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Angela Carter’s The Bloody Chamber

Introduction

Angela Carter’s The Bloody Chamber and Other Stories,1 henceforth abbreviated as The Bloody 
Chamber, is a collection of short stories that is widely discussed, yet its place in the literary 
tradition is still a topic of some debate, most notably because of its sexual themes. Curiously, 
Helen Simpson, in the introduction to the 2006 edition of The Bloody Chamber wrote “The 
Bloody Chamber is often – wrongly – described as a group of traditional fairy tales given a 
subversive feminist twist.”2 In contrast, many of Carter’s critics, for example Merja Makinen 
in her essay “Angela Carter’s ‘The Bloody Chamber’ and the Decolonization of Feminine Se-
xuality”,3 claim just the opposite. Makinen focuses on sexuality in The Bloody Chamber while 
consistently arguing for Carter’s rewriting and “playing with and upon […] the earlier mi-
sogynistic version [of the fairy tales]”4. While I agree with Makinen’s feminist claims, I would 
like push my argument a step further and claim that Carter’s stories do not only represent a 
feminist subversion of patriarchal notions. To quote Carter herself, I will argue that The Bloody 
Chamber is a collection of short stories that are “like a system of Chinese boxes opening one 
into another”,5 forming a more or less organic unit. However, it is important to note that this 
organic unit does not necessarily imply uniformity. Instead, it can be further divided into three 
sub units: the ‘cat tales’, ‘the middle tales’ and the ‘wolf tales’. In my reading, these units rep-
resent the feminist agenda of the early 20th century, the subversion of the dichotomy of desire, 
and the issues of gender identity construction, respectively. My main reason for not reading 
the stories as exclusively feminist lies in the final unit, the ‘wolf tales’, in which I will present 
relevant scenes as symbolizing gender issues without discriminating between masculine and 
feminine genders.

To come back to the Chinese box metaphor, in the present essay it will be argued that the 
stories can be read in succession, where one story needs to be deciphered before moving on to 
the next, much like one box needs to be opened before opening the one inside it. The opening 
of the first short story of the volume, “The Bloody Chamber”, which is the first box, is the 
most crucial because this enables a variety of female character types, hitherto underrepresented, 
along with previously repressed cultural notions, such as gender diversity, to appear in the 
largely male dominated sphere of literature.

The Bloody Chamber

1  CARTER 1979.
2  SIMPSON , vii.
3  MAKINEN 1992. 
4  MAKINEN 1992, 5.
5  CARTER 1979, 97.
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In the following analysis it will be argued that with “The Bloody Chamber” – henceforth abb-
reviated as BC – Carter aimed to begin the redefinition of the prevalent gender roles, inherited 
from 19th-century social stereotypes, which appear in 20th-century European literature. And 
in order to do so, a door had to be opened, which is symbolically presented in the story’s 
conclusion.

An important feature of the story is the time period in which it is set. Robin A. Sheets, in 
her essay “Pornography, Fairy Tales, and Feminism: Angela Carter’s “The Bloody Chamber”6 
argues that the story was set in “the early part of the twentieth century. References to the 
telephone, the stock market, and the international drug trade identify the Marquis as a modern 
businessman and establish the economic basis of his art collection.”7 However, even though 
the story is indeed set in the early decades of the 20th century, the items she lists make it 
impossible to identify whether the story was set in the late 19th or the early 20th century. The 
telephone had been invented around the 1870s and, according to Amy Blakeney, the term 
Wall Street was already prevalent during the 19th century.8 Finally, illegal drug trade existed in 
the 19th century as well, as the First Chinese Opium War (1839-42) demonstrates. The only 
uncontestable allusion to the 1910s is that at the beginning of the story the unnamed girl was 
playing a Debussy prelude.9 The reason this question needed to be addressed is that none of 
the important characters are described as representatives of this time period. The Marquis, 
as well as his unnamed bride, represent typically Victorian character stereotypes, while the 
mother, in relation to the 1910s, is an anachronism roughly from Carter’s time. In light of 
this, my argument is that Carter deliberately created an obscure context for her characters 
which can lead the readers to think of both centuries equally strongly, in order to show that 
the 20th century was not as free of Victorian influences as many seem to believe.

Most importantly, the mother is presented as a courageous woman who “outfaced a junkful 
of Chinese pirates, nursed a village through a visitation of the plague [and] shot a man-
eating tiger with her own hand […]”10 Out of the three elements of her past life listed, only 
nursing can be considered a traditional female role, while the other two, implying proactive 
behaviour, are stereotypically male activities. The importance of the lack of homogeneity in 
her characterization is that it shows that the two traditional genders, male and female, should 
not be seen as binary oppositions but rather as mixtures of certain traits that have been labelled 
masculine and feminine. Atwood comes to a similar conclusion, saying that women’s “change 
from lamb to tiger need not be a divesting of all ‘feminine’ qualities [….] lambhood and 
tigerishness may be found in either gender, and in the same individual at different times”,11 
however, through the use of such labels as ‘lamb’ and ‘tiger’ she employs the same binary 
oppositions which she claims to dissolve.

In contrast to this, both the Marquis and the girl are based on such ‘sex stereotypes’, which 
are “socially shared beliefs that certain qualities can be assigned to individuals, based on their 
membership in the female or male half of the human race [… and are often] based on the 
notion of opposites.”12 Indeed there seems to be a binary opposition in the symbols with which 

6  SHEETS 1998.
7  SHEETS 1998, 105.
8  BLAKELEY [N.D.]
9  BLAKELEY [N.D.]
10  CARTER 1979, 2.
11  ATWOOD , 121–122)
12  LIPS , 2.
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the young girl and her husband are described: the girl “knew nothing of the world”13 while the 
man had vast experience, particularly in marriage.14 She was a virgin15 while he owned a whole 
library full of pornographic books, among other things.16 And, finally, the very fact that the 
story begins with their marriage highlights the contrast between them through the symbolism 
of the wedding ceremony: black and white standing in opposition the same way the Marquis’ 
experience and the girl’s inexperience stand in contrast.

Carter utilizes a number of intertextual tools both in terms of the plot line as well as regarding 
the characterization of the Marquis – and to a lesser extent his wife – possibly to make up for 
the fact that the reader does not get to see much of his thoughts. While it is a well known fact 
that Carter’s story collection was written after her translation of Perrault, and therefore the 
reader might simultaneously think of this 17th-century version, while reading that of Carter, 
one might also think of Edgar Allan Poe’s works as well as that of Charlotte Brontë, although 
for different reasons. According to Gina Wisker there is a strong stylistic similarity between 
Poe and Carter: “Carter’s language in [… the BC] recalls that in Poe’s “The Pit and the 
Pendulum”,17 in which a traveller is imprisoned by a dominant, absent and unseen tyrant and 
forced into two life-threatening scenarios”,18 whereas Jane Eyre (1847), which is considered 
a Victorian “Bluebeard novel”,19 might be recalled by the reader due to the similarity of the 
topic. While the BC does not exhibit any explicit references to Jane Eyre itself, the mentioning 
of Bluebeard in Brontë’s novel20 is sufficient to establish a link between Jane Eyre and “The 
Bloody Chamber”. In both works of art there is a rich male with eccentric habits and a large 
house with a single room – imprisoning the man’s wife, either dead or alive – into which the 
central female character is not allowed. As Richard Chase evaluated Jane Eyre, it is “a feminist 
tract, an argument for […] equal rights for women”21 which, in simplified terms, could also be 
said of The Bloody Chamber. However, Carter seems to have done almost the polar opposite 
of what Brontë did: in the BC the Marquis is not redeemable, whereas Rochester seems to 
be, Jane is much more experienced and aware of her situation than the unnamed girl in the 
BC, and finally, while in Jane Eyre Jane is the sole protagonist, the BC has three, as it will be 
argued later. One possible interpretation of this phenomenon could be that the text highlights 
the similarities between the problems female figures had to face in 19th- and 20th- century 
literature, while also foregrounding the difference between the ways in which these problems 
were tackled.

