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THE MONSTROUS WOMAN:  

GOTHIC MONSTROSITY AND GRAPHIC NOVELS 

I fell in love with a monster once. Although I never knew his name, he still 

managed to change my life. He came to me through the words of Mary Shelley’s 

Frankenstein, and I would be remiss if I did not pay some homage to her work 

(especially considering it was the catalyst for this project, over a decade in the making). 

Now, before you say it--“Oh no! Not ANOTHER Frankenstein narrative!”--let me assure 

you that this paper is not only about Frankenstein’s Monster. Rather, this paper is about 

asserting positionality, altering notions of disgust to locations of glory, and declaring 

monstrosity as one possible site for cultural reclamation. I find this is particularly 

interesting when considering something Frankenstein was missing--female monstrosity.  

I remember devouring Frankenstein the first time I read it. Perhaps it is true that 

humans only see reflections of themselves in literary characters because I instantly fell in 

love with the Creature. He was a beautiful, complicated outsider, and although he was 

pieced together with corpses, it was like we shared the same skin. Frankenstein’s Monster 

is undoubtedly responsible for my attraction to monstrosity; but more importantly, it was 

his unborn ‘wife’ who brought me to concepts of female monstrosity. Our love story 

began at first when I started collecting copies of the book, initially interested in the 

various publishers, cover art, and introductory content. Soon I discovered new 

adaptations, retellings, and ‘spin-offs’ that seemed to rework or revision the classic. Then 

I found graphic novels and comic versions, all of which deepened my fascination. In each 

adaptation or new creative version of the text, the Monster looks and speaks in an entirely 

new manner, and ultimately its “function” shifts as well. Sometimes he is the villain, 
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sometimes he is the hero, and sometimes, he is neither. In Frankenstein, I saw myself in 

the Monster, but when I started exploring critical analysis of the text over time, I realized 

that the Monster did something different with each new perspective. He was not just a 

character, or terrifying “thing,” but a figure, a placeholder, a symbol. He stood for 

something special, something Other, and it was glorious.  

When it comes to defining or trying to contain a monster, Jeffrey Andrew 

Weinstock concludes, “Whether the monstrous comes to us or we conjure it up, 

monstrosity is a loose and flexible epistemological category that allows us a space to 

define that which complicates or seems to resist definition” (4). In all this, I started 

piecing together something about what monstrosity could do, how it could change 

perspectives, challenge inequalities and social injustice, and ultimately suggest a new 

world entirely. Jennifer Rener Del Nero explains, “The Gothic literary genre involves 

exploring the societal “other” or a “thing” existing on the borderlands that fascinates and 

horrifies” (552). As a genre popularized by their morally ambiguous monsters, it is clear 

that explorations of “others” find centrality in the Gothic. Similarly, Ashley Craig 

Lancaster says, “American Gothicism shares this goal of exposing the Other and society's 

condemnation of this subset of outsiders; [...] By representing the human Other, 

American Gothicism denies readers the opportunity to dismiss the outsiders entirely” 

(132). Therefore, readers are forced to confront important issues of diversity, morality, 

and other distinctions of “otherness.” Indeed, in regards to monsters as representatives 

figures, Paul Margau argues that monsters are created through a process of fragmentation 

and recombination, resulting in a creature who claims an identity, “which makes Gothic 

literature a premonitory device of what is to become [of] future generations and their 



3 
 

becoming something more” (31). As much as Gothic monsters change with the cultural, 

social, and political attitudes of the times, they still ultimately present a glimmer of hope 

for what they could become or represent for the future--and thus inevitably present new 

possibilities for non-monsters as well.  

* * * 

It is a humorous truth that the Gothic just won’t die. According to Michelle Smith 

and Kristine Moruzi, “The Gothic is constantly being reinvented in ways that address the 

current historical moment, as is the cultural construction of monstrosity, which is 

historically conditioned” (9). In other words, Gothic Literature survives--and thrives--

because of how it addresses cultural anxieties, even (if not, especially) those within the 

twenty-first century. We can see this Gothic influence in popular television series such as 

Showtime’s Penny Dreadful, films (practically anything created by Tim Burton or 

perhaps the countless Dracula and Frankenstein remakes), novels such as the Twilight 

series, and even children’s toys like the “Monster High” dolls. Clearly, the expanse of its 

cultural grasp illustrates how the Gothic still excites and allures us today. Indeed, as 

Victoria Carrington agrees, “The Gothic is alive and well in the contemporary context” 

(295) and with such potential, new audiences and levels of production propel it across 

boundaries of all media forms. Subsequently, “It seems clear that the Gothic is not a 

passing fad. Rather, it has become one of the most lasting and pliable themes of western 

culture since the mid-18th century” (Carrington 295).  

Particularly, in regards to this analysis, the Gothic offers variety, flexibility, and 

accessibility, producing an environment that explores anxieties and cultural tensions 

where frightening ideas become more titillating. Because it has changed and molded to fit 
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the perspectives and needs of each culture and time, it allows itself to be transformed to 

keep it fresh and meaningful for new audiences as they evolve. Indeed, in the Gothic, we 

discover new opportunities for expression and discovery as its shapeshifting nature molds 

it to fit in the moment. It is monstrous in the sense that it is created. Just as monsters exist 

because they are (re)imagined by humans, their creation also reflects the possibilities of 

monstrosity by the creature and the creator. Considering the many catalysts for creation, 

“categories” of monster and non-monster are further complicated, leaving space for 

unconventional constructions. Unnerving, though necessary, this ambiguity of what the 

Gothic might become provides the perfect potential for recreation. 

Although their diverse use of Gothic techniques is one reason I was attracted to 

certain texts, there is yet another layer of complexity--I have selected contemporary 

Gothic texts, which also employ graphic storytelling techniques. This is particularly 

useful when we consider the visual capacity of Gothic literature. By including characters, 

settings, and landscapes that are potentially unfamiliar, Gothic literature provokes 

a visual imagination from its readers. They must look beyond the text itself; they must 

visualize. Presenting Gothic literature in a visual format is a provocative approach 

because it requires readers to confront the reality of the imagination by visualizing the 

players and scenarios. Indeed, “Both Gothic and the medium of comics have an internal 

history; they both continually recapitulate themselves, seizing from the past upon icons, 

images which can be made to fit with present concerns” (Punter 3). In this way, graphic 

novels push Gothic literature to complicate the reader’s experience. Graphic novels 

compel readers to see something inherently strange or outside their concept of normalcy. 

They must quite literally face the monster (and all that it comes to represent). Graphic 
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novels also force readers to rely on new compositional layouts that go beyond 

recognizable text structures, producing a purposeful discomfort or tension.  

Julia Round’s book, Gothic in Comics and Graphic Novels: A Critical Approach, 

outlines the symbiotic relationship between the Gothic and graphic novels. She explains, 

“...definitions of the two traditions seem less antithetical, and both comics and Gothic 

seem to contain a kind of shared paradox” (10). Gothic novels tend to include 

components that blur the boundaries of internal and external, not only related to the story 

contextually, but also related to how the narrative is composed. Round calls Gothic 

literature “performative” because of this tendency to incorporate structures that develop a 

kind of fictional authenticity. Through layered narratives structures, including character 

testimonies, letters, and other forms of correspondences, Gothic texts internalize external 

components to establish authentic believability for something unbelievable. Similarly, 

comic or graphic texts apply seemingly external structures (words and textual details) to 

visual composition of the narrative to establish believability beyond what is seen alone. 

