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Children do not stay young long in this savage country. Angela Carter, The Company of Wolves
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Introduction

..... the revival of fantasy is related to the belief that
fantasy helps to explain the fascination, and so the
power of cinema. (Petrie, 1993 pg 2)

Violent, political, theatrical, and erotic, the fairytale is an
ideal vehicle for adult fantasies. This thesis will attempt to dis-
cuss the transfer of the fairytale to the medium of cinema
interpretating familiar icons and symbols of the original chil-
dren’s versions to explain the enduring relevence of the fantastic
with adult audiences. While children may be enthralled by the
fairytale on its fundamental narrative level, the visualisation of
familiar plots and characters for a sceptical adult viewer pro-
vides the director with a challenge; if the intended audience is
definitely adult, narrative and visual devices must be considered
to engage and entertain. The plot structures of most fairytales
are universally familiar, therefore the director cannot rely upon
the element of narrative surprise alone. Nor can s/he expect the
seemingly transparent moralities of the tales to sustain relevance
for the adult viewer.

An analysis of two examples of this fairytale-for-adults
genre will suggest various methods by which a director may
approach such a subject. Initially, the source material of each
film will be considered, as the adaption of any literary text
entails some scrutiny of the mythology contained in the original.
If the director approaches the source with a certain empathy,
consideration of the author’s motivating intent may reveal the
fundamental ideology of the film.

The films which will be discussed are both based on fairy-

tales- Neil Jordan’s 1984 film, The Company of Wolves on Angela






Carter’s short story of the same name, which is in turn a revision
of Little Red Riding Hood, and Jean Cocteau’s La Belle et la Bete,
a narratively straightforward interpretation of Mme Leprince de
Beaumont’s 18th century story, Beauty and the Beast. These films
compare and contrast with each other, suggesting how the direc-
tors succeeded in creating adult films within the fairytale genre.
Both were directed as films by men, but were written by women;
a closer look at female fantastic literature will reveal the femi-
nine link with fairytales, from 18th century female gothic to
contemporary female authors.

The themes and characteristics of fairytales are evident in
many modern films, (Roxanne, Pretty Woman, Star Wars, Blue
Velvet, for example), if not as immediately recognisable as sub-
versions as The Company of Wolves, or La Belle et la Bete. The adult
appetite for fairytale film suggests that the gulf between child
and adult is not as wide as is generally perceived. This thesis
will attempt to investigate the nature of this attraction, as well
as question how it is particularly powerful when expressed
through film. The fascination which the fairytale continues to
wield through to adulthood suggests the integral role it plays in
modern culture; the political and social issues it grapples with
are still contraversial, reflecting perhaps society’s permanent
need to mythologise its fears and evils, if not to comprehend

them, at least to contain them.






Frontispiece and Fig 1.1: Little Red Riding Hood by Jessie

Wilcox Smith, 1911, 1916







Off he ran, and Red Riding Hood went on
But often she lingered and played
And made as she went quite a pretty nosegay
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Chapter 1

If you were to make a film that referred to Beauty and
the Beast you'd be invoking the fairytale rather than
the Cocteau film version of it. And that was the real
reference: fairy-tales. Neil Jordan (Taylor and Jenkins,
1984)

A pubescent girl is warned by her grandmother never to
eat windfall apples as she recoils from the worm-infested fruit
she has just bitten into. Corruption lies at the heart of the revi-
sionist fairytales of Angela Carter, and is a prominent theme in

Neil Jordan's 1984 film of her short story The Company of

Wolves .

While at first Jordan appears to have encountered the
same difficulties in his re-telling of a fairytale (in this instance
Little Red Riding Hood) as Cocteau had forty years beforehand,
distinctive differences exist which ultimately created two very
dissimilar films. The original challenge was the same; transfer a
fairytale centuries old, rooted in the realm of childhood, to the
cinematic screen as a film for a very adult audience, retaining
the quintessential landmarks while creating an wunderlying
allegorical emphasis. La Belle et la Bete achieved this without
excluding a potential child audience; The Company of Wolves is,
however, a specifically adult film, hallmarked by scenes of
violent sexuality which earned it an 18 certificate on its 1984
release.