As mentioned above, Carter relied on intertextual references regarding the characters as 
well. Carter herself admits that the Marquis de Sade had great influence on her (as qtd. in 
Wisker 187), but in addition to de Sade, in some readers, the Marquis may invoke a strong 
image of Dorian Gray from Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), rather than 
of Rochester from Jane Eyre. The Marquis is not a parody of Dorian, as there is no mocking 
element, but rather like a pastiche, the short story incorporates notable character features from 

13  CARTER 1979, 4.
14  CARTER 1979, 4–5.
15  CARTER 1979, 13.
16  CARTER 1979, 12–13.
17  POE, 1842.
18  WISKER 2006, 189
19  HERMANSSON , 109.
20  BRONTË , 92.
21  CHASE , 110.
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previous works of art in order to build on the reader’s possible experience and opinions on 
them. The Marquis is described as:

„He was much older than I; there were streaks of pure silver in his dark mane. But 
his strange, heavy, almost waxen face was not lined by experience. […] that face […] 
seemed to me like a mask, as if his real face, the face that truly reflected all the life he 
had led in the world before he met me, before, even, I was born, as though that face lay 
underneath this mask. Or else, elsewhere.”22 

The fact that the very first line of the quotation contradicts Dorian’s image, who did not ex-
hibit any sign of age, can be understood as an indication that the Marquis is not the mirror 
image of Dorian, but he is merely similar to him. However, despite this initial difference, the 
characters seem to be very similar. Both are rich 19th-century gentlemen, their faces mask 
their true natures, and their personalities are only revealed through art. Just like Dorian, the 
Marquis has a mysterious book which reveals some of his passions23 and the true state of his 
soul is only revealed through art as well; in his case, the work of art being the secret chamber 
in which he very carefully arranged the corpses of his previous wives24 as if he were creating a 
tableau. Once the similarity between the two characters is recognized the Marquis may gain an 
extra level of depth due to the reader’s previous reading experiences.

In contrast, the girl’s thought processes reveal a somewhat naive and seemingly stereotypical 
way of thinking. Furthermore, instead of a clear resemblance to a well known fictional character 
the girl rather seems to be a manifestation of the naive type. She claims that she “was forced 
always to mimic surprise, so that he [the Marquis] would not be disappointed [by his inability 
to surprise her].”25 The word ‘force’ implies that, rather than do it freely out of affection, 
she played the part of acting surprised because she felt a certain sense of obligation towards 
the man to help maintain his positive self-image. This description is very similar to Virginia 
Woolf’s summary of women’s supposed duties towards men: “women have served all these 
centuries as looking-glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure 
of man at twice its natural size.”26 That she chose to comply with this forced obligation rather 
than subvert it also brings to the reader’s mind Virginia Woolf’s summary of the characteristics 
of the legendary Victorian woman, the Angel in the House: “She was intensely sympathetic. 
[….] She was utterly unselfish. [….] She sacrificed herself daily.”27 However, the very fact that 
she acknowledges that this obligation is forced, rather than accept it as the norm, implies a 
greater degree of awareness than one would expect from the traditional Victorian Angel.

Yet despite this deviation from the Angel image the girl consistently maintains a 
characteristically Victorian behaviour. For example she claims that comparing a man with 
a flower is a “curious analogy.”28 This statement is problematic because it only stands if 
the traditional gender stereotypes, where the man can never be associated with anything as 
fragile as a flower, are rigidly upheld. The fact that, due to the first-person narration, it is 
through the perception of the young girl that the dominance of the husband is systematically 
reinforced supports these gender stereotypes. First, rather irrationally, she thinks: “all that 

22  CARTER , 3.
23  CARTER 1979, 12–13.
24  CARTER 1979, 27.
25  CARTER 1979, 3.
26  WOOLF , 585.
27  WOOLF , 150.
28  CARTER 1979, 3.
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might of iron and steam had paused only to suit his convenience.”29 Had she interpreted the 
situation rationally – understanding that the train regularly stops at the station regardless of 
her husband, and that no one else got off the train that night was a coincidence – it would 
have undermined his position as the omnipotent head of the family unit. Second, she had a 
hard time coming up with ideas on how to occupy herself during the absence of her husband, 
despite the grand library and the piano at her disposal.30 At one point she actually wonders: 
“what should I do now, how shall I pass the long, sea-lit hours until my husband beds me?”31 
She was in a grand castle, of which she was to be mistress, yet her thoughts implied that now 
that they were married, she could not really function in life without him. Furthermore, by 
using the term ‘beds me’ she suggests that her most prominent role in their future life will be to 
satisfy his sexual needs. One could argue that on their wedding night, as a virgin, her thoughts 
were preoccupied with what was to come, however, the term ‘beds me’ implies far less romance 
than if the terms ‘make love’ or ‘come to me’ would have been used. Third, through the use of 
free indirect speech the reader learns that her husband thinks that “[She] is only a little girl, [...
she] did not understand [the reason why it was crucial to set sail on his honeymoon in pursuit 
of a million dollar deal when he was already richer than she could imagine].”32 This is again 
something Woolf reflected on, although Woolf’s focus was different, since she discussed 20th-
century options for women in her essay “A Room of One’s Own”, saying that women were 
not taken seriously in the business world.33

That this story simultaneously references the works of Poe, Brontë and Wilde along with 
the works of Woolf – all of whom are prominent authors of their centuries – so strongly, 
reinforces the earlier argument that Carter deliberately avoided time indicators in order to 
prove that the second part of the 19th- and the first of the 20th-century were not as radically 
different as they seem to be.

However, the reader might suspect that despite the frequent allusions to the 19th century, 
this story will not have a traditional fairy tale structure, because in spite of the numerous traits 
listed above, the girl’s character differs from the Victorian stereotype in another small detail: 
even though she is a virgin she is not completely unaware of what sexuality means.34 Seeing 
how central sexuality is in the story, this becomes a crucial aspect of her characterization.

Finally, the girl’s highly ambiguous idea that her destiny is bearing an heir to “that legendary 
habitation in which [her husband] had been born”35 should be considered. On the one hand, 
it can be understood as the manifestation of the millennia old concern about the future of the 
family wealth. In this case, since by the end of the 19th century women were not forced to be 
content with the single purpose of raising children this idea still bears the burden of patriarchal 
stereotyping.

However, there is an alternative interpretation if the castle, a very typical fairy tale image, 
which in this case is even described as “that magic place, the fairy castle […]”,36 (is understood 
as a metaphor for the whole fairy tale genre. In this case bearing an heir to it – rather than 
to the man who owns the castle – may mean that this character, who is neither completely 

29  CARTER 1979, 8.
30  CARTER 1979, 12, 21.
31  CARTER 1979, 12.
32  CARTER 1979, 15.
33  WOOLF 2005, 615–616.
34  CARTER 1979, 13.
35  CARTER 1979, 2.
36  CARTER 1979, 2.
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Victorian nor completely modern, may bear an heir, a new character type. If the phrase ‘bear 
an heir’ is taken figuratively, this is indeed what happens, because the combined efforts of 
her and Jean-Yves, the blind piano-tuner who becomes her lover, make the mother’s entry 
possible. The answer to why the mother is such an important figure lies in the fact that she 
seems to be an anachronism. Makinen claims that it is Carter’s implied reader who is “situated 
in the early 1980s”37 but I would rather say that this is true of the mother figure as well. I 
would like to argue that somewhat like John Fowles in The French Lieutenant’s Woman,38 
Carter created a metaphorical alter ego for herself in the mother figure. Due to the mixture 
of typically masculine and feminine traits in her character, the mother seems to have gone 
through the sexual revolution of the 1960s as well as having been informed by the second 
wave of feminism. This in itself would allow any number of Carter’s contemporaries to act as 
models for the mother figure, however, I believe that Carter herself is the most adequate model 
because of the argument that the mother figure brings along the radical notions and subversive 
characters into the subsequent fairly tales of The Bloody Chamber. Outside the world of fiction 
Carter indeed does that, since she is the author who rewrites the fairly tales in question to 
incorporate the new characters and themes; therefore the mother can be viewed as Carter’s 
strictly non-biographical manifestation in the opening story.

Although Carter’s critics do not give her such a crucial role, the mother’s status in the story 
has been frequently discussed. Sheets for example highlights the importance of her entry into 
the fairy tale genre39 implying that she might be the real heroine of the story, yet she does 
not explicitly state it. However, this paper offers an alternative to the previously established 
interpretation. Interestingly, many critics, for example Margaret Atwood or Kari E. Lokke,40 
either do not acknowledge Jean-Yves’ help in the final scene41 or, in the case of Sheets, claim 
that he is an inadequate hero candidate.42 However, a crucial point of this analysis is that it 
is not the mother alone that manages to save the girl. The eventual happy ending is achieved 
through the cooperation of three characters: the mother, Jean-Yves, and the girl. Makinen 
very briefly acknowledges this as well43 but fails to comment upon the importance of the their 
cooperation. In this trio the mother plays the part of the hero, the person who does the deed 
of killing the villain,44 yet, she could not have done this in the time period in which the fairy 
tale is set, most importantly because the mother is both symbolically and physically locked 
out of the castle, and by extension, of the whole genre. The obstacle she must overcome is the 
barred gates of the castle and she only succeeds with the help of those who already exist in the 
world of fairy tales: the traditional male hero candidate and the victim, who are in this case 
Jean-Yves and the girl. Here the mother’s status as an anachronism from the future becomes 
important once again since she is the only character type that previously did not exist in the 
fairy tale setting.

