recalls the same values that
the imagined one did because Curry and Eileen still adhere to traditional gender
roles. For my final line of arguments to make sense, I want to summarize the order
of events towards the novel’s end: The police arrest Adora for the murders of Marian,

* Although I stated in the introduction that neoliberalism does not factor into my interpretation, it
is worth noting that Curry strikingly functions to connect neoliberalism and the domestic by
being both Camille’s professional mentor and a father figure for her. Through this, Sharp Objects
links neoliberalism and patriarchy and equates them as positive systems.
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Ann, and Natalie, assuming they are connected. Camille becomes Amma’s guard-
ian, and, together, they return to Chicago. There, Amma kills another teenager with
the same modus operandi, thereby acquitting Adora of killing Ann and Natalie but
not of killing Marian. Eventually, Amma is found guilty of murdering Ann, Natalie,
and the teen in Chicago. Once both Adora and Amma are incarcerated, Curry and
Eileen take Camille into their home. Now, their formerly childless family is no
longer childless because Camille functions as their substitute child:

Curry and Eileen packed my things and took me to their home, where I have a bed and
some space in what was once a basement rec room. . . . [ am learning to be cared for. I am
learning to be parented. Eileen and Curry wake me in the morning and put me to bed with
kisses (or in Curry’s case, a gentle chuck under the chin). . . . Eileen runs my bath and
sometimes brushes my hair. (321)

Although equality is suggested between the two, the way they care for Camille still
recalls the separation of gendered roles in the earlier rescue scene. Eileen puts Ca-
mille “to bed with kisses,” emphasis on the plural. Curry, on the other hand, gives
Camille “a,” meaning one, “gentle chuck under the chin.” Curry retains his relative
distance, and Eileen continues her nurturing care. The Currys thereby confirm their
role as a patriarchal, nuclear family.

Within this family, Camille can now find comfort and improve her mental health.
Recalling the novel’s tagline, Camille’s biological family is established as distinctly
non-patriarchal and, therefore, ‘toxic’ and unhealthy. The Currys, by contrast, are
the exact opposite, and only this family unit can allow Camille to better her mental
health which has suffered greatly in her biological family. This is evidenced by the
fact that neither her tendency to self-harm (which started in her youth and lasted
into her adulthood), nor the genealogy of perverted motherhood continue now that
she is living with Curry and Eileen, the ideal nuclear family. In fact, “[a]ll sharp ob-
jects have been locked up” by the two, but Camille explains that she “ha[s]n’t tried
too hard to get at them” anyways (321). She does not need to, she can now be a child,
or rather, child-like, becaus