The primary difference is evident before a single scene is
considered, in the original source material. While the basic
structure of Beauty and the Beast existed in oral and literary
form all over the world prior to Madame de Leprince de

Beaumont's re-write in 1745, hers is credited with being the






definitive version. Cocteau remained absolutely faithful to it. No
documented version of Little Red Riding Hood existed before
Charles Perrault's story of 1695, which was published in

Histoires au Contes du Temps Passe two years later. Perrault's

over-indulged, naive heroine is duped by the wily wolf, who
engages her in verbal foreplay before devouring her unceremon-
iously.l This Little Red Riding Hood indisputably forms the
internal structure of The Company of Wolves, but it cannot be
claimed that Jordan adheres to its boundaries- if a matriarchal
allegory can be made, La Belle et la Bete is dutiful daughter to its
source. The Company of Wolves is wayward grand-daughter.
Jordan not only based The Company of Wolves on Carter's
short story, but collaborated with her on the screenplay. And
while Mme de Beaumont's prose is ingenuous and unequivocal,
Carter's is anything but. The Little Red Riding Hood that Jordan
visualises is seething with sexual overtones, while folklore and
feminist ideology simmer side by side in a hotpot of surrealistic
imagery. This unique blend of bold language and innuendo
appealed to Jordan
The single most important factor that drew me to
Angela's work- which to me is like nothing else- is that
its both so dramatic and so graphic. She has this icono-
clastic very steely intelligence..... she also has this

incredibly fertile imagination and thinks very strongly
in terms of imagery.(Taylor and Jenkins, 1984)

While the metaphor may be vague, the language never is.

The wolf is carnivore incarnate and he's as cunning as
he is ferocious; once he's had a taste of flesh then
nothing else will do.(Carter, 1981, pg 110)

Although the script contains definite expansions on the original

prose, these additional images are concordant with more direct
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visualisations of the story, and are due as much to Jordan's
empathy with the literary vision of Angela Carter as to the fact
that she had a close personal involvement with the script. In

1983 Jordan completed his second novel, The Dream of a Beast, a

surreal account of human transfiguration in an urban environ-
ment. This detailing of the thoughts and emotions of a man
undergoing physical mutation (into a never-specified beast)
ensured that Jordan approached The Company of Wolves with a
personal understanding of metamorphosis; the influence of his
own writing is evident in the crossing over of imagery. In his
novel, the man/beast gazes into a pool of water and sees a circle
of eggs. He lifts one, and the heat of his hand/paw causes it to
crack open, displaying a cherub. When Rosaleen climbs the tree
and discovers the eagle's nest, she watches in amazement as the
eggs hatch open to reveal tiny carved human babies.(Jordan,
1984, pg 51)

The addition of such an image never seems extraneous.
This is a result of Jordan's conscious structuring of the film,
which he terms 'associative' i.e the narrative becomes secondary
to the visualisations of Freudian image association.

Instead of the forest meaning danger, the wolf meaning
sexuality, and the granny authority, we tried to let
images and stories come to us in an associative way,
and follow them for the pleasure of it.(Taylor and
Jenkins, 1984)

Jordan intended that the pleasure derived would be that of
recognition; initially, the recognition of various symbols and
motifs, ultimately, recognition that this is a variant of Little Red
Riding Hood.

In that sense, I wanted the culmination of the film to be

that this is the story of Little Red Riding Hood.(Taylor
and Jenkins, pg 1984)






Fig 1.4 : A worm-infested apple, a symbol of corrupted
innocence in The Company of Wolves

Fig 1.6: ..... crack open to reveal carved human babies






While Jordan looks to association to suggest much of the film's
imagery and dialogue, it was necessary to remain within a narra-
tive structure to ensure this recognition occurred. By expanding
the character of Rosaleen's grandmother (she merits barely a
paragraph in Carter's original story) they procured a voice to
proclaim

(a) the 'associative' stories within a story related as educa-
tional bed-time tales (the village girl who transfigures a wedding
party,the bridegroom who deserts his bride to return to the wild
as a wolf)

(b) words of wisdom on men, wolves, and local supersti-
tion ( never trust a man whose eyebrows meet in the middle,
never eat a windfall apple)

Jordan and Carter also devised the subsuming dream-plot
where the entire fantasy could be contained within Rosaleen's
pubescent nightmare. As an anchoring device, the addition of
Rosaleen's dream to the screen-play works. It serves, however, a
double function. Marina Warner states that