In a traditional fairy tale Jean-Yves would be the hero, the man who saves the girl and 
falls in love with her, but he is only partially able to live up to this expectation because of his 

37  MAKINEN 1992, 6.
38  FOWLES 1969.
39  SHEETS 1998, 104.
40  LOKKE 1988.
41  ATWOOD , 123; LOKKE 1988, 10, 11.
42  SHEETS 1998, 112.
43  MAKINEN 1992, 13.
44  CARTER 1979, 41.
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blindness. Sheets takes this aspect of his character into consideration, dismissing him as a hero 
altogether, claiming that on top of his blindness his relationship with the girl “does not appear 
to have a sexual dimension”,45 and her final, rhetorical question on the point is “[...] does that 
equality [between men and women] demand that the male be disfigured?”46 

The answer to this question lies in the fact that Jean-Yves is the only named character in 
the short story. A possible interpretation of this lack of naming could be that the unnamed 
characters of BC are not individuals but stock characters; therefore, whatever conclusion the 
reader arrives at can be understood as having a more general meaning, rather than as the 
meaning of this particular story. In contrast, Jean-Yves then becomes an individual character 
that happens to be in this story almost arbitrarily, which means that the answer to the question 
raised by Sheets is no: while the mother needed the help of an insider male, the male does 
not necessarily need to be handicapped to want to help or to desire a relationship based on 
equality. This again is a reinforcement of the hypothesis that Carter is rewriting the fairy 
tale genre as a whole, not merely the Bluebeard tale since the unnamed characters could be 
transported to any number of fairy tales.

The idea of not being named is also relevant when looking at the villain’s previous wives. 
All three of them are entirely different: the first is an opera singer, the second is an artist’s 
model for nude paintings while the third is a Romanian countess.47 While they slightly differ 
from one another as well, they are especially different from his fourth wife; and all of them 
are without a name. If this indeed means that they represent a general idea rather than a 
particular person, then their exploitation by the Marquis may be interpreted as the symbolic 
representation of the patriarchal system, which is defined by Sylvia Walby as “a system of social 
structures and practices in which men dominate, oppress and exploit women.”48 He seems to 
prefer conquering women with a great variety of experiences: the artist, the fallen woman, 
the aristocrat and, finally, the virgin, possibly aiming to collect wives from every possible 
background. Furthermore, since the nameless Marquis had already killed three different kinds 
of nameless women, attempted to kill a fourth and promised to do so with another dozen49 it 
can be understood as the symbolic destruction of the diversity of woman figures in literature.

The fact that the last third of the story takes a sharp turn from the traditional structure 
of fairy tales deserves a few comments as well. When the girl realizes that her curiosity will 
result in her death, she evokes the mythic story of Pandora’s box,50 while Jean-Yves thinks of 
the Biblical story of Eve’s temptation.51 There are a number of links between the fairy tale 
genre and mythic stories. One is that they both have old oral traditions, the second is that 
both can be understood as having an underlying moral aspect. A third link that is particular 
to this specific fairy tale is that there are explicit mythic references in it. It is important that 
these mythic stories come from two religions prominent in Europe, which is interesting for 
two reasons: first, because it serves to specify that this story, full of nameless characters, refers 
strictly to European traditions; second, because it highlights the male centred attitude of 
Europe. It has been noted a number of times that the myth of Adam and Eve was influenced 
by that of Ninhursag, a Sumerian goddess, but in a popular version of that myth it is the male 

45  SHEETS 1998, 112.
46  SHEETS 1998, 112.
47  CARTER 1979, 4–5.
48  WALBY , 20.
49  CARTER 1979, 39.
50  CARTER 1979, 34.
51  CARTER 1979, 38.
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character who eats the forbidden plants, not the female (“Ninhursag”); yet in both Pandora’s 
and Eve’s myth it is a woman whose curiosity condemns the whole of humanity.

However, the present story does not really fit into the schema of these two mythic stories; 
in fact, it presents an inverted version of them. In the cases of the two myths there are two 
women, both named, whose disobedience results in the demise of the whole world, while in 
this story there is a nameless girl, whose disobedience results only in her own death-sentence. 
Following the previous argument, there is a paradox in both cases: why is everyone punished 
for the sin of an individual woman, and why does the sin of a character-type result in individual 
punishment only? Although there might be many possibilities, one interpretation could be 
that the BC aims to highlight this issue and prompt the readers to think about the male 
dominated nature of European narratives, whether secular or religious.

Finally, the young girl as a victim needs to be reconsidered. Even though she plays the part, 
she is not the usual helpless victim. She tries to wash away the evidence of her disobedience52 
and a moment before her death she runs to help Jean-Yves open the gate and allow the mother 
into the scene,53 This change in the victim’s usual actions implies that stereotypes can only be 
broken if several aspects are taken into consideration.

What essentially happens in the BC is that within the fairy tale genre the unnamed mother 
figure conquers the traditional sphere of the hitherto predominantly male heroes. The first 
box in Carter’s box set being opened, this conquest will enable – as the remaining tales in the 
collection show – other, less stereotypical female characters and gender related notions to enter 
the fairy tale genre as well.

Analysis of the three ‘cat-tales’ 

While the first story serves as a metaphorical gate, the remaining three cat-tales tackle three 
stereotypes, mostly inherited from the Victorian age, which traditionally prevented the rea-
listic depiction of women in literature. “The Courtship of Mr. Lyon” will deal with the An-
gel-in-the-House-myth, “The Tiger’s Bride” with the notion that all women who are viewed 
as objects are completely helpless in their situation; while “Puss-In-Boots” will address the 
representation of sexuality, an issue that has been a topic of debate ever since.

The Courtship of Mr. Lyon and The Tiger’s Bride
Simpson quoted Angela Carter, who said that she took “the latent content of [...] traditional 
stories and [was] using that [...]”54 The two stories that immediately follow “The Bloody Cham-
ber” show two opposing sides of the Beauty-and-the-Beast-tale: “The Courtship of Mr. Lyon” 
shows the children’s version of the story while “The Tiger’s Bride” shows the much darker side. 
For this reason, the two stories will be compared and contrasted throughout the analysis.

A main point of comparison between the two stories is that they contrast each other in terms 
of how the female characters are handled by their fathers. Or as Makinen said, “in one story, 
women are pampered, in the other treated as property, but in both cases the protagonists chose 
to explore the dangerous, exhilarating change that comes from choosing the beast.”55 However, 
this is a rather simplistic summary of the plot, because it does not reflect on the fact that both 
stories allow a glimpse of those character traits in women that are frequently obscured, such as 

52  CARTER 1979, 33.
53  CARTER 1979, 40.
54  SIMPSON , ix.
55  MAKINEN 1992, 10.
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a conscious will and a desire for control over their actions. If something is being done to the 
women that means that they are not the agents in the situation; however, as the analyses will 
show, both Beauty characters have at least some form of control over their fates.

Carter skillfully evaded time indicators by which the stories could be identified as set in the 
19th or 20th centuries because, as she said, she “wanted a lush fin-de-siècle décor for the story.”56 
Although she said this in relation to “The Bloody Chamber” the same could be true for these 
stories as well. In “The Courtship of Mr. Lyon” – henceforth abbreviated as CL – Beauty 
passes the day with reading and embroidery,57 however, inventions such as the radio are absent 
from the descriptions, implying that the story was set around the 1900s. In contrast, “The 
Tiger’s Bride” – henceforth abbreviated as TB – is set even earlier, demonstrated by the fact 
that not only the eccentric Beast but Beauty and her father used carriages for transportation 
as well, rather than cars.58 If the two tales are indeed set at the turn of the century the female 
characters may easily represent the remnants of Victorian stereotypes which were still present 
in the early decades of the 20th century.