In this way, Round defines their “shared paradox” as the capacity to continue a trend of 

subverting ideological perspectives and inverting naturally opposing forces or ideas 

through a conflicting use of external and internal techniques. This complication is one of 

the many reasons I have chosen graphic texts as the focus of my research and analysis. 

Both the Gothic and graphic design actively includes opposition to produce cohesion. In a 

Gothic text alone, mutually opposing ideas (such as fear and attraction, for example) are 

already complicated by the genre’s tendency to blur boundaries. There is a beautiful 

addition to this when a graphic text also combines visual narrative strategies that confront 

and interrogate the natural world. The reader is subsequently bombarded with visual and 
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textual opposition, which ironically achieves cohesive stability and, therefore, a unique 

site for critical exploration.  

For the purposes of this paper, I use the term “graphic texts” to refer to narrative 

stories told in graphic form. These texts are especially useful when looking at issues of 

monstrosity, due to their composite format and combining nature. The juxtaposition 

between textual and visual narratives, as Zack Zipes explains, produces a tension of 

“word and image, word and word, and image and image that the reader becomes aware of 

[these] incongruous and bizarre formations” (83). In graphic texts, this combination 

“provokes the reader to stand back, take a second look, doubt, and reflect. Often image 

and text resist one another. The resistance to convey direct meaning and draw literal 

parallels with reality is at the heart of the design” (Zipes 84).  This becomes a playground 

for resistance and transformation. Graphic texts apply a unique narrative format that 

allows readers to pause, ruminate, and/or go back to previous pages as the action unfolds, 

giving an element of narrative control to the reader. Of course, one could argue that all 

texts allow for this movement. However, in graphic texts the action unfolds in a much 

quicker manner, allowing the reader to take in moments of excitement, suspense, or 

horror almost instantaneously--something a written text must typically build slowly (at 

least relatively so). Therefore, in graphic texts, the reader takes on a special ownership of 

pacing and flow, which allows for complex exploration and contemplation through 

multiple levels of inquiry. Thus, the reader already participates in a “disrupting” of 

normative experiences.  

Similarly, this project identifies monstrosity as a location of disruption and site of 

redefinition and uses monsters as a kind of lens through which readers can begin to 
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understand concepts related to forms of Othering. While each selected text includes 

storylines of both physical and psychological monstrosity, they work to identify and 

address cultural/social issues. Central to this thesis, each text also includes a female 

protagonist who engages with some form of monstrosity in order to actively challenge or 

subvert systems of oppression, and ultimately claim positions of agency. Despite, or 

perhaps because of, the Gothic’s historic relationship with gender and female 

monstrosity, contemporary gothic literature mobilizes liberating ideals in order to 

demonstrate a becoming of new social/cultural standards. Gothic patterns previously 

presented women as victims of violence at the hands of monsters or portrayed them as 

monstrous for their lack of docility and domestic positioning. I argue that contemporary 

graphic texts use Gothic tropes and monstrosity to confront issues of “othering,” or 

attempts to normalize, while also re-envisioning monstrous women as cultural potential. 

This is perhaps the fundamental fear of Dr. Frankenstein when he refuses to bring the 

Creature’s Bride to life--the prospect of a liberated woman, a monstrous woman.  

Gothic Overview 

Carol Davison best describes the complexities of defining the Gothic when she 

calls it “a necessary monster” (8). I find this metaphor exceptionally appropriate for 

understanding this concept since the same impossibilities of defining monstrosity exist 

when trying to confine the Gothic. But, in order to assess how concepts and ideas work 

within, or potentially problematize, certain frameworks, it is necessary to distinguish 

certain boundaries, even if they are illusive or somewhat complicating. Simplistically 

defining the Gothic by its marks, we might say it employs mystery, fear, and dread, all 

picturesquely mapped across a typically isolated setting, where characters encounter 
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psychological, supernatural, and monstrous trauma; subsequently, characters must face 

horrors of the villain as well as disturbances of the mind. However, Alexandra Warwick 

warns, “The worst kind of criticism [...] has a tendency to treat it as though it were a 

genre, looking for the features that might define it, and produc[e] a rather mechanical 

conclusion” (6). She emphasizes the general consensus that the Gothic is a “mode” rather 

than a genre because of its loose tradition and “continued capacity for reinvention.” More 

complexly, the Gothic essence has always been situated in cultural contradiction where, 

“at the core of a dream, the Gothic discloses a nightmare; at the heart of rational 

modernity, irrational darkness; at the root of romantic intimacy, terror; at the heart of 

Enlightened liberty, slavery” (Davison 225). These complexities are always shifting, 

always revealing themselves in new ways, in new times, for different cultural, and even 

political, means.  

I do not mean to redefine the Gothic genre, but instead use previous definitions to 

explain its history and justify its contemporary relevance. The shapeshifting nature of 

Gothic literature is part of its appeal, but it also means it is open for interpretation, 

leading to sometimes contradictory investigations. In all the controversial and various 

ways the Gothic ‘comes to us,’ it is fundamentally an instrument to negotiate cultural 

tensions and anxieties, and explores the possibilities of a future that is always becoming 

something more. Surely all cultural production accomplishes this goal, but the Gothic is 

particularly interesting because of its historic legacy and continued use of opposing 

forces to challenge the status quo. Since its conception in the 18th century, scholars and 

critics have been simultaneously amazed and horrified, astonished and revolted, by its 

works. Many prominent socialites and critics shared genuine concern over the immoral 
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and sordid writing style, often described as ‘dangerous’ and ‘depraved.’ One anonymous 

author in an 1802 article from the Scots Magazine declared it a ‘literary abortion’ for ‘the 

corrupt taste of readers’ (Davison 4). Yet, ‘Gothomania,’ the term used by Frederick 

Frank to describe the wild popularity of the genre in its heyday, was still a guilty pleasure 

for many (Davidson 2).  

This historic tension is partly what gives Gothic literature such longevity, but it is 

also why there is such an exhaustive history of Gothic criticism and praise. In the 18th 

century when it was first shaping into an identifiable form, the Gothic tried to distance 

itself from Romanticism, “which had encapsulated it as its darker Other” (Margau 31). 

This line of thought is important because, “While the exact nature of the relationship 

between Romanticism and Gothic aesthetics and ideology remains the subject of ongoing 

and intense debate, both were fascinated by ‘interior mental processes” (Davison 188). In 

the 19th century, Gothic literature further complicated itself with new motifs and defining 

terms. As it moved to include settings beyond isolated areas (i.e. graveyards and 

monasteries), and addressed themes related to science, philosophy, and politics, the genre 

emerged in yet another slightly variant form. Initially considered the darker counterpart 

to Romanticism, “the Gothic style now becomes a bad case of sensation fiction” (Margau 

32). Conversely, John Paul Riquelme explains the Gothic imagination as it relates to 

Modernism, arguing that its diverse literary embodiments “come to be understood as a 

discourse that brings to the fore the dark side of modernity” (585). Paul Margau argues 

Modernism functioned as a more transitional phase for Gothic literature. This transition 

offered new possibilities for the Gothic,  

...uttering the unspeakable by breaking the boundaries imposed by cultural 

limitations and challenging the notion of sanctity and divinity, as well as 
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introducing the ghost, [which] created a space for a very diverse postmodern 

Gothic, a Gothic of embodiment, at times, a symbiotic genre that is dependent on 

other forms of fiction with which it coexists inside the same novel, at times 

challenging in its availability for interpretation within the bounds of specifically 

Gothic tropes. (Margau 32) 

  

This literary tug of war within Gothic history all compounds Gothic literature’s elusive 

nature--and scholarly appeal. “If we conceive of Gothic literature as a type of castle--its 

most pre-eminent symbol--it is fair and apt to say it has long been besieged” (Davison 2), 

yet another clever metaphor for the richness the Gothic tradition provides. Margau 

suggests, “One of the major characteristics of Gothic literature is that it has a ripple 

effect, over time and space, on our concepts of Self and Society [...] with a function of 

psychological release, mediating the conflicts and sociocultural anxieties of the writer 

and of the reader” (31). Herein lies the fascination. The first Gothic texts originally gave 

a temporary physiological response through monstrous invasions and the supernatural. 