The gateway to fantasy (and especially erotic fan-

tasy) when translated to screen is opened in sleep or

dreams. The dreaming woman becomes a key figure in

fairytale movies. It is through fantasy, through the uses

of enchantment that she achieves her passage from one

state to another, that she manages to tame or otherwise

come to terms with the Beast. (Warner, 1993, pg 30)

We are given sufficient information as the film begins to
know that Rosaleen is the younger of two sisters, that she lives
with her parents and older sister Alice, and that the relationship
between sisters is antagonistic. There is an implication that she

is in early adolescence, going through a 'phase’'.The physical and

mental conflict of adolescence is mirrored by her bedroom;






Fig 1.7: Visualising a fairytale- Granny’s head is
struck from her shoulders and shatters like porcelain

Fig 1.8: The decapitated head of the wolf lands in a vat
of milk

Fig 1.9: ..... and reverts to it’s human form






a book entitled "The Shattered Dream’ lies on the pillow beside
her sleeping form, prophetic of the film's climax. As she sleeps
she will dream The Company of Wolves, a dream in which she will
enact her pubescent fears and desires. And this is the second rea-
son for establishing Rosaleen in this restless dream; from here-on
we are aware of her pubescent state, and realise fully it's rele-
vance in the events to follow. This implies what Angela Carter
states literally

Her breasts have just begun to swell,.....her cheeks are

an emblematic scarlet and white and she has just start-

ed her woman's bleeding, the clock inside her that will

strike, henceforward, once a month. (Carter, 1981, pg
113)

Barbara Creed sees associations between the moon and its
effects on animal and plant life as a link between menstruation
and night creatures such as wolves, vampires, witches and bats.
She cites various examples of historical superstitions regarding
menstrual blood and it’s powers- the ability of a menstruating
woman to sour milk and wine, the link with witchcraft, the
exclusion of menstruating women from churches and sexual
intercourse.(Creed, 1993, pg 64)

Carter’s heroine wears a shawl, knitted for her by her
grandmother that had the “ominous, if brilliant look of blood on
snow.”(Carter, 1981, pg 113) This shawl is further described as
“red as her menses”, while the film grandmother describes the
wool as “red as a berry, red as blood”

It appears as if Jordan/Carter intended Rosaleen’s shawl
to symbolise menstruation, a physical manifestation of puberty,
the herald of adult sexuality. Academics are undecided on the
relevance of this symbolisation in the original fairytale, suggest-

ing a medieval fear of the devil, sin, and violent emotion.2 There






are further possible links between Rosaleen’s menses and the
dream-world of wolves which she creates. Consider Walter Evans
comment on the were-wolf and it’s thirst for blood.

the were-wolf’s bloody attacks which occur regularly

every month are certainly related to the menstrual

cycle which suddenly and mysteriously commands the

body of every adolescent girl. (Creed, 1993, pg 650

The wolves in this instance are symbolic; the association

of the supernatural with pubescent females (the belief, for exam-
ple that poltergeists frequent households containing teenage
girls) points to a perception of female sexuality as a conductor of
mysterious psychic energy. The most important feature of
Rosaleen’s period is what it heralds- her sexual awakening.

While the sexual metaphors of Perrault’s Little Red Riding Hood

are ambiguous, the sexuality of The Company of Wolves is unam-
bivalent. The “real reference” for The Company of Wolves was not
simply fairytales; the main reference was Angela Carter.

Angela Carter’s heroines frequently appear bewildered,
apprehensive of the onslaught of sexual power, but allow them-
selves to follow its demands once its strength becomes evident.
Power is what Rosaleen desires; the wolves she dreams of are
representative of social and sexual freedom. Her first demonstra-
tion of this power within her fantasy is the assault upon her
tormenting sister by a pack of wolves. Her grandmother tells a
story which concludes with a husband beating his wife, and she
asks, “When the real wolves mate, do the dogs beat the bitches
afterwards?” The wild seems preferable to the world of humans,
where men dominate through physical strength. When she tells
her mother the tale of the spurned village girl’s transfiguration
of her erring lover’s wedding party, she is questioned as to what

possible pleasure such revenge would bring it’s perpetrator. She






Fig 1.10: Rosaleen’s sister, Alice, is pursued by wolves

Fig 1.11: Rosaleen’s country home is transformed into
the setting of a 18th century wedding in her dream