At first the girl in CL is presented as the typical Victorian Angel, whom59 Nina Auerbach 
in Woman and the Demon: The Life of a Victorian Myth describes as “the selfless paragon all 
women were exhorted to be, enveloped in family life and seeking no identity beyond the 
roles of daughter, wife and mother.”60 The story begins with Beauty in the kitchen, doing 
chores,61 which suits the patriarchal setup completely as it allows the father to go about in the 
world. Beauty’s personality seems to support this when the narrator claims that “she stayed, 
and smiled because her father wanted her to do so.”62 Within the same paragraph her smiles 
are mentioned three times: first, she smiled because her father asked her to, then she smiled 
because she wanted to, and finally, smiled because the situation required it. This shows very 
subtly that the Beauty of this tale was not in fact a mindlessly selfless Victorian stereotype 
obeying requests but rather a character endowed with a will and mind of her own.

In the very next paragraph this subtle hint is explicitly confirmed when the narrator warns 
the reader: “Do not think she had no will of her own; only, she was possessed by a sense of 
obligation to an unusual degree and, besides, she would gladly have gone to the ends of the 
earth for her father, whom she loved dearly.”63 In this passage the Angel myth is destabilized, 
claiming that a lack of will was not a prerequisite of obedience and it is also suggested that 
Beauty did as she was told willingly, out of love, rather than due to external pressure.

That she is not a manifestation of the stereotype is further reinforced by the fact that she 
is clumsy at small talk,64 something stereotypical Victorian women were said to be good at. 
Furthermore, she is prone to vanity,65 which, in a sense stands in direct opposition to the 
characterization of this Victorian ideal since vanity implies self-absorption.

Finally, her father is not presented as a stereotypical patriarchal male either: he was twice 

56  SIMPSON , xiii.
57  CARTER 1979, 50.
58  CARTER 1979, 56, 60.
59  AUERBACH 1982.
60  AUERBACH 1982, 67–69.
61  CARTER 1979, 43.
62  CARTER 1979, 48.
63  CARTER 1979, 48.
64  CARTER 1979, 49.
65  CARTER 1979, 52.
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ruined and could not afford to pamper Beauty66 yet she adored him. This can be understood as 
an early hint that her later actions would not be motivated by the need for financial security. 
And, more importantly, Beauty only leaves her father to choose the Beast after her father had 
indulged her in everything money can buy.67 On the one hand, this scene shows that Beauty 
acted for emotional reasons rather than financial ones, and on the other hand, it also proves 
that she had the will and control over the choice of whom she wished to share her life with.

Therefore, the Beauty of CL presents one way of modernizing this particular tale: her 
character shows that those traits by which the Victorian Angel was described, and through 
which patriarchal society tried to reinforce women’s subordination, do exist in women, but 
they are actually the products of conscious acts rather than mindless selflessness.

In contrast, TB sheds light on the less flattering but more realistic side of an early or pre-
19th-century woman’s life: that is, being owned by the head of the family, which was usually 
the father or the husband, or, in their absence, the closest male relative. The tale opens with 
the sentence “my father lost me to the Beast at cards”,68 which implies that she is viewed as an 
object that can be traded, and for the girl this could mean anything from permanent slavery 
to sexual exploitation. At a later point it is revealed that the Beast’s only wish is “to see the 
pretty young lady unclothed nude without her dress and that only for the one time after which 
she will be returned to her father undamaged with banker’s orders for the sum which he lost 
to [the Beast] at cards and also a number of fine presents such as furs, jewels and horses.”69 
Obviously, this is a form of prostitution, yet, the word ‘undamaged’ implies that the Beast had 
no sexual contact in mind apart from seeing her naked.

However, the character shows that even when women are viewed as objects they possess 
some amount of authority over their body and she refuses to undress until the Beast does 
so first.70 The moment mutuality, therefore equality in a way, is achieved she feels no shame 
because of her body; and instead of reinforcing the Victorian myth that sexuality is a shameful, 
necessary evil, the story concludes with the heroine’s choice to stay with the Beast rather than 
stay in a society that prostituted her. In his turn, the Beast, after his initial participation in the 
patriarchal system by trying to buy and therefore exploit Beauty, chose to be Beauty’s equal 
instead of her superior and dominator.

In other words, the two reworked “Beauty and the Beast”-tales aim to give a truer presentation 
of possible characters than was available in literature before the 20th century.

3.2. Puss-In-Boots
“Puss-In-Boots” – henceforth abbreviated as PB – is very different from the rest of the stories in 
this collection, due to its humorous tone and lack of Gothic elements. Furthermore, it differs 
from the previously analyzed stories in that, instead of redefining Victorian or pre-Victorian 
character stereotypes, it aims to tackle an issue far larger than the true or the stereotypical rep-
resentation of women in literature: it deals with the representation of sexuality. The two major 
issues Carter deals with are the vocabulary that is available to describe sexual scenes and the 
restrictive notions regarding female sexuality that were prevalent even during the 20th century.

In 19th-century England it was common belief that “only males and déclassé [lower rank] 
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women were sexual”,71 while the 20th century saw the rise of the notion, largely due to the 
theories of Sigmund Freud and other contemporary sexologists, that, while both men and 
women can enjoy intimacy, men have the active role72 while women adopt the passive role.73 
Yet despite the vast number of theories on the subject, there was no commonly used vocabulary 
for the description of sexuality created, even in Carter’s time, apart from the medical and the 
pornographic ones; an issue that even the 21st-century has not yet addressed adequately. 

For over half a century before the collection’s publication there had been efforts to reform 
the unrealistic, metaphorical language that was used in literature to convey sexual content, 
the most notorious example being D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover.74 However, 
Lawrence’s only real originality in terms of sexual vocabulary was that he used in his novel 
some of the four-letter words which had been in use in pornographic fiction at least since the 
19th century (cf. An anonymous collection entitled A Man With A Maid & Other Victorian 
Stories). As opposed to this, Carter chose to line the sexual scenes in PB with humour and 
divers vocabulary. An important thing to note is that while references to the genitalia are made 
in “The Bloody Chamber”75 they are omitted in PB, at least in relation to humans, most likely 
because the humorous tone which Carter wanted to use did not allow them. However, when 
naming intercourse she uses terms such as “he made the beast with two backs”76 or “[after 
stripping she] shows him the target, he displays the dart, scores an instant bullseye”77 while 
also saying that the impotent husband’s “flag hangs all the time at half-mast”78 highlighting 
the fact that language need not be explicit nor does it need to be serious to unambiguously 
refer to sexuality.

Another interesting feature of PB is that while it maintains that men and women have 
similar sexual appetites it refuses to take the question seriously. Puss’s master’s sexual exploits 
are described as “he made the beast with two backs with every harlot in the city, besides 
a number of good wives, dutiful daughters, rosy country girls […] and the chambermaid 
who strips the bed […] The Mayor’s wife, even, [and…] her daughter [… who] jumped in 
bed between them.”79 This long list caricatures him and presents his character as the sexual 
stereotype of “the male who is always ready.”80 However unusual in literature, the girl, despite 
being a virgin, is not presented as the stereotypical counterpart. Rather than presenting her 
as a shy inexperienced creature that is corrupted by the experienced male – cf. “The Bloody 
Chamber” – she is described as possessing a passionate side that compliments his81 despite her 
inexperience. This implies that women’s passion is just as natural and inherent as that of men 
and not something that is learned from them. Yet what is even more important is that the couple 
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in PB is able to enjoy sexual encounters both through male and female activity.82 As Makinen 
also right assesses, equality between the sexes is greatly forgrounded.83 A possible reason for this 
notably progressive attitude could have been that Carter wanted to counterbalance the existing 
instances of sexual representation in literature, which was predominantly written by men. 
One such example is Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover in which those women who desired a 
more active role in intimacy were presented in a negative light. Furthermore, there is no moral 
judgment in PB: the male character – who is a cheating gambler84 – finds love and prosperity 
at the end of the tale.

The Middle Three: Spirits, Manifestations of Desire and Vampires

At first glance this unit seems to be as chaotic and disorganized as the ‘cat tales’ seemed to be 
organized and unified. Instead of offering simply a rewriting of the already existing representa-
tions of the central archetypes presented in this unit, these stories seem to have enough novel 
characteristics to become canonized variations in their own right. The characters do not have 
common features, such as being felines or wolves but instead, the reader is acquainted with a 
variety of supernatural creatures: namely, a male wood spirit, a child vaguely reminiscent of 
Snow White and a female vampire. Despite drawing on different mythological and folklore 
backgrounds – Scandinavian,85 German and Slavic86 respectively – the stories have two com-
mon organizing forces that allow them to form a unit: desire and change, or rather, transfor-
mation.