Now, “contemporary texts are sought for the escape from the normal world into an 

alternative reality, where the supernatural is the norm and the thrill is more permanent” 

(Margau 35).  

The Gothic “mode” is timeless; it unites us, all of us, through continuous 

transformative methods that address the current fears of society in order to suggest its 

own monstrous transformation--a concept that makes it an exceptional format for 

addressing difficult social, cultural, and even political, struggles. Alexandra Hudges 

reminds us that, “In reading of a text, [...] it is unproductive to work towards identifying 

it as Gothic, or identifying Gothic elements [...] Isn’t the task of analysis to ask how a 

text is working, not to ask what it is?” (7). As we shall see further on in this analysis, it is 

my intention to consider the potentiality of Gothic texts, not because they are Gothic, but 
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because of how they engage with the Gothic to herald something culturally liberating, 

specifically within a feminist framework.  

Gender and the Gothic 

 The Gothic has a vexed relationship with sensationalism, a controversial genre 

that was a source of undeniable fascination for many women readers, and writers, in 

particular. The enormous popularity of the Gothic novel for women was at the root of its 

controversy. In fact, people seemed to be more concerned by its readership than the  

‘disturbing’ content itself. The controversy wasn’t necessarily centered around the 

monsters on the page, but the shock that women could write and enjoy such texts. This 

conflation only further solidifies the significance of the relationship between the Gothic 

and gender. The Gothic was largely produced and consumed by women, but 

contemporary critical analysis of this really began when Ellen Moers’ 1976 essay first 

introduced the concept of the “Female Gothic.” This notion dramatically initiated new 

scholarly attention and active debate. Moers’ perspective on Gothic writings was that, 

“fantasy predominates over reality, the strange over the commonplace, and the 

supernatural over the natural, with one definitive auctorial intent: to scare” (1). With this 

as her baseline for discussing the genre itself, Moer’s distinguished the Female Gothic as 

something separate--written by women, specifically drawing from female experiences 

such as marriage and childbirth. In the Gothic, she argued the narrative focuses on a 

young woman who is simultaneously victim and heroine. Most famously exemplified by 

Ann Radcliffe’s work, “the Female Gothic plot is traditionally resolved by explaining and 

rationalizing supernatural elements and affirming a happy ending that reintegrates the 

female protagonist into a wider community through marriage” (Bradon and Genz, 5). 
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However, Diane Long Hoeveler concludes, “Moers’ emphasis on the heroine’s body is 

significant, for it signals a new theme in feminist criticism, a reading of literature not as a 

purely cerebral activity, but as one based in the pleasures and pains of the body” (46). 

Because of its specific exploration of the dark side of modernity, “...the Female Gothic 

advanced a gender-aware commentary on modern institutions by way of a point-blank 

portrait of domestic relations” (Davison 86). Indeed, Moers work was so groundbreaking 

because she was one of the first critics to suggest women novelists used “coded 

expressions to describe anxieties over domestic entrapment and female sexuality” 

(Ledoux 2), which opened feminist scholarship to new tracks of exploration (and 

criticism).  

Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection, as expanded upon by Barbara Creed in The 

Monstrous Feminine, is one such development. Kristeva explains, “We may call it a 

border; abjection is above all ambiguity” (9). By analyzing the nature of what makes 

something--or someone--a border or periphery “Other,” we can further explore the 

implications of crossing such borders. Abjection, and related theories, includes analysis 

that brings new perspectives necessary to understanding “the Other,” as well as concepts 

related to monstrosity. Creed opens Kristeva’s analysis on the representation of woman 

as monstrous. Although Creed’s discussion is specifically related to film, her work is 

necessary for discussions of text and visuals, as it asserts the value in assessing graphic 

Gothic literature. For Creed, “Abject things are those that highlight the ‘fragility of the 

law’ and that exist on the other side of the border which separates out the living subject 

from that which threatens its extinction” (10). This will be discussed further when we 

look at its specific application to certain contemporary texts. 
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Ultimately, the notion of a “Female Gothic” becomes exceedingly problematic, 

however, as the qualifier ‘Female’ implies an essentialist view. This generated a 

whirlwind of critical discourse condemning the universalization of the woman’s 

experience. An unfortunate trend in feminist history, Hannah McCann suggests that 

despite attempts to deconstruct the binary, “gender categories are often reinforced 

through the research process, as the gendered subject is made the object of study” (229). 

Initial responses to the Female Gothic “came to be seen as a critical category that was 

‘unsatisfyingly simple’ in its assumptions about ‘the intrinsic femaleness of Gothic 

fiction’ and its acceptance of ‘gender as the bedrock of explanation’” (Bradon and Genz, 

6). Since its inception, the idea of a gendered interpretation of Gothic literature has 

transformed in attempts to address varying concerns, particularly in regards to labels. 

Along with the “Female Gothic,” which in itself is variously defined, other classifications 

exist such as the ‘feminine Gothic’ (Susanne Becker), ‘women’s Gothic’ (E.J. Clery) and 

‘Gothic feminism’ (Diane Hoeveler). According to Davison,  

“While these explicitly defined categories have been useful, they have also been 

detrimental, due to their heavy-handed ideological drives. Texts sometimes 

become battlefields where critics play out what amount to theory wars. Ironically, 

like countless Gothic protagonists, scholars often monomaniacally embrace and 

promote present-day theories and agendas while dying and/or distorting the past. 

In so doing, they do a grave disservice to the sometimes daring advances of our 

literary foremothers and produce distorted literary histories. (Davison 13 - 14) 

  

However, through an opening of new gendered imaginings, more inclusive terms may 

better encapsulate identity and self, via language. So then, is the Female Gothic a useful 

device for contemporary discourse? Or is it simply an old theory that once produced 

some insight for feminist scholars, but is now considered outdated?  
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In the past, the Gothic has certainly been a site of misogynistic displays of 

oppressive structures. Lacking independence and power, in the face of constant violence, 

the Gothic heroine is historically forced to return to the domestic sphere, submit to 

patriarchal tradition, or die. There are some critics who seem hesitant to let go of the 

Female Gothic, including Carol Davison who concludes that “Given the Gothic’s long-

standing association with women writers and readers, the task also remains to rewrite 

literary history in order to illustrate the breadth and power of women’s cultural 

contributions” (15). Similarly, Andrew Smith and Diana Wallace worry Moers’ work 

might completely disappear given the tendency for women’s texts to fall out of favor and 

out of print. They suggest, instead, “We might wish [...] to retain Moers’ term for 

political reasons, however much we problematize and qualify it, because it does act as a 

historical marker to the pioneering work done by her and others in correcting the one-

sided accounts” of the Gothic and literary studies in general (6). I do not think it is 

necessary to erase any theoretical work of the past, as it is all part of a collective literary 

responsiveness. Rather, it is critical to consider these discourses as more of a historical 

journey that enables us to develop deeply conscious readings from multiple perspectives. 

