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                                       STORIES IN DIVERSE MEDIA

Week Four -  Gothic Tales
Last week, you were asked to read three gothic tales from the course kit.  I will give a brief discussion of each tale and make connections to the gothic conventions and notes I posted regarding fictional prose narrative.

Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The Birthmark”
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 1846 tale, “The Birthmark”, is influenced significantly by Mary Shelley’s 1818 novel, Frankenstein.  Both stories have a central character that is male and intensely involved in scientific discovery.  Aylmer and Victor share the same ambition:  to know the secrets of life’s creation and to rival Nature/Creation in the power to generate life.  Both of these characters are early prototypes of a conventional character, the mad scientist.  This archetypal character sacrifices their humanity in the distortions created by the obsession to discover and to control the secrets of Nature.  As the gothic gave rise to three other types of stories: the detective/mystery story, science fiction, and the horror story, the mad scientist found in science fiction is a legacy and important link to the gothic.  Please note James Whale’s 1931 film, Frankenstein.  I have posted a link to the creation scene where the scientist reveals his obsessive ambition in the declaration that he is God.
In examining Hawthorne’s treatment of the gothic in his tale, it is important to note his use of not only Shelley’s story but also another earlier story, the Greek myth of Pygmalion.  Unlike the story of Pygmalion, “The Birthmark” does not end happily with the sculptor and his animated creation united in marital bliss; instead, Aylmer kills his beloved in his quest for perfection.  What originally attracted Georgiana to him is what becomes most troublesome to him.  He cannot rest until he has rid her and rid himself of the sight of what he perceives to be an imperfection of Nature, the birthmark.  Shortly after Aylmer marries Georgiana, he begins to see this mark as a flaw.  The language that Hawthorne uses employs a sculptural metaphor:  “one of those small blue stains which sometimes occur in the purest statuary marble would convert the Eve of Powers to a monster…wishing it away, that the world might possess one living specimen of ideal loveliness without the semblance of a flaw.  After his marriage,--for he thought little or nothing of the matter before,--Aylmer discovered that this was the case with himself.”(Hawthorne 144).  Aylmer’s own quest for perfection and control over Nature leads him to his fallacy and estranges him from his wife.  All he can see is the birthmark and this distortion deprives Georgiana of her humanity long before Aylmer deprives her of acceptance and eventually of life 

itself.  This process of estrangement is not depicted in the story in any detail 
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due to the brevity of the short story but is only marked in the line, “he found this one defect grow more and more intolerable with every moment of their united lives”(Hawthorne 144).  The birthmark is magnified and transforms Georgiana into a kind of grotesque.  This serves as an example of how the familiar is estranged and that this estrangement often involves some level of self-alienation.  Aylmer remains blind to the knowledge that he so desperately seeks and this creates an irony in the story.  Aylmer cannot recognize what even his character foil (a character that acts as a stark contrast to another), Aminadab, can see:  “If she were my wife, I’d never part with that birthmark.”(Hawthorne 146).  Aylmer is presented as the intellectual and spiritual and Aminadab as the physical and earthly and yet he recognizes Georgiana’s beauty in a way that Aylmer is not capable of doing.  In this story, the lab assistant while presented initially as the scientist’s intellectual inferior is in fact more able than the scientist to recognize a truth to which the latter is blind.  At the end of the story, Aminadab’s laughter is mocking and highly ironic.
The story is told using a third-person omniscient perspective that creates a distance between the point of view of characters in the story and the reader.  What appears to be a third-person limited narration, limited to Aylmer, is omniscient since the reader through this omniscient perspective knows that Georgiana has read the lab notes of her husband and recognizes his many failures but still ‘consents’ to be ‘his subject/patient’.  Aylmer even after Georgiana’s death at the end of the story is unable to recognize the implications of what he has done.  He only sees his experiment’s failure.  The narrative perspective reinforces the moral lesson to be taken from Aylmer’s mistake in failing “to find the perfect future in the present” (Hawthorne 151).  Using aspects of the gothic tale, Hawthorne creates a moral fable where the instructive lesson is summed up at the end of the story in an epigram contained in the last lines of the story.  This would not have been possible or at least not as effective without the use of a third-person omniscient perspective.
William Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily”