In connection with desire, I will argue in this chapter that the first two of the three stories 
present women in a typical role where they are the objects of male desire, whereas in the third 
story it is the female vampire who desires. Furthermore, I will argue that the aim of this unit 
is to subvert the socially accepted dichotomy of either being the active experiencer of desire or 
being the object of desire – in which case active evasion is possible beside passive acceptance; 
however, that does not change the status of being objectified.

One possible reason for Carter’s focus on sexuality could be that pornography became a 
high-profile issue in the 1970s, with a debate between liberals who condoned pornography 
and conservatives who protested against it.87 While Carter was writing The Bloody Chamber she 
was also working on her essay on Marquis de Sade in which she claimed that Sade “declares 
himself unequivocally for the right of women to fuck […] so that powered by their enormous 
and hitherto untapped sexual energy they will then be able to fuck their way into history and, 
in doing, change it.”88 Clearly Carter was on the side of the liberals in the pornography debate 
and her findings regarding de Sade influenced her in the composition of The Bloody Chamber 
as well.

But as I mentioned, changes are also important in the ‘middle stories’. Whether the change 
occurs in the formal features of the text, in a character or in the description of the surroundings, 
it is always prominent and of great importance. Of course all of the ten stories in the collection 
involve some form of transformation, which was an almost obligatory feature of the genre 
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(“Folktale”), but in the following three stories the importance of change is highlighted by 
the fact that it is the most unified organizing force: unlike in the ‘cat tales’ or the ‘wolf tales’ 
there is no single theme that holds the stories together homogeneously. Even the previously 
mentioned theme of desire is approached from three different angles. Therefore the only 
completely common theme in these stories is change which is important for the overarching 
structure of the collection: as it will be discussed in later chapters, the three stories in the 
middle lean progressively towards the final three stories, each story, with the possible exception 
of “The Snow Child”, having a stronger connection with werewolves. If one tries to visualize 
the overarching structure of the collection, it gives the impression that the stories go from the 
‘cat tales’ towards the ‘wolf tales’ as if they were in motion, forming an organic unit – however 
alien such a unit may seem to a postmodern work of art.

Angela Carter’s Take on the Myth of the Erl-King
Carter’s rendition of the Erl-King’s myth is rather innovative because instead of following 
either the traditional Scandinavian version – in which the supernatural being was actually 
a female with sexual intentions – or conforming to the version created and popularized by 
Goethe – in which the creature is a male who preys on children – Carter combined the two 
versions and invented her own variation: a male wood spirit with malicious sexual intentions. 
Interestingly, Carter signifies this alteration of the original legend through the name of the 
character as well. She uses the hyphenated spelling of the name, which was first used by the 
19th-century Irish poet James Clarence Mangan in his translation of Herder’s ballad,89 rather 
than the unhyphenated spelling that was used in the original90 as well as in Goethe’s version.91 
Furthermore, she changes the name by spelling both elements with capital letters, something 
that only appears in her variation, subtly symbolizing that while the story resembles the origi-
nal, it has its own twists as well. That there is such an important and obvious change in the first 
story after ‘the cat tales’ signifies to the reader that change itself will be one of the key elements 
in the next unit – that is, if they acknowledge the existence of such unities in the collection.

However, the origin and gender of the wood spirit is not the only instance of gender 
change in “The Erl-King” that is so typical of Carter: she seems to employ the gendered and 
genderless personal pronouns with an abundance of variation as well, particularly in the first 
four paragraphs of the story. The first paragraph is fairly gender neutral: nature is referred to 
as ‘it’, rather than the conventional ‘she’ used when an author invokes the Mother Nature 
image. However, from the gender neutral third person narration Carter briefly changes to a 
second person narration – without revealing the gender of the implied reader. Then the third 
paragraph begins with “a young girl”,92 the very first instance of gendered character in the story, 
which almost immediately turns into first person narration, implying that the narrator of the 
story is a woman. The narrator being secured as a woman, who is seduced by the Erl-King;93 
the story throws the reader into confusion when the narration briefly returns to the second 
person, beginning with “what big eyes you have”,94 this time identifying the implied reader 
with the Erl-King himself. Playing on the genderless nature of the second person pronoun, 
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Carter seems to suggest that the gender of characters is easily subvertible. This of course is 
nothing new after Virginia Woolf’s Orlando, but the main difference between the two works 
is that in Woolf’s novel there is an actual gender change, while in Carter there is only a hint 
that it could happen. This is reinforced by the fact that Woolf made a spectacle of Orlando’s 
gender change – through the character’s comparison of her situation as a woman to what it was 
like when she was a boy – Carter left this twist of the plot line entirely without commenting 
on it or even explicitly acknowledging it.

Finally, the third noteworthy element regarding changes is the mention of lycanthropes. 
“Eyes green as apples. Green as dead sea fruit. What big eyes you have. Eyes of an incomparable 
luminosity, the numinous phosphorescence of the eyes of lycanthropes. The gelid green of 
your eyes [...]”95 On the one hand, there is an easily recognizable reference to the Little Red 
Riding Hood tale, implying that the Erl-King is wolf-like, while on the other hand the word 
lycanthrope is a synonym for werewolf as well. Yet the description of the eyes rather evokes 
the image of a cat, who are far more well known for having green eyes than wolves are, 
reinforcing the previously suggested notion that the stories might be moving, in other words 
transforming, from ‘cat tales’ to ‘wolf tales’.

As suggested in the introduction of chapter 5, even though there is the male wood spirit 
in the centre of the story, I would like to point out the status of the unnamed and nearly 
undescribed narrator: she is the unwilling object of his desire who comes “like any other 
trusting thing”96 when he calls her. Yet, however blindsided she may seem, this seemingly 
helpless narrator, who is drawn to the Erl-King “on his magic lasso of inhuman music”,97 
becomes an active participant in the story by end. She does not wish to become a part of his 
collection. And not only does she kill the Erl-King; she saves his previous victims as well, 
although the change from the present to the future tense implies that this might rather be a 
vision than the actual conclusion of the plot line.

The Snow Child
Angela Carter’s revision of the Snow White fairy tale is a challenging text: while acknowledg-
ing that the analysis of this short story is the weak point of my argument on the stories moving 
from cats to wolves – there are no lycanthropes in the story or any minor references to wolves 
or cats – the final paragraph of the story serves as an element that allows “The Snow Child” 
to be a part of the unit that focuses primarily on change and transformation: the supernatural 
apparition of the Snow Child dissolves into its basic components.

In terms of desire, however, the tale is much more fruitful, as it depicts the Snow Child as 
the archetypal passive object of male desire: as if by magic the girl manifested “as soon as he 
completed her description”98 and then disappeared again as soon as he satisfied his desires.99 
Due to the Snow Child’s passive nature the story stands out from the collection, because this 
is the only one without either a subversive female protagonist or a challenge issued against the 
so called norms. However, it should also be noted that the Snow Child does not have her own 
voice either, in any form: she appears to be mute, her actions are reported in the third person 
and the reader is excluded from her thoughts as well – that is, assuming that she has any, 
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considering that she does not seem to exhibit any facial expressions either. Instead of a real girl 
she seems to be nothing more than an animated puppet. Or as Margaret Atwood suggested: 
“she is only an idea, an idea of virginal perfection, which cannot survive actual passion.”100 
In other words, she is different from the rest of Carter’s characters because she is not actually 
one of them; she is a mere depiction of how women might have been perceived at the time. It 
should be noted that the phrase ‘at the time’ is quite inadequate in this case, however, because 
the tale does not reveal anything about the time period in which it was set. There is not a single 
item mentioned in the tale that could give even a vague pointer to a time period, unless the 
reader considers the “high, black, shining boots with scarlet heels”101 which would probably 
imply more modern times – although this would be a very weak sort of evidence. In light of 
this, the story can be interpreted as intentionally timeless and universal, which may lead the 
reader to the conclusion that the sexual objectification of women is an equally timeless and 
universal phenomenon.