However, it is equally important to incorporate language and progressive theoretical 

ideologies that promote inclusivity and appropriate representation. 

The simplest possible way to consider the use of the Female Gothic would be to 

consider a focus on the narrative from a female, as opposed to male, protagonist (Davison 

91). But this continues to problematize the notion of gender because it still functions 

under binary assumptions and places the human subject at the center without recognizing 

the artificial construct of gender itself, a product of embodied societal norms. This 
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binaristic formula also perpetuates troublesome ideas of gendered expression, 

condemning trans or intersex bodies because they do not conform to the gendered binary. 

Therefore, I will address the term and topic of this project more appropriately as “Femme 

Gothic.” This label, or classification, moves away from the essentialism of Female 

Gothic, but also explicitly “queers'' the conversation, ultimately including more fluid 

realities. It is my hope that Femme Gothic disrupts notions of perceived gender (of both 

the author and narrative protagonists) in order to focus more on critiquing 

heteropatriarchal power structures and the “naturalness” of femininity. Rather than 

looking for similarities of subject positionality as the Female Gothic tends to do, Femme 

Gothic looks to the boundaries that subsequently oppress the subject, in whatever form or 

fancy that might be. In the same way monstrosity similarly questions the very 

assumptions that imagine humanity, Femme Gothic is concerned with “unmaking and 

undoing the subject,” a concept further addressed by McCann in her discussion of queer 

theory. McCann asserts, “Queer theory opens up the possibility of seeing the 

heteronormative world differently, as well as challenging oppressive structures through a 

refashioning of what is taken to count within this space” (232). She continues to explain 

that a queer methodology is about troubling the subject and “drawing from multiple 

perspectives and traditions, all in order to challenge ‘dominant logics’” (236). This more 

accurately describes the work of this project. Each text contests the heteronormative 

fabric of society, purposefully queering themes or desires to reveal unexpected pleasures, 

and therefore are more appropriately considered “Femme Gothic.”  

Contemporary Gothic: It’s ALIIIIVE! 
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Fortunately, female monstrosity has come to a moment of reinvigoration and 

monstrosity might just be the new site of social enlightenment. In this moment of 

redefining female participation in the Gothic, we will see the new power that comes with 

being monstrous, not only as it pertains to female agency, but also in relation to 

systematic oppression. In early Gothic works, the heroine was often in danger, a weak, 

domestic example, frequently the victim of violence. Each of the texts I have chosen 

center around a female protagonist, who rather than being in a perpetual state of danger, 

is dangerous. She assumes the dominant role of the dangerous one, through monstrosity, 

giving herself power previously bestowed upon men. Additionally, monsters and Gothic 

fiction within graphic texts provide a unique opportunity to create worlds unlike our own-

-a way to dream about the future or explore the ways in which our society might exist. 

For those seeking non-normative experiences, for those searching for validation and 

representation as something “other,” monstrosity can be reclaimed as a privileging 

experiment with otherness. Specifically considering female monstrosity, using this form 

is clearly one approach to locating “others” in positions of authority, power, and cultural 

understanding. Contrary to the idea that we turn to fictional worlds to escape reality, Zack 

Zipes suggests fantasy is perhaps more importantly a realm to “appreciate the 

extraordinary in the ordinary, to reassess our values and alternatives to determining social 

forces [...] we need it for spiritual regeneration and to contemplate alternatives to our 

harsh realities. More than titillation, we need the fantastic for resistance” (79). Fantasy 

and fictional worlds can be resistant to existing social conditions, work to undermine 

normativity, expose contradictions, and even shake the world into understanding. 
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Because Gothic literature functions as a non-realistic genre by including fantasy and 

fictional worlds, it is also a place for resistance and possibility. 

One such manner of resistance and possibility is developed through contemporary 

Gothic literature’s attention to thematic concepts related to identity--specifically 

authenticity--trust, trauma, and diversity. Human-beings have the unique capacity to 

imagine, a process which allows for self-awareness, reflection, and even transformation, 

all of which can lead to new cultural insights and social frameworks. In many ways, the 

Gothic is exactly what we need it to be, in that particular moment. This ability to 

undermine accepted social norms puts it in interesting conversation with evolving social 

conventions, and the vulnerability of the Gothic, the promise of an odyssey of identity, 

makes it deeply relevant today.  

Most scholars agree there is still a special Gothic aesthetic that works alongside 

certain Gothic tropes (all loosely defined). I wish to reemphasize Alexandra Hudges’s 

point about reading in order to identify certain Gothic elements--this is simply not a 

fruitful exercise. Rather than focusing on what “it” is, we should spend our energy 

discovering what “it” is doing. Therefore, I will not exhaust much time trying to “prove” 

the Gothic-ness of certain texts, nor will I present any definitive checklist or Gothic 

litmus test. For the purposes of this paper, my textual choices were based on their 

creation, inclusion, or exploration of “dangerous” women, particularly through the lens of 

monstrosity. Additionally, each text manipulates monstrosity to address contemporary 

issues of oppression, while creatively playing with Gothic motifs. For this project, I have 

chosen to focus on 2 contemporary Gothic texts: Through the Woods by Emily Carroll 

(2014), and My Favorite Thing is Monsters by Emil Ferris (2018). Each text includes a 
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female protagonist, an anti-damsel, who is presented as not fully angel, nor fully monster. 

More specifically, per my previous definition and explanation, the content and 

composition of these texts reflects a Femme Gothic. These choices are particularly rich 

considering their graphic format as well, which leads to an additional layer of complexity 

and interest. The “queer” perspective of both the author and protagonist, combined with 

the graphic production of each narrative, provides a notable frame for analysis. 

Through the Woods: Structural Bleeds and Monstrous Women 

Emily Carroll’s Through the Woods is a collection of several short stories about 

spine-tingling encounters. Although they are separate storylines, there is still an overall 

narrative quality that unites the characters as Carroll follows them into various eerie 

spaces where strange happenings occur. Ultimately, Carroll’s tales reflect the queering 

potential of female monstrosity through abjection, border crossing, and Othering. This 

approach allows her work to exhibit female monstrosity in powerful, self-affirming ways, 

that also requires a shifting standpoint. Miranda Corcoran argues that Carroll’s dark 

reworkings serve as “profoundly gothic meditations on the fragility of the ontological 

borders that separate distinct and oppositional states of being: male from female; adult 

from child; inside from outside; subject from object; civilization from wilderness” (2). 

Specifically in relation to my argument about championing new forms of womanhood 

through these graphic texts, Carroll’s work includes concepts related to the Gothic and 

abjection, employing female monstrosity to destabilize oppressive structures and reclaim 

positions of authority for the “Other.”  

By incorporating graphic strategies, such as the pictorial bleed, Carroll’s story “A 

Lady’s Hands are Cold,” uses abjection and female monstrosity to highlight the Other’s 
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potential for non-patriarchal aims and a perspective outside the privilege and power of 

men. The story begins with a father bringing his daughter down a “low, lonely road” to 

an enormous Victorian manor where she is to meet her new husband. After the 

handmaids prepare her for dinner, she sits across a long white table, while her husband 

gruesomely cuts his steak, a scene that happens outside any frames or boxes. Drawn on a 

black page with delicate white lines, the red blood of the dinner meat seems to splatter 

out of the page, across multiple frames, on his teeth, his lips, his collar. This is followed 

by closeups of the woman’s red ribbon necklace, flushed cheeks, and scarlet flowers in 

her hair. Although nothing peculiar has happened just yet, we can sense the looming 

dread as the blood already permeates the page, further establishing a mysterious, dark, 

and altogether Gothic mood.  