Fig 1.12: The pregnant witch seeks revenge






responds “The pleasure would come from knowing the power
that she had”. There are further associations here with witchcraft
and the mysterious powers of the female body (Carter refers to
the girl as a witch; she has been ‘wronged’” by her wealthy lover
and is heavily pregnant, while he weds another woman of equal-
ly high birth- Carter, 1981, pg 111) This desire for power is
logical when Rosaleen’s position in her household is considered;
the youngest, not thought capable of making decisions or assum-
ing adult responsibilities. The entire film is a manifestation of
her dream-wish fulfilment, with the structural theme of meta-
morphosis. Traditional fairytale gender boundaries are inter-
changed, a distinctive feature of Carter’s writings. Judith Still
comments
The gender positions of The Bloody Chamber are
mutable and shifting; the phallus can pass from a male
to a female character and back, and some episodes take
place in an imaginary order in which both female and

male are transformed into beasts and hence have little
access to symbolisation.....( my emphasis Still, pg 233)

Rosaleen, experiencing personal transfiguration (that of
child into woman) visualises the power she covets through the
wolves, who although detested and feared, hunted and cursed,
are capable of instilling dread in the hearts of men and are free.

Carter informs us that “Before he can become a wolf, the
lycanthrope strips naked.”(Carter, pg 113) When the heroine con-
fronts the hunter in Granny’s cottage (Granny has already been
devoured) she casts her clothes into the fire, until she is “clothed
only in her untouched integument of flesh.”(Carter, pg 1138)
Stripped of human trappings, she is ready for what she truly
desires; re-birth as a wolf.

This climax scene is altered considerably for screen.

Rosaleen discards her shawl, but otherwise remains clothed. She






volunteers the kiss which the huntsman has won, but it is bait.
When he approaches she seizes his gun and shoots him in the
arm. This precipitates the metamorphosis. Despite the ensuing
mutation, Rosaleen does not seem overly perturbed; she caresses
the surprisingly docile wolf who now stands on the cottage
floor. She realises the full extent of her sexual omni-potence, her
innate knowledge and sensuality endow her with a new power to
meet the wolf as an equal. This is a reversal of the beast-to-man
fable; Rosaleen knows that this sexuality can seduce the man,
and can seduce the beast if and when he reveals himself. Her
attempt to repel her true desire (the seizing and shooting of the
gun at the young man) marks and emphasises the final point
where she can refuse to acknowledge impending womanhood and
revert to childhood. Ultimately, however, she is unable to resist
the call of nature- adulthood cannot be procrastinated. As
Marina Warner writes

The company of wolves here stirs desire far more pro-

foundly than would the highest pattern of princes.

(Warner, 1992 pg 10)
Bettelheim identified the marriage which habitually punctuates
the fairytale as a symbol of rebirth; this rebirth is a fundamental
theme in all forms of traditional fable. While La Belle et La Bete
reverts dramatically and disappointingly to stereotype with its
bearing away of Belle and her Prince of Blandness, The Company
of Wolves rebels with a parodic marriage.? Rosaleen has already
altered with the loss of childhood.

Little Red Riding Hood lost her childish innocence as

she encountered the dangers residing in herself and the

world, and exchanged it for wisdom that only the “true
born’ can possess’ (Bettelheim, 1976, pg 183)

Rosaleen, armed with this wisdom, celebrates this rebirth

10






Fig 1.13: Rosaleen encounters a handsome stranger in
the forest on the way to her grandmother s cottage

Fig 1.14: The stranger arrives at the cottage with blood
on his lips

Fig 1.15: The stranger is threatened with his own gun






Fig 1.16: The wolf is caressed by Rosaleen

Fig 1.17: Rosaleen transfigured as a she-wolf

Fig 1.18: She escapes into the forest






with marriage; she becomes a she-wolf and leaves with her
spouse (the metamorphosised hunter) through the cottage win-
dow as the search party arrives. The transformation of Rosaleen
into the she-wolf is a definite rebirth; she rejects the world of
men for that of beasts. In doing so she avenges Belle and all

other heroines condemned to patriarchal eternity.

11






Notes

1: Perrault did not facilitate the escape of Little Red Riding
Hood by supplying the avenging hunter, a character added by

subsequent storytellers such as The Brothers Grimm.