The Lady of the House of Love as a symbol of empowerment and threat
“The Lady of the House of Love” is a curious story not only because it features a vampire 
woman, an image which has traditionally been associated with possessing sexual power and 
control, but also because the character abhors her powers. The story is set in Transylvania, whi-
ch alone is enough to immediately evoke a vast array of concepts related to the Dracula-type 
of vampires, which are reinforced by directly relating the protagonist of Carter’s tale to the 
historical figure behind the Darcula story: “she is the last bud of the poison tree that sprang 
from the loins of Vlad the Impaler”,102 which is a nice way of grounding her outside the world 
of fiction as well. However, it is revealed on the same page that this story is not just a twist on 
history nor is it a continuation of Bram Stoker’s fiction, because almost immediately after the 
appearance of Vlad the Impaler, Nosferatu is mentioned as well, further enriching the reader’s 
set of pre-existing assumptions. Although Nosferatu is the “unauthorized [movie] version of 
Dracula”,103 their main characters are so dissimilar that some people actually consider them to 
be different species of vampires altogether. While in most of the movie adaptations Dracula is 
seen as seductive and at first glance almost human-like, Nosferatu is clearly presented as a beast 
that cannot be mistaken for a human from any distance – yet he too seems to have an irresis-
tible effect on humans. Unsurprisingly, the young woman in “The Lady of the House of Love” 
seems to bear the characteristics of both vampires: “Her fingernails are longer than those of the 
mandarins of ancient China and each is pared to a fine point”104 yet “when she takes [men] by 
the hand and leads them to her bedroom, they can scarcely believe their luck.”105 Despite her 
demonic features she is still a seductress, and a seductress by nature rather than by will: “when 
she was a little girl, she was like a fox and contented herself with baby rabbits [... but] now she 
is a woman, she must have men.”106 Furthermore, she is a destructive seductress – her victims 
do not survive her attack. In the mythologically inclined reader these characteristics might 
evoke the figure of Lilith as well as images of the succubi demon.
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Lilith is a mythological figure, over a thousand years old, with dozens if not hundreds of 
variations to her myth as well as to her origin. In some variations she herself is a succubus107 who 
is a demon “who takes the form of a beautiful woman in order to seduce men.”108 However, in 
Christian cultures she is best known as the first wife of Adam:

„The earliest account of Lilith appears in a midrash, Alpha Bet Ben Sira, which attempts 
to resolve the discrepancies in the Torah about the creation of Lilith in Genesis, follo-
wed by the creation of Eve just a few passages later. In the midrash, God created Lilith 
in the same way as he did Adam, but he used filth and impure sediment instead of dust 
from the earth. Adam and Lilith were at odds with each other from the beginning, and 
she refused to lie beneath him during intercourse. When she saw that Adam would 
gain power over her, she uttered the ineffable name of God and flew off to a cave in the 
desert near the Red Sea.”109

Within the appropriate context, Lilith’s figure can be considered a source of empowerment 
for women, provided that one recognizes that Lilith, who was created as Adam’s equal, was 
only demonized in order to fit into the patriarchal power structure of Christian society. An 
argument for the relevance of these figures to the depicted vampire myth is that even though 
there is no explicit connection established between vampires and the aforementioned female 
figures, the implicit connection is sufficient: vampires are not seductive beings by definition. 
In Guiley’s view the vampire is a “supernaturally endowed person who attacks living things, 
weakening and possibly destroying them. The vampire has no single definition, but represents 
types of entities and people. In Western lore, the vampire is primarily the returning dead who 
drain the life force (BLOOD) of the living.”110 Yet Carter connects her vampire to two of the 
most seductive vampire legends which provides the sufficient link between the various creatu-
res mentioned above.

After reading of the various ways in which Carter’s protagonists liberated themselves as well 
as others in the previous tales, it is an intriguing turn that one of her characters would reject 
such a powerful role. Yet this is exactly what the vampire girl in this tale does: “[e]verything 
about this beautiful and ghastly lady is as it should be, queen of night, queen of terror – except 
her horrible reluctance for the role.”111 This reluctance can be understood if one remembers 
that the vampire myth not only offers empowerment but also poses a threat. Instead of her 
destructive nature she would rather “take the rabbits home with her [...and] would like to 
caress their [young men’s] lean brown cheeks”112 and because she cannot help her nature “the 
blood on the Countess’s cheeks will be mixed with tears.”113 In the previous tales women had 
to do the saving: they had to save themselves from men or men from themselves or on occasion 
both, while this story has a more traditional ending in the sense that it is the young officer 
doing the saving. However, instead of saving the vampire girl from an external threat, such as 
a villain, he saves her from her own unwanted desires. In other words, instead of remaining in 
the dichotomy of desire the vampire lady subverts this binary opposition with the aid of the 
virginal and innocent officer.
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The Wolf tales

The most obvious common theme of the final three stories in The Bloody Chamber is that in 
all of the stories one or more characters turn out to be werewolves. In this chapter I will argue 
that apart from holding the ‘wolf tales’ together, the figure of the werewolf holds a much more 
central position: the werewolf image, as a mythical figure that is capable of transforming, 
stands as a symbol for gender issues that became increasingly prominent around the publica-
tion of The Bloody Chamber. An interesting aspect of the werewolf legend that allows it to be 
compared to gender issues is that one of its most basic tenets exist in two variations: “In some 
legends, the werewolf is a person born under that curse, who cannot prevent himself from his 
hellish metamorphosis, […] In other tales, the werewolf is a witch who accomplishes the transfor-
mation by magical means or with the aid of demons.”114 In other words, being a werewolf was 
either considered to be an integral and uncontrollable – and therefore unchangeable – part of 
a human being, or it was entirely up to the person if and when to change.

Carter’s choice of the werewolf image becomes especially apt if we understand it to represent 
the gender debate of the second half of the 20th century. However, whether this choice was 
intentional on Carter’s part or not must be given a closer look. It is impossible to set up any 
kind of relationship that would imply influence between Carter’s story collection and Judith 
Butler’s theory of gender performativity, due to the simple fact that Butler published the idea 
for the first time only a decade later; but looking back at the texts, the similarity of their ideas 
is almost uncanny. However, the peculiarity of the similarity between their works can be 
reduced if one considers it a possibility that both have read Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second 
Sex115 featuring her famous claim “one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.116 While 
Butler critically evaluates Beauvoir’s claims there is no explicit evidence that Carter ever read 
The Second Sex, however it is not far-fetched to assume that she at least knew about the famous 
quote and drew her own conclusions.

In the essay “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology 
and Feminist Theory”, where Butler first published her idea of gender performativity before 
her book Gender Trouble,117 Butler proposes that “gender, for instance, as a corporeal style, an 
‘act’, as it were, […] is both intentional and performative [...]”118 Although this is not one of 
the focal points of Butler’s essay, in fact she takes the notion for granted, she claims agency 
for people, both as a collective group as well as individuals, rather than leave agency to nature, 
and argues against gender as “a predetermined or foreclosed structure, essence or fact.”119 In 
other words, she reaffirms her position in the debate of whether gender is something out of our 
control that we merely experience or something that we “do”120 deliberately. In the following 
subchapters I will argue that we can take the legend of the werewolf, with its two wide-spread 
variations, to symbolize this gender debate (which also has two wide-spread beliefs), since this 
is what Carter implicitly seems to do. She brings the werewolf – and by analogy gender – into 
focus in three stages: in the first story the grandmother – representing a conservative gender 
role – is the werewolf; in the second it is the hunter – which reinforces the claim that this is 
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about gender in general rather than about women only – while in the third story the wolf is 
Alice – a child who constructs her identity regardless of social norms. The succession of these 
stories is also significant due to their conclusions: the grandmother is killed and the hunter is 
tamed while Alice survives unchanged by external forces. Following the previously described 
line of thought, I will argue that the models represented by the first two stories are discarded 
in favour of that represented by the third.

Angela Carter’s Little Red Riding Hoods
Both “The werewolf” and “The Company of Wolves” are distant variations of the Little Red 
Riding Hood story although much of the original content is either missing from Carter’s vers-
ion or is twisted into an entirely new form.

In “The Werewolf” the most significant lack is that there are absolutely no male characters. 
In this variation of the tale the female characters seem to be confined to their own world 
completely, into which no man can penetrate. But what that world may be remains unexplained. 
The only reminder in the story that men do exist in the depicted society is that the girl is 
armed with her father’s hunting knife.121 The basis for my interpretation lies in Margaret 
Atwood’s summary of the events: “to be a ‘good child’ […] does not mean you have to be 
a victim. In the demanding ‘cold country’, to be a good child is to be a competent child, to 
know how to recognize danger but to avoid being paralysed by fear, to know how to use your 
father’s hunting knife to defend yourself against those who also hunt. ‘Good’ means ‘good 
at.’”122 Although Atwood did not say this explicitly, the latent content of this scene is that the 
young, competent, self-assured girl who was brave enough to “turn on the beast [when] any 
but a mountaineer’s child would have died of fright”123 turned on her own kin, and someone of 
the same sex, out of necessity. The event I see unfolding is that the youngest generation, with 
the aid and encouragement of the older generation – the mother and through the symbol of 
the knife the father as well – effectively neutralized the threat to their existence by the oldest 
generation – the grandmother – who represented superstition and the accompanying fear, 
symbolized by the witch’s wart on the grandmother’s hand.124 Based on the hypothesis that 
the wolf image stands for gender issues, and keeping in mind Butler’s claims on the regulative 
nature of gender,125 this story could be translated as the elimination of the oldest generation, 
whose gender performance is no longer tolerated by society.