Ironically, despite the bloody display, the style of this page includes what is called 

a “bleed” in graphic analysis. This refers to an author’s choice to draw outside the 

borders of individual panels so that images hemorrhage on the page. Typically, the 

sequence of panels demonstrates a spatial awareness, but it also functions as a stylistic 

and narrative feature. In this, Carroll’s use of abjection and monstrosity begin to 

reposition the reader’s attention. Barbara Corcoran argues Carroll’s bleeds “serve to 

represent, pictorially, the terror of abjection” (3). Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection 

refers to a “place where meaning collapses,” neither subject nor object, into symbolic 

order (2). When Carroll’s illustrations go outside the typical frames, it acts to collapse 

readers’ expectations of common graphic structures, thereby abjecting to establish new 

meaning and ways of knowing. According to Kristeva, the abject “disturbs identity, 

system, [and] order” (4), causing a breakdown in meaning. From a purely structural level, 
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Carroll’s bleeding style already disturbs what is known, exemplifying a similar 

breakdown. Although the abject focuses primarily on the body, it can also extend to 

situations of contamination (physically or metaphorically), betrayals of morality, social 

defilement, and essentially anything that destabilizes our sense of certainty. Carroll 

disrupts the page, but she also disrupts, or potentially queers, the reader’s standard way of 

thinking as a way to unsettle a prescribed system or order. Corcoran suggests Carroll’s 

continuous seepage results in the narrative seemingly “on the verge of collapsing into 

chaos and abject indeterminacy” (4). Furthermore, related to this abjection, Barbara 

Creed observes the importance of borders as the place where abjection occurs. Border 

crossing is also an essential component of the Gothic, whether ontological or existential 

in nature, where moving across boundaries also disrupts and disturbs preexisting norms. 

Consequently, the unique visual designation of border crossing demonstrated through 

pictorial bleeds enters the reader into an abject position.  
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This abject positioning is significant because it enables the reader to consume a 

queer perspective in the sense that they seek to subvert the expected way of 

knowing.  The story continues as one night, “from the house’s very bones,'' the girl hears 

a wailing song that “bled” and “seeped” through the floor, the stairs, and the ceiling. In a 

very Tell-Tale-Heart-esque fashion, she uses an axe to hack through the walls until she 

finds a pair of “cold,” “fragile” hands. Already, the hands signal abjection: they are alive 

while also severed from an incomplete body, they somehow call out to the woman 

despite any ‘natural’ way of speaking, and they quite literally disrupt the boundaries of 

the house by requiring the girl to destroy the walls to uncover them. The woman 

continues to destroy the interior, collecting all the remaining pieces of the body, and then 

arranges them together, tying the limbs in place with strands of red ribbon. With the last 
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bow neatly fastened, the corpse stands up to reveal a haunting silhouette. When the 

Corpse-Woman speaks, her singing speech bubbles resemble swirling splatters of blood, 

connected by what appear to be red scratch-marks. They bleed across the page, surround 

the girl, and end with, “Do you think he loves you now? Think you’ve usurped my role? 

When I’ve torn you to pieces, girl, then I’ll be whole.” The next page shows the Corpse-

Woman’s hands breaking the necklace from the girl’s neck as she runs away. Clearly, she 

escapes; However, she passes her husband in her flight. The final pages explain, “She 

ran, though nothing chased her but his screams.”  

Carroll’s work in this single story addresses issues of female monstrosity through 

the Corpse-Woman further highlighting the potentiality of such texts. Considering the 

Gothic, graphic, and feminist elements, there is much to unpack in light of the Corpse-

Woman, despite her reasonably short appearance on the page. The corpse itself is abject, 

in addition to being a classic Gothic trope, but the Corpse-Woman also presents 

controversy through boundary crossing--she resides on the fringes of life and death, she is 

both real and imaginary, and she is remarkably delicate, while still managing to take 

physical action. Held together with ribbons and bows, there is a sense of daintiness 

placed on her body. This is not entirely debilitating, however, because she still manages 

to break the necklace off the girl’s neck, and provoke some form of harm on the husband 

(be that psychological or physical, we can only assume). Her monstrous body does not 

prohibit her from avenging her own death or maintaining agency in her own actions. 

Indeed, upon her monstrous rebirth, she is whole, physically and psychologically, capable 

of carrying out her own desires. In “(Re)Making the Body Beautiful: Postfeminist 

Cinderellas and Gothic Tales of Transformation,” Stephanie Genz suggests, “The new 
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postfeminist monster is sexy, pretty, utterly confident in her display of and relentless in 

her quest for femininity. Importantly, however, her femininity does not turn her into the 

trapped and pursued ‘doll heroines’ of the Female Gothic plot, nor does it transform her 

into a dangerously abject sexual predator or a phallic monster” (69). Of course, this 

exchange could suggest a desire for youth and agelessness, portraying the Corpse-

Woman as a kind of wicked witch. However, Carroll’s Corpse-Woman is not in pursuit 

of her femininity by any gendered means. She does not show a desire to “steal” physical 

attributes, nor does she indicate an obsession with the girl’s youth. She does not want to 

replace her as a young, beautiful wife; it is not about physically destroying or reclaiming 

the girl’s beauty, but about obtaining power. When she is first revitalized, the corpse 

says, “Did you know, little one, that is my necklace you wear? And my bed that you sleep 

in? My mansion? My lands?” In this, we see that she is in search of revenge, of power, of 

position. She does not begin a “quest for femininity,” nor is she the trapped ‘doll heroine’ 

of the Female Gothic. In many ways, as previously discussed, she is certainly abject, but 

this abjection is not related to sexuality. A “phallic monster” does not seem appropriate 

either, considering her intentions are not to assert herself as a new man. 
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Brabon and Genz explain, “Female Gothic describes a familiar set of narratives 

that revolve around an innocent and blameless heroine threatened by a powerful male 

figure and confined to a labyrinthine interior space” (5). At the beginning of this story, 

there are clearly themes and motifs associated with the Gothic of a previous age; 

however, the “innocent and blameless heroine” who is threatened by her husband, is 

saved by the monster, resulting in a break away from this pattern. The Corpse-Woman’s 

act of aggression chases the girl away, removing her from the harm of men, but also 

forcing her outside the confines of an interior space. The Corpse-Woman “saves” the girl 

from the Female Gothic. In the end, the Corpse-Woman is the one in power. Although 

she remains in the domestic sphere, we can see that this was a choice--she did not run 

away with the girl, after all--and so she is not the Gothic’s next helpless damsel. 

Furthermore, the Corpse-Woman does not simply destroy the girl or tear apart the “newer 

model.” Her attention is on reclaiming personal position and authority in her home, not 
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destroying the girl, which is why she merely chases her away, rather than inflicting 

physical harm. This new state of monstrosity gives her power to demand positionality and 

pushes her away from misogynist tropes of the Gothic. In some ways, this too is a form 

of abjection, as she again disrupts the expected.    

Yet another story in Carroll’s collection that includes many Gothic features is 

“The Nesting Place.” This particular story also uses these tropes and conditions of female 

monstrosity to consider “woman as castrator” and other issues of the body. Corcoran 

explains, “...the female body is imagined as disruptive, transgressive and essentially 

monstrous” (20), because it threatens boundaries and naturally evokes abjection; 

subsequently, the female body is easily situated in the monstrous. Carroll’s “The Nesting 

Place,” uses the female body as a source of monstrosity, while also calling into question 

traditional ideals of womanhood and what it means to “become” a woman.  