In Faulkner’s 1930 short story, “A Rose for Emily”, the town acts as the collective voice (similar to the choral voice in Lysistrata).  The first-person plural narrative perspective tells the story of Emily Grierson and speculates about what has transpired in the Grierson house over the long period of her 40-year absence.  The duration of time is longer than in most short stories and the narrative structure that divides the story in five sections organizes this time span.  The title of the story gives some insight on the attitude of the town toward Emily.  Roses are often given to pay loving tribute to a respected person.  They are tributes of love, affection, homage and honour.  Emily is a living monument to the past and represents a way of life that no longer exists.  Her family was socially prominent in the Old South, the South before the Civil War, She embodies this legacy.  Now in decline as indicated in the first paragraphs of the
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                                                                                                                             story;  Emily was “a fallen monument”.  The blurring of categories between what is animate and what is inanimate is reflected in the town’s association with Emily and her symbolic representation as a monument to the Old South.  The description of her family house is told to the reader through the use of human descriptors, “lifting its stubborn and coquettish decay above the cotton wagons and the gasoline pumps” and the house is associated with Emily’s personality so that the two become indistinguishable.  The personification of the house and dehumanization of Emily blur the categories of existence. Emily is described as “bloated, like a body long submerged in motionless water….eyes, lost in the fatty ridges of her face, looked like two small pieces of coal pressed into a lump of dough”(Faulkner 156). She like the family home is a kind of “hereditary obligation upon the town”(Faulkner 155).

This short story blends the macabre and the mystery story.  As a mystery story, the town acts as a kind of detective attempting to discover what Emily has been doing in her ancestral home. The house has been closed to the town for ten years just as Emily’s life has been.  In this story, the detective/town has been an unknowing, or perhaps an aware, accomplice in the murder of Homer Barron. The town’s druggist sells Emily the arsenic to kill ‘a rat’ (Faulkner 158) and men from the town “sprinkled the lime” (158) to cover the smell coming from her house.  Emily’s death opens up the mysteries of the house and her life as the town gains entrance to both.  What they discover is a murder.  When they enter Emily’s bedroom, the town sees, “the man himself lay in the bed…Then we noticed that in the second pillow was the indentation of a head.  One of us lifted something from it, and leaning forward, that faint and invisible dust dry and acrid in the nostrils, we saw a long strand of iron-gray hair.”(Faulkner 159). The visible signs of Emily’s presence next to the long deceased Homer speak of the unspeakable, the possibility of necrophilia.  Emily has sealed herself off from time and made a bridal chamber a crypt.  The macabre nature of the discovery becomes strangely part of the town’s endearment of Emily, “she passed from generation to generation—dear, inescapable, impervious, tranquil, and perverse.”(Faulkner 159).  She has symbolically triumphed over the North in a distorted and grotesque way. As “a Yankee”, Homer Barron represented an unwelcome Northern presence in the town.  Emily seeks her revenge on Homer for refusing to marry her, “he liked men…he was not a marrying man”(158). In her death just as in her life, the town over-represents and invests Emily as a “monument” to the Old South.