The second Carterian variation of the Red Riding Hood tale, “The Company of Wolves”, 
is slightly different because it seems to have multiple layers. The first part of the fairly tale is 
somewhat like a general introduction to the actual Little Red Riding Hood tale, with brief 
summaries of various local legends. The word ‘local’ is of course somewhat inadequate since 
the story is set in the traditional, fictional world of the Little Red Riding Hood tale; however, 
these brief summaries are retold in such a manner that it suggests familiarity: as if the narrator 
was accustomed to reciting these stories. Before any of the mini-tales in the first part are told 
there is an important description that sets the mood for the rest of the whole fairly tale: “You 
are always in danger in the forest […] Step between the portals of the great pines where shaggy 
branches tangle about you […] step between the gateposts of the forest with the greatest 

121  CARTER 1979, 127.
122  ATWOOD 1994, 129–130.
123  CARTER 1979, 127.
124  CARTER 1979, 127.
125  BUTLER 1990, 522.
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trepidation and infinite precautions, for if you stray from the path for one instant, the wolves 
will eat you.”126 Based on the established hypothesis that in Carter’s stories wolves symbolize 
gender issues, the forest, which is the natural habitat of wolves, becomes a symbol for the realm 
in which gender issues are realized, it is seen as the background against which gender issues 
acquire meaning. Now this realm is depicted as dangerous, and anyone entering this realm 
may be in danger of being swallowed.

Another aspect of the first part of “The Company of Wolves” is that the aforementioned 
mini-tales are a sinister prequel for the main story: out of the three stories, two end with the 
death of the wolves and one with their misery.127 Alternatively, the first story seems as if it was 
a mythological explanation of what a werewolf is, alternating between third and second person 
narration – suggesting that there was, if not an implied reader, but an ‘implied listener’. This 
impression is reinforced by the beginning of the second mini-tale which says “this strong-
minded child insists she will go off through the wood.”128 The demonstrative ‘this’ suggests 
familiarity; it suggests that the reader is already acquainted with the child, which is possible if 
we understand the child as the ‘you’ to whom the first mini-tale is told.

Finally, the last point regarding the first part of “The Company of Wolves” is that the 
narrator explicitly states, more than once, that these werewolves, with the exception of those 
bewitched, have a choice in when to become wolves. In the last mini-tale within the tale we 
read “‘I wish I were a wolf again, to teach this whore a lesson!’ So a wolf he instantly became 
[...]”129 In other words, in this tale, becoming a werewolf, and by analogy the decision how to 
do one’s gender, is entirely up to the people involved.

The Little Red Riding Hood of the second part of the tale is described as follows: “She 
stands and moves within the invisible pentacle of her own virginity. She is an unbroken egg; 
she is a sealed vessel; she has inside her a magic space the entrance to which is shut tight with a 
plug of membrane; she is a closed system; she does not know how to shiver. She has her knife 
and she is afraid of nothing.”130 Essentially, what the reader encounters is that the protagonist 
is an inexperienced member of the youngest generation of women, who is empowered and 
emboldened by her virginity.

The most significant scene in this story is when the girl fearlessly stands her ground against 
the hunter,131 who turned out to be the wolf this time. Their confrontation is described as 
follows: “The girl burst out laughing; she knew she was nobody’s meat. She laughed at him full 
in the face, she ripped off his shirt for him and flung it into the fire, in the fiery wake of her 
own discarded clothing.”132 This scene has a clear sexual connotation: the virgin girl managed 
to overcome the ‘big bad wolf’, the predator, with her courage and bravado alone, resulting not 
in the death of the wolf – as the preceding mini-tales suggested – but in it becoming tame.133

My analogy may sound somewhat far-fetched, but the two Red Riding Hood adaptations – 
viewed as an inseparable pair – resemble a general pattern of events of the feminist movement: 
there was a first generation who fought against the old system in which they were bound – 

126  CARTER 1979, 130.
127  CARTER 1979, 131.
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132  CARTER 1979, 138.
133  CARTER 1979, 139.
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represented here by the werewolf grandmother in “The Werewolf” – and there was a second 
generation as well who already took the victories of the first generation for granted – which 
is somewhat analogous to the self-assured bravado of the girl in the second story, despite her 
inexperience – who tackled a set of issues, specifically, sexuality, that was left unaddressed by 
the first generation.

Redefining identity in “Wolf-Alice”
In the final tale of the collection both of the main characters are associated with wolves, one 
way or another, yet neither are described as traditional werewolves. Alice, the protagonist, is 
modelled not after mythological creatures or folk tale figures but after the popular urban le-
gend of the child who was raised by wolves. Instead of arriving onto the scene with a baggage 
of signals and images inherited from millennia old myths, that evoke pre-existing assumptions 
which would define her, Wolf-Alice can be considered a tabula rasa: she is a blank slate who is 
in the act of defining herself as the story progresses – and as I will argue, she helps the Duke 
re-define himself as well. In contrast, the Duke is a kind of half-werewolf. He is described as 
walking on two legs, yet having paws when he transforms. It is said that “his transformation 
is their parody”134 and eventually it is revealed that he is “locked half and half between such 
strange states, an aborted transformation, an incomplete mystery.”135 He is also depicted as a 
deviation of human society: he “came shrieking into the world with all his teeth, to bite his 
mother’s nipple off and weep.”136 Clearly, the narrator implies that he cannot help his situation, 
nor is he really aware of his surroundings – and consequently, he is not aware of his difference 
either: the reader is explicitly told that Alice “is far more sentient than he.”137 One might argue 
that Alice represents active, aware identity construction while the Duke represents merely the 
experience of an identity. Alice being the more central character, the section will primarily be 
concerned with her analysis, only referring to the Duke when relevant.

Western society’s attempt to reappropriate Alice is clearly documented in the scene where 
the nuns try to teach her what they consider to be the basics of civilized human behaviour. 
Rudimentary things she learned easily, such as “recogniz[ing] her own dish; then, to drink from 
a cup.”138 while other necessary elements of what is perceived by society as normal behaviour 
– such as wearing clothes – were already harder for Alice to grasp. This issue of wearing 
clothes is particularly important from a gender point of view because in Western societies 
only women are required to keep their upper bodies at least partially covered at all times when 
they appear in public. A popular argument in defence of this phenomenon is that a woman’s 
breast is a sexual organ with too many erotic connotations and therefore must be covered. 
However, it is obvious that this can only be valid from a heterosexual male point of view. I am 
deliberately avoiding labelling western society as ‘phallocentric’, unlike Makinen who claims 
that “readers need to position themselves outside phallocentric culture [to read The Bloody 
Chamber]”139 because while it seems appropriate at first glance, it would obscure the fact that in 
this particular debate the homosexual male point of view is just as excluded as the heterosexual 
female point of view, in which cases men would have to cover their chests as well. And while 
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the lesbian point of view might prove to be an interesting point of comparison, the patriarchal 
power structure would only cater to those aspects that coincide with the heterosexual male 
point of view. To connect this controversy back to “Wolf-Alice”, Alice’s character highlights 
the constructed nature of the exclusively heterosexual male centred point of view by showing a 
certain degree of unwillingness to adopt it. It is interesting that abstract notions like religious 
rituals were even more alien to her and resulted in her reverting “to her natural state.”140 This 
sends the subtle message that religion is even more constructed than social norms are, as Alice 
was eventually able to learn the former but not the latter.