The story begins with “Bell’s mother told her about monsters.” The next series of 

frames maintain a very typical graphic style, neat and clean, without any pictorial bleeds. 

The mother tells Bell about a dark fog, with “rings of teeth that glinted at the edge of 

one’s vision, “but emphasizes the worst kind of monster is “the burrowing kind. The sort 

that crawled into you and made a home there [...] The monster that ate you alive from the 

inside out.” It is apparent that this dramatic foreshadowing will surely come up again 

later in the story, but the next page jerks to reality with Bell packing to leave her boarding 

school. We learn her mother is “gone” and she is going to stay with her brother and his 

fiancé in the country. When she arrives, she explores the house until she finds the library 

and begins reading where Rebecca, the fiancé, greets her there for the first time; bright 

and outlined in white, she is a stark contrast to Bell’s grey, black, and all together gloomy 
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hue. The next several pages--again, still maintaining a very clean cut, “traditional” 

graphic format--Rebecca tries to get Bell to participate in proper, womanly activities. 

These “polite” illustration panels, free of any pictorial bleeds or dramatic color, seem to 

reflect the proper expectations of womanhood modeled by Rebecca--both are defined and 

in their place. She asks to do Bell’s hair and makeup, try on dresses, and warns her 

against exploring outside the house. Slowly, Bell begins to build a growing sense of 

unease as those clear gothic themes emerge in the mystery surrounding Rebecca. One 

day, despite her brother’s warning not to “wander too far,” Bell finds her way into a deep, 

dark cave. After tripping in the darkness, she sees a light. As she draws closer, a woman 

crouches next to the ground saying things like, “Mummy knows…” and “It’s been 

difficult to come see you” and “What good babies...” Bell walks up to her and says, 

“Rebecca?” Readers must turn the page to see the immediately disturbing response.  



27 
 

 

Making use of the “bleed” for the first time in this story, Rebecca’s mouth and 

eyes open to release red worm-like tentacles that push past her protruding eyes and 

dangling teeth. In the background, we see a collage of the words ‘sscckkhh,’ indicating 

the horrible sound that also accompanies the reveal. It appears without any formal 

frames, borderless, and explodes out of the page, a decision that Corcoran argues 

“suggests excess and danger, and it is especially powerful when considered in the context 

of the story’s visual style” (22) Carroll’s use of the visual bleed intensifies the horror of 

the moment, as “the worm-like appendages do not merely traverse the borders of 

Rebecca’s suddenly diffuse form, but they also mass at the borders of the page and slip 

out beyond its confines [...] undermining the boundaries that separate the narrative realm 

of the story from the reality inhabited by the reader” (Corcoran 22). In yet another form 
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of boundary crossing, Rebecca’s monstrous reveal also illustrates her abject nature as 

something not entirely human, not entirely monster. There is also the question of 

“ownership” of the body versus the mind. The monster lives inside the “skin” of the host, 

but do they also take over their consciousness as well? Is this a murder, or brainwashing? 

Is Rebecca an “empty” body filled with monstrous creatures? Or is the real Rebecca still 

there, just utterly transformed by the monstrous presence? This cerebral conundrum is a 

quintessential Gothic theme of identity and true self. But, these types of questions 

perpetuate her abjection and complicate her monstrosity as the boundary of self and other 

is blurred--her true identity is unknown--and perhaps that is her most monstrous quality.  

There is a clear effort to show a distinction between Bell and Rebecca from the 

moment they share a page together, so perhaps conventional femininity and the threat of 

normalizing bodies is the real monster here. By continuing to consider the body in this 

story, it is also significant to address Bell’s disability and Rebecca’s attempt to “fix” her. 

The idea of becoming monstrous rather than reverting back to established norms of 

womanhood and normativity is complicated though when Rebecca tries to correct Bell’s 

“sullen and depressed” demeanor and suggests her babies would “stretch [her] into 

something tall, slim, and pretty,” and they would “even fix [her] leg.” This certainly 

reflects a desire to normalize and abide by established roles of womanhood. Bell’s 

physical disability is not explicitly addressed until Rebecca brings it up. It is a 

characteristic, a quality, about Bell that you subtly notice, but it does not inhibit her 

ability to function in a way that is obviously comfortable to Bell, nor is it made into a 

spectacle. Bell’s disability is simply a part of who she is, and to take that from her would 

be to also take a small part of her identity away. In the end, Bell is “allowed” to live with 
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her disability, without having to change or conform to standards of normativity. And, she 

is not made into a monster for this! In fact, the one who tries to change or “correct” her is 

perceived as monstrous. The question then becomes, how can monstrosity be a source of 

liberated ideals that disturb systems of oppression? If the monster is trying to “correct” 

Bell into a normative form, how could she also accomplish the goal of subverting 

oppressive powers? Indeed, in the end, Rebecca’s monster acts as a foil against which 

Bell can be truly seen. Perhaps this is how she instead positions marginalized groups, 

such as those with various abilities, in locations of authority over both mind and body, as 

Bell remains physically and psychologically herself.  
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The manner in which Rebecca’s monstrosity is formed and revealed questions the 

notion of what it means to remain normative or fulfill images of womanhood. Once the 

monster is revealed, she does not hide behind her body. The worms wriggle and writhe 

and play with her teeth and eye-sockets as she speaks, and Rebecca doesn’t try to hide it 

as the creatures shape and reshape in her eyes, her mouth, her face, and even her fingers. 

This process disrupts the “perfect” female form, developing her physical monstrosity as a 

reflection of her wicked intentions to alter Bell’s body as well. After the initial 

“monstrous reveal,” she completes a disturbing conversation with Bell about borrowing 

her skin for her “babies,” all while naturally morphing in front of her. This could be 

evidence of her becoming, accepting, the monstrous, embracing the otherness. Of course, 

there are still lingering questions about whether Rebecca actually is the monster, or 

merely a corpse invigorated by the creatures. Either way, she can be considered 

monstrous, and the ambiguity of her condition compounds her abjection. At the end of 

the story, Bell is “free” from monstrosity, which turns our attention to Rebecca. Is she 

free in her monstrosity? Or has it trapped her within a certain form? In typically Gothic 

fashion, these vague boundaries of monstrosity make this story even more beautifully 

unsettling.  

My Favorite Thing is Monsters: Gothic (Re)Animation and Trauma  

The second of these texts I explore is Emil Ferris’, My Favorite Thing is 

Monsters. There has been much critical acclaim and discussion about the success of 

Ferris’ work, but, surprisingly, there is very little academic analysis or scholarship 

dedicated to this book at this time. Using classic Gothic characters and settings, Ferris’ 

graphic novel illustrates the world through a young preteen’s perspective that is 
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familiarly Gothic: dark, monstrous, mysterious, and full of reconfigurations of power. 

These familiar Gothic trends work to destabilize oppressive systems and reestablish 

“Others'' in positions of power. Karen Reyes, a precocious, self-proclaimed monster, tries 

to navigate adolescence amidst the mysterious murder of her neighbor, the imminent 

death of her mother, and the strange (and often dark) social encounters of her brother, 

Deeze, all while struggling to survive the challenges of her own blossoming sexuality.  