Doris Betts’ “Hitchhiker”

This short story appeared in a 1973 collection entitled Beasts of the Southern Wild and Other Stories.  “Hitchhiker” is a story marked by its ambiguity.  It is difficult to assign meanings to what on the surface is a deceptively simple piece 
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of prose.   A reader is left with more questions than answers in a first read of the story and is required to construct meaning.  The main character, Rose Marie Duffy, has become an automaton in the routines of her daily life.  She is suffering from late 20th-century angst and has disconnected from her life and is quite literally ‘running on automatic’.  The third-person limited narrative perspective, limited to Duffy is an appropriate lens through which to explore this dissociation.  There is an appropriate distance between the subject, Duffy, and the reader who cannot access her motivation nor gain insight into the larger contexts of the story.  This helps to establish the ambiguity and create a tension in reading the story.
Duffy fills herself with pills and coffee in an attempt to deal with the toxins of a hangover.  These toxins are also manifested in her physical environment.  In the story, metaphors of pollution, corruption and decay permeate, “her whole body was nasty with alcohol.  Black slime and swamp gas.”(Betts 161).  This internal putrefaction is mirrored in her surroundings, “the river was the urinary tract for five paper mills and its waters stank.”(Betts162).  In the haze of Duffy’s hangover, her life seems to be a confusing collage of desperate parts.  When she types a report, a message in invisible ink appears on her skin that makes reference to a double, “Ass, Duffy. Go Home, Jekyll.”(Betts162).  The reference is to the doppelganger of Robert Louis Stevenson’s infamous gothic novella Strange Case of  Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886).  In this story, Jekyll struggles to fight off the evil urges that coexist within himself and manifest in his alter ego, Mr. Hyde. Her suicide is not planned but an impulse, “Then—had she planned it?—she crested the hill, swept down, and at the last minute jerked the wheel to the right and drove straight down the rocky bank into the river.”(Betts 162).  What happens next in the story is left to the reader to try to assign meanings and interpretations.

The U.S. South is a storied region in which many stories come from an intimate knowledge and familiarity with biblical text.  One way to approach this story is by considering the ways that Betts uses allegory.  Allegory is a narrative that simultaneously has one primary level of signification and another secondary and corresponding order of meaning.  The primary level is the literal meaning of the story;  so in this instance, a woman is disaffected with her life and drives her car off the road and into a river.  The secondary level of meaning can be political and historical and can correspond in a sustained allegory to abstract concepts that are often personified.  The secondary and possibly third levels of meaning open up the plurality of the story’s significance.  Several readings of “Hitchhiker” are possible.  One possible reading is as an allegory pertaining to the ferryman, Charon from Greek and Roman mythology.  Charon transports the souls of the newly deceased through a journey across the river Styx.  Styx becomes a world of limbo, a type of purgatory separating the world of the living from the world of the dead.  In the last few paragraphs of the story, a tension arises as Duffy asks the boatman, “How far is it?”(Betts 163).  They are on a river journey that

                                                                                                                          4 

seemingly has no end as they pass the “cities of the earth”(Betts 163).  Another possible reading to the ending is through biblical allegory in which Duffy is condemned to hell and her journey is ushered by the fisherman.  In this reading, the symbolism of the red taffeta at the story’s conclusion is significant, “a garment, sleazy to the touch” (Betts 163).  The colour recalls the other red garments of the hitchhiking woman in a red dress (161) and the napping figure wrapped in red and sleeping behind the church (162).  Duffy’s damnation seems to be perpetual just as her journey down the river to an undisclosed destination is.   The fisherman, as rescuer, becomes something else in the last lines of the story. While the reference to Christ is as “a fisher of men” in the 
Bible, in this story, the fisherman is transformed into a different kind of ‘saviour’.  Another possible interpretation of the ending is to view the fisherman as a kind of serial killer.  The reader has the sense that he has done this before in the ritualistic way he tells her, “I’ll slow the speed…That’s all I’m allowed to do.  You try to get somebody to see us.”(Betts163).  Duffy’s terror and the indifference of the shoreline seal her isolation and possible fate in the hands of this fisherman.  The irony is that if she survived her car crash, she probably will not survive her rescue.
These allegorical readings of the text combine with the gothic elements of the story to create a world, a Southern and a modern one, in which the experience of self is alienating and where distortion and fracture predominate.
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