Despite stressing that Butler’s theory could not have influenced Carter, it is still a useful 
model for understanding some of the aspects of this story. One such example is why the Duke 
and Alice were treated differently by society even though both of them were associated with 
wolves. A crucial point of difference between the two characters is that it is clearly indicated 
that the Duke was born and raised in the castle, therefore he is a part of society, while Alice was 
raised by wolves, therefore she is outside of human society. This immediately recalls Butler’s 
claim that “gender is a performance with clearly punitive consequences [and that] discrete 
genders are part of what ‘humanizes’ individuals within contemporary culture; indeed, those 
who fail to do their gender right are regularly punished.” 141 For reasons unexplained, this is 
exactly what happens in “Wolf-Alice” as well: Alice is not punished for not conforming to 
the expected norms but instead is merely abandoned; while the Duke is eventually attacked 
by the peasants.142 Apart from the obvious difference between being embarrassing143 and 
eating corpses144 I think there is a deeper meaning behind the villagers’ different reactions. 
My interpretation is that Alice’s inability to conform to the expected rules is seen as less of a 
threat to the community’s integrity because she is considered an outsider. She is not a part of 
society, therefore, it is sufficient to just leave her be rather than take the time to try to regulate 
and punish her. However, it is clear that the Duke should be a part of their society, as signified 
by his title which establishes him as a part of the social hierarchy, yet he is a born deviant; 
therefore he needs to be punished for his transgressions.

Once society abandoned Alice and “deposited [her] at the castle [of the similarly socially 
outcast Duke]”145 she began constructing her own self-image, unaware of the historically 
constructed social expectations and norms firmly in place in the village. It is important to 
note that while she constructed her own identity without the aid of society, in other words 
without the help of the people around her, she did not do so without human contact: one 
of the crucial elements of her self-development was when she learned to recognize herself in 
the mirror146 which is essentially a human-made object. Therefore, while she had no explicit 
social constraints, she did have an impersonal kind of human contact and she was influenced 
by the products of the society with which she did not have contact. The other aspect of her 
identity construction was that she learned the concept of time,147 although this she managed 
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through her own biological make-up alone. Essentially, what the reader may witness in “Wolf-
Alice” is the unrestricted development of an identity in which Alice only chooses the elements 
of culture that she finds useful or agreeable. What kind of an identity this may be is a good 
question. Certainly a gendered identity, as symbolized by Alice’s menstrual cycle; but also a 
cultural one, symbolized by the influence of man-made objects. However, a social identity 
might also be argued due to her developing relationship with the Duke. For this reason  
I would choose a human identity, which would encompass all of the above.

With this in mind, the paragraph evoking the Christian genesis myth becomes all the more 
important: “if you could transport her [… to] where Eve and grunting Adam squat on a daisy 
bank […] then she might prove to be the wise child who leads them all and her silence and her 
howling language as authentic as any language of nature.”148 My interpretation of this passage 
is that it is motivated by wistful thinking: if a self-identified creature like Alice, who is not 
bound by the useless or disagreeable aspects of social conventions, could have lead ‘Eve and 
grunting Adam’ – an expression I consider to be an ironic jab at the conventional ‘Adam and 
Eve’ sequence – the human race would be far better off. This is reinforced by the question at 
the end of the paragraph: “but how can the bitten apple flesh out its scar again?”149 The bitten 
apple is a direct reference to the original sin in Christian religion – the dominant religion of 
western societies – and fleshing out might be understood as redemption. Thus, the question 
really is: but how can humanity right all of its mistakes committed since its birth? This of 
course is a very general philosophical question, but if Alice is understood as representing the 
side of the 20th-century gender debate which advocates human agency it can be narrowed 
down to the question of how those people who are now aware of the constructed nature of 
social norms could right all the concealed wrongs committed since the birth of the human 
race.

Finally, the argument for the Duke’s case is based on the fact that throughout the entire 
story his image is not visible in the mirror. This is a curious idea, because this connects the 
Duke to vampires – since the lack of reflection implies that he does not have a soul, a feature 
characteristic of vampires. In the final paragraph, however, when Alice is showing the Duke 
an act of kindness by licking the dirt and blood off his face, his face slowly appears in the 
mirror,150 which implies that the newly self-defined Alice’s emotional alignment with the Duke 
grants him his soul. In other words, he is appropriated into a new human community by 
Alice, which becomes especially significant if the Duke, as a social outcast, is understood as a 
symbol for repressed or under-represented male identities. In this sense, Alice and the Duke 
become the symbolic representations of a new social order that is not defined by the pre-
existing assumptions of established – and therefore inherently prejudiced – human societies. 
The gender of these characters reinforces my claim to view this story collection as structurally 
similar to the historical events unfolding in the 20th century (CF. Chatpter 5.2.): the female 
character helps redefine the male character. Stripped down to the basics, this is what happened 
in history as well: as Michael Kimmel writes “masculinity studies is a significant outgrowth of 
feminist studies and an ally to [it].”151 In other words, feminist discourse, particularly after the 
high years of the second wave feminism, helped redefine masculine identity as less confining 
and more divers, and indeed, eventually the concept of multiple masculinities was born.  
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While it would be impossible for this story to represent this diversity which only developed 
later, it does represent the entry of masculine identity into the visible world: the Duke became 
visible in the mirror, just like Alice; therefore “Wolf-Alice” – and by extension The Bloody 
Chamber – ends with Alice and the Duke, feminine and masculine identity, both becoming 
analysable concepts.

Conclusion

The aim of this paper was to present an alternative reading to The Bloody Chamber, in which 
the volume is viewed as a more or less organic unit, for which Carter’s metaphor of a Chinese 
box set was used. An important aspect of The Bloody Chamber is that even though we can view 
it as a unit of interrelated stories, it is by no means a homogeneous unit. To stay with the box 
metaphor each of the subunits – cats, supernatural entities and wolves – represent a different 
kind of box, with their own shape, colour and symbolism attached to it.

Furthermore, it was revealed that The Bloody Chamber can be viewed as structurally and 
thematically similar to the real life, historical events of the 20th century from a female point of 
view. The first four stories, which I have named the ‘cat tales’, tackled the first decades of the 
20th century which Carter revealed to be very much under the influence of social stereotypes 
inherited from the Victorian period. Out of the ‘cat tales’ the “The Bloody Chamber” has a 
special position, partially because it is the first so called box that needed to be opened and 
partially because in this story I have argued that Carter planted her metaphorical alter ego 
in the mother figure. This mother figure is of central importance because it is her entry into 
the fairy tale genre that allows the subsequent concepts, represented by the remaining short 
stories, to enter the genre. Carter used the literary tool of naming a character to differentiate 
between the stock characters – the foe, the victim and the hero – and the one character – the 
traditional hero candidate – whose traits were individual rather than universal.

Once this symbolic conquest was achieved the following three tales destabilized three 
other phenomena that were prevalent in the fairy tale world. “The Courtship of Mr. Lyon” 
destabilized the Victorian Angel in the House myth, introducing a more realistic, modern 
female character who made decisions autonomously rather than due to external pressure. 
“The Tiger’s Bride” dealt with the issue that women were often represented as possessions 
of a male character, and introduced the notion that women, even when circumstances did 
force them into the object position, had some amount of control over their fate. And, finally, 
“Puss-In Boots” destabilized the myth surrounding sexuality that, up to the middle of the 20th 
century, promoted female passivity. Furthermore, Carter addressed the issues regarding the 
appropriate vocabulary that might be used when describing sexual scenes in fiction. Although 
her technique of not taking the question seriously was very innovative it did not solve the 
vocabulary problem, which has not yet been addressed adequately.

This is followed by the middle three stories, “The Erl-King”, “The Snow Child” and “The 
Lady of the House of Love”, which, in my view, denounce the traditional dichotomy governing 
the experience of desire. Following the argument of a structure similar to historical events, this 
might be considered analogous to the sexual revolution of the mid-20th century. While the first 
two stories present women as the object of desire, one protagonist evading, the other giving 
into being objectified, “The Lady of the House of Love”, instead of remaining in the system 
of being an experiencer of desire or being the object of desire, represents the subversion of yet 
another socially conditioned binary.

Finally, the wolf tales represented gender issues, rather than issues of women specifically, 
with which she seemed to prefigure the 1980s and 90s, which saw the rise of gender studies. 
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Among the ‘wolf tales’ the two Red Riding Hood stories represent the difficulties women had 
to face during their fight for equality while “Wolf-Alice” proposes a mode of redefining one’s 
identity construction that is devoid of socially pre-established constraints.

In other words, if The Bloody Chamber is taken to be an organic unit, it can be understood 
twofold: on the one hand it can be viewed as a fictional summary of the 20th-century events in 
women’s history, ranging from the turn of the century struggles against Victorian stereotyping 
to pointing into the future towards struggles for gender identity; while on the other hand it 
can also be viewed as the progressively complex attempt to redefine the fairly tale genre. 
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