Ferris’ illustrations look like they have been drawn in a spiral-notebook with 

simple ink pens, and given that her protagonist is a young girl, sketching her way through 

a comic revisioning of the world, Ferris’ graphic style reflects Karen’s experiences. For 

example, after telling the story about how Karen’s classmates were disgusted by her 

handmade valentines (she uses macaroni noodles to make them look like bloody heart 

ventricles), Ferris’ next illustration of new Valentine’s monsters, including the “Scare-Ub 

Sherub” and the “Shrieking Violet,” is drawn over an arithmetic test, rather than 

incorporating a more rigid and systematized composition, indicating Ferris’ art is 

produced to reflect Karen’s adolescent experience. As Karen reflects on the valentine’s 

day disaster by drawing on her test, she creates monsters such as “Aortox,” a large, 

anatomical heart spewing blood, chasing screaming civilians. It is significant that these 

monsters are born out of Valentine’s Day--a heteronormatively gendered capitalist 

holiday--as Ferris’ immediately affirms the power of monsters to disrupt social structures 

and normativity. Alongside the drawing, Karen writes, “It occurred to me that the world 

would be pretty boring without its monsters.” Ferris takes this situation and considers 

how it might be reconstructed in the dark imagination of a child, and in this way, Ferris’ 

style reflects a young girl making sense of the world through notebook sketches and 
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monstrous reimaginings. The distinction between author/artist and character is blurred--

one of the foundational elements of the book that gives it that Gothic feel--as it presents a 

tension between reality and fiction. It is so easy to forget that the drawings are Ferris’ at 

all because they feel so authentically Karen. Indeed, in the face of very “adult” problems, 

the use of monstrosity seems to manifest Karen’s overwhelming sense of things--rather 

than experiencing only fear, Karen personifies the process of redefinition in her monsters. 

Therefore, when she encounters terror, she produces monsters to help her understand and 

conceptualize the situation.  
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She uses creative Gothic interpretations to recreate scenes from her daily life as 

she works to understand the complex world around her; specifically, female monstrosity 

helps Karen more authentically find herself, face difficult life milestones, and overcome 

controlling power structures in her life. By “female monstrosity,” I specifically mean 

women/femme characters who take on monstrous characteristics and therefore produce 
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unique perspectives from their redefinition of monster. In this book, because Karen (and 

by extension, Ferris) presents herself and select characters as monsters, her perception 

and interactions with others are of particular interest. The lens both of and from female 

monstrosity allows Karen to navigate her surroundings and her sense of self in an atypical 

manner that releases her from normative, binary, or expected behaviors. Further, Ferris’ 

creative approach to show Karen’s view of the world through the lens of monstrosity is 

not used to exaggerate fear or emphasize anxieties. Conversely, the monstrous is often a 

site of authenticity and in moments when characters are truly themselves, they inherit 

“classic” monster features that reimagine some of the most famous Gothic creatures. 

Karen, herself, is one of the richest examples of how this trope is used as a kind of 

empowering persona. Interestingly, she illustrates herself as a werewolf and maintains 

that appearance despite her interactions with many characters, the majority of which are 

drawn strictly human, further emphasizing the distinction between Self and Other. In fact, 

the story begins with Karen’s transformation, as she howls in the face of approaching 

“villagers.” In a dream turned nightmare, Karen shows her experience of becoming 

monstrous as a hidden pleasure. Once she fully embraces her monstrous form, the 

townsfolk gather to “kill the monster!” Despite the fact that this is all a dream, Karen still 

appears as the werewolf throughout the duration of the novel. Even sitting next to her 

mother and brother (both drawn perfectly human without monstrous features) she appears 

covered in hair with protruding fangs. The story unfolds around her as if there is nothing 

abnormal about her appearance at all. Jones and Harris explore how monstrous figures 

“move in and through a narrative that works as a ‘form of unleashing’ -- a way of writing 

ourselves out of the ‘bind’ of gender binaries, heteronormative desires and traditional 
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forms of kinship” (518). By illustrating herself as a monster, Karen somewhat avoids the 

question of gender or normative desires, which allows her to focus narrative attention on 

the kinship itself, rather than the sex or gender associated with it.  

 

The queering nature of monstrosity demonstrates a comfort in difference that 

Karen also shows in her relationship with a young girl named Missy. It is apparent that 
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their relationship, or even friendship, is forbidden, but in a secret hallway, the two share a 

precious moment together. In Karen’s illustration of this scene, her werewolf form is 

even more dramatic, revealing tall, muscular hind legs, an enlarged wolf snout, and a 

grand series of teeth. Missy, who is drawn human outside this encounter, suddenly 

becomes familiarly vampire in their embrace. Sharp incisor fangs almost drip down her 

chin and she is suddenly wearing a long, floor length evening gown with the identifiable 

“Dracula collar.” As they cling to each other, Molly says, “The times when I’m with you 

are the only ones when I’m...myself.” This sweet moment between the two intentionally 

uses monstrosity to redefine what it means to embody “authentic agency.” In other 

words, they authenticate their own identity by confirming comfortability in the Self as 

Other. Rather than question the creation of queerness as monstrous, Jones and Harris 

suggest “we reckon with monstrosity as a kind of creatively queer embodiment of gender, 

sexuality and desire” (519). This is exemplified in Karen and Missy’s monstrous 

reimagining of their relationship that includes their true selves. Through monstrosity they 

are able to create a queer embodiment of gender, sexuality, and desire that is quite their 

own, all of which further demonstrates female monstrosity and the Gothic’s ability to 

destabilize and decentralize heteronormative constructs and oppressive structures. A 

monster is inherently uncontainable, undefinable, and through this quality, Karen asserts 

herself to redefine monstrosity to mean authenticity. She shares it with her love interest, 

Missy, who is only able to become monstrous when she is in the presence of Karen--a 

wolf-girl who has already embraced her identity outside the boundaries drawn by a non-

monstrous society. 
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The use of monstrosity to explore identity is even more apparent when it is 

momentarily taken away from the story. I use the term “identity” here to loosely define 

whatever it is that Karen identifies as a comforting component of her sense of self, of 

what it means to be Karen. This could relate to sexuality, physical appearance, or perhaps 

even internalized emotions. Whatever it is that makes up the defining points of Karen’s 
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identity, she is only able to embrace and accept that personhood (ironically) in her 

monstrous form. In a scene of frustration, Deeze (Karen’s brother) forces her to look in 

the mirror. He says, “Look at her! She might be a girl who needs her mouth washed out 

with a big bar of soap, but she is a GIRL! ...A Girl! Not Larry Talbot three quarters the 

way to being the fucking wolfman!” As the reader turns the page, a full-spread 

illustration shows, for the first and only time, a human in the mirror. Karen looks away 

from the mirror and immediately returns to a werewolf. “You’re the one who always says 

that people should get to be who they are! Not who people tell them they are!” she 

screams. There is an interesting parallel between monstrosity and humanity here that, 

again, highlights “allowable” identities. As Deeze tries to force Karen to conform to a 

normative state by looking in the mirror, she does not see herself. The human form does 

not naturally include components of Karen’s true self because a human must abide by 

norms, obey certain constructs, and fall in line within oppressive systems. Thus, the 

monster version, drawn in Karen’s memoir-comics, is more herself than her own 

reflection. The momentum of this argument throws Karen into revealing that she “likes 

girls, too.” In her monstrous form she finds courage and strength to lean into her identity. 