2: Jack Zipes, author of The Trials and Tribulations of Little Red
Riding Hood believes Perrault added the red cap feature to the
oral tale as a symbol of the devil, while Bruno Bettelheim argues

that it clearly represents menstruation.

3: In the original story this union is descibed as thus: “She will
lay his fearful head on her lap and she will pick out the lice from
his pelt and perhaps she will put the lice into her mouth and eat
them, as he will bid her, as she would do in a savage marriage

ceremony.” (Carter, 1981, pg 118)

12






Chapter 2:

The classification of The Company of Wolves as horror is inevitable
if erroneous. It is difficult to place it within any preconceived
genre; critics have wavered between fairytale, horror, comedy,
art, feminism, and surrealism. While not wishing to contribute to
genre wrangling, it is interesting to discuss The Company of
Wolves in terms of horror/fantastic, as the structuring of the film
reveals a conscious effort to avoid pure sensationalism, so often
a feature of horror. Tzvetan Todorov defined the term “fantastic’4
(art and literature)

The text must oblige the reader to consider the world of

the characters as a world of living persons and to hesi-

tate between a natural and a supernatural explanation
of the events described.(Carroll, 1990, pg 149)

This definition is discussed by Noel Carroll in The

Philosophy of Horror where he contributes his own contrasting

definitions of horror and the fantastic

..... thus, whereas the fantastic is defined by an oscilla-
tion between naturalistic and supernatural explana-
tions, horror requires that at some point attempts at
ordinary scientific explanations be abandoned in favour
of a supernatural, or sci-fi explanation.(Carroll, 1990,

pg 149)

At this point it is obvious that The Company of Wolves
qualifies as fantastic; the opening sequence establishing
Rosaleen’s dream-state places all events within a naturalistic
dream explanation. The ambivalent ending results, however, in
final ambiguity between reality and fantasy.

Carroll further believes that the creation of the fantastic

(literature or film) must entail a conscious effort by the

13






writer/director to keep all facts as indecisive as possible.

This indecisiveness must be woven into the fabric of
the story..... the narrative must modulate the flow of
information in such a way that the alternative hypothe-
ses are advanced and sustained, or, at least, in such a
way that both are advanced and neither is irretrievably
undermined until the moment of discovery. Of course,
in the pure fantastic, neither alternative is ever satis-
factorily defeated.(Carroll, 1990, pg 150)

When viewed as a unit (as opposed to two separate narra-
tives) The Company of Wolves could be read as naturalistic were it
not for its conclusion. That is, all supernatural events within the
dream-narrative could be easily explained as the nightmare hal-
lucinations of a young girl. The end, however, ensures that we
must eternally vacillate between logic and fantasy; we must
return to where Rosaleen sleeps restlessly, while downstairs
wolves have broken through a painting and are swarming
through the house. They eventually invade Rosaleen’s bedroom,
crashing through her window. Toys and furniture smash as she
wakes up screaming. While logic dictates that this is still part of
her dream, the realism of the presentation persuades otherwise.

While this dream-plot was necessary to frame and support
the main narrative, the deviation from the original story (which
ends equally ambiguously)> proved technically problematic for
Jordan to realise. An original concept of allowing a completely
naturalistic ending was abandoned for a deliberately enigmatic
conclusion. Another possibility involving the girl disappearing
through the floor, Cocteau-style, was dismissed due to technical
limitations. (Cocteau achieved a very satisfying materialisation
of Belle through a wall in La Belle et la Bete , 1946, as well as his
miraculous mercury mirrors in Le Sang d’un Poete , 1930, and

Orphee , 1950) The chosen ending however, is effective, and

certainly conveys the desired ambiguous climax. The final
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Fig 2.1: Rosaleen, asleep and dreaming

Fig 2.2: A wolf jumps through a painting, invading
reality

Fig 2.3: Shattered toys in Rosaleen’s bedroom






scream is not one of fear; its orgasmic release signals the sym-
bolic ending of childhood and rebirth.

While The Company of Wolves can be defined as fantasy due
to these oscillations between reality and unreality, the fairytale
does not fall precisely into this category. The nature of fairytales
requires that all normal conceptions of reality are suspended
absolutely. Attempts are never made