When it comes to an adolescent wolf-girl, power is relative. But indeed, her unique 

power comes from being self-assured and admitting her place in the world, redefining 

herself. She does not deny her quirks, her joys, her passions; she does not intend to 

change to fit any external definition of gender, sexuality, or even position. She is simply 

Karen--a person she becomes through her own monstrosity. Ultimately, she redefines 

monstrosity by standing firmly in her definition of herself.  
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As a way to explore and assert her own identity, monstrosity--through its 

envisioning, imagining, and embodying ideas--is certainly useful in Karen’s personal 

journey. She inserts monstrosity in instances where she must imagine events, or recall 

them in her mind, as a way to begin comprehending difficult concepts. It is also a way for 

Karen to address serious trauma and violence in the world around her. Examples of this 

are particularly noticeable in the recorded retelling of Anika’s (the murdered neighbor) 

life story. After hearing about the shocking murder, Karen takes it upon herself to solve 

the who-dun-it. In her sleuthing, she discovers several cassette tapes with recorded 

interviews of Anika’s traumatic past where she reveals details of murder and death, her 

experiences sold and prostituted as a child, and even an account of surviving several life-

threatening moments during the Holocaust. Although Anika is not drawn to include any 

monstrous features (and she--Anika--does not explicitly state that monsters are part of her 

story), Karen fits monstrosity in these memories as a way to illustrate trauma beyond 

what she can comprehend. Because Anika’s story is illustrated and recreated through 

Karen’s monstrous vision, Karen uses monsters to understand the traumas she has never 

seen or experienced. In this way, monsters become the sublime manner in which Karen 

transfers terror to understanding. In this way she converts fear to control as she is able to 

experience Anika’s personal stories more fully. One such example is when Anika reveals 

a touching story of a woman named Sonja who takes care of her in the brothel. Sonja tries 

to rescue Anika from the brothel and her abusive mother, but Anika finds her dead in the 

garden instead. When Anika describes revisiting Sonja’s killer (her own mother), Karen 

envisions her in a plague doctor costume. It is not explicitly stated, but we can assume 

that Anika kills her Mother. In Karen’s mind, this moment--when Anika finds power in 
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an instance of violent justice--she is in a monstrous form. For a young girl’s mind, it is 

potentially overwhelming to envision violence and murder, especially being carried out 

by someone she believes to be “good,” like Anika. Therefore, it is interesting to consider 

how monstrous imagery acts as a way for Karen to follow the truth, while extending 

herself to a comfortable position away from absolute terror. Similarly, Karen again 

incorporates monstrosity in this manner when she recalls Anika’s story of being 

prostituted to one man in particular. As Anika makes her way up a long, dramatic 

staircase, the stairs fade into a monster’s tongue; each step she takes moves closer to the 

monster’s mouth, symbolically illustrating her pending doom and sense of fear. 

Ironically, monstrosity is not used to scare here, but to understand. Karen sees Anika’s 

fate as a monster, which helps her to see the trauma without overwhelming the sense with 

the even more frightening reality. In this way, Karen deploys monsters as a site of control 

in moments of certain horror to address the terror of the situation, while also confronting 

it.  
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Near the end of the book, Karen reflects, “The bad monsters want the world to 

look the way they want it to. They need people to be afraid [...] bad monsters are all about 

control… they want the whole world to be scared so that bad monsters can call the 

shots…” (n.p.). Perhaps this is the primary purpose of Emil Ferris’ creative use of 

monstrosity--to remind us that, in fact, we are all monsters, but what separates the “bad” 

from the “good” is fear and control. In My Favorite Thing is Monsters, Karen rejects fear 

of the monster as “other,” thereby asserting control to establish personal authorship of her 

own life, a fact which is further demonstrated through her illustrated self as monster. She 

purposefully ensures that she does not “look the way they want it to,” solidifying her 

control in her Self. Certainly, through her display of monsters in both herself and others, 
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Karen redefines the many ways in which monstrosity conveys meaning and ultimately 

empowers individuals to find control and potentiality in their monstrous selves.  

Gothic Conclusions 

Dominique Lestel says, “Human attraction to monsters is such that we could 

almost characterize Homo sapiens as ‘the species that loves monsters’” (259). Although 

this might be true, the real characterization of human’s obsession with monsters is the 

obvious reflection of humanity in monstrosity. I am hopeful that monsters have returned, 

not to frighten society into submission, but to advance the possibilities of who and what 

“belongs” in our world. Graphic novels make this even more accessible, bringing 

monstrosity out of the shadows and into the light of our physical gaze. But, instead of 

confronting the monsters of others, we must first confront the monsters within ourselves, 

not to tame or erase them, but to allow them to come alive! As Lestel concludes, “The era 

where the world was split between monsters and non-monsters is over” (266). In this way 

that the notion of “monster” has changed, so has the use of the Gothic. Paul Margau 

explains,  

We can thus claim that, for contemporary writers and readers of the Gothic, this 

type of literature acquires redeeming properties for the individual’s psyche and 

opens doors to the Self. Gothic literature and its reception as well as the 

perception of its inner mechanism and representative figures has advanced to the 

point where we see that, whereas the first Gothic texts were sought for the 

temporary thrill that they gave through the image of a normal world invaded by 

monsters and supernatural elements – being a kind of fiction read in the shadows, 

a type of literature fit only for the lowest and most lacking in dignity, 

contemporary texts are sought for the escape from the normal world into an 

alternative reality, where the supernatural is the norm and the thrill is more 

permanent. (Margau 35) 

 

What I have hoped to prove is that female monstrosity in contemporary graphic Gothic 

texts has had a reawakening in the ways that authors use monstrosity not to evoke fear, 
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but to combat oppression, normativity, and misogyny. Emily Carroll and Emil Ferris are 

two examples of authors who put this into practice through their graphic Gothic texts.  

Reflecting back to the first time I read Frankenstein, I wanted the Creature to find 

that sense of belonging, I wanted society to accept and value him, and I wanted him to be 

comfortable in his own skin. Yet, over time, the evolving beauty of Gothic literature 

emerged in new ways, specifically to include the graphic novel. One of my favorite 

recent graphic interpretations of Frankenstein is Destroyer by Victor LaValle. In this 

version, issues of human rights and the Black Lives Matter movement surface as Dr. 

Frankenstein, a Mother, brings her son back to life after he is shot and murdered by 

Police. Readers are once again left to reconsider monstrosity. Of course, this version 

confronts serious issues related to race and social justice, rather than some of the more 

specific issues addressed in this essay, but the point still remains: monsters produce 

necessary perspectives. They turn things upside down, they make us see something 

impossible, and they make us question everything we thought we knew. And when we 

must observe them, literally watch their narrative unfold (as is true in a graphic text), we 

can see the power of Others. This is why graphic Gothic literature is worth investigating! 

As an adult, I consider that first reading of Frankenstein and see a reflection of 

my own adolescent desires. It wasn’t just a story, and he wasn’t just a monster. Thus, 

Gothic literature forces audience to go beyond context and protagonists to consider “...the 

deeper meaning behind it all, of the outer conditions of life, the internal struggles of 

humanity, causing people to open their eyes and either run in horror, or reconsider 

everything they thought they knew, inside a new, enriched view of the World” (Margau 

36). Subsequently, monsters are a kind of cultural guide that mark a positive 
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manifestation of the self. They lead their creators, authors, artists, to new definitions of 

personhood, of life and living, of death, of sadness, of heartbreak, of belonging, of 

resistance. A once terrifying thing, the monster is now a unifying force that stands for 

everything that is “Other,” which means it stands for everything that has the potential of 

becoming something new, something better, and perhaps--dare I say it--something 

monstrous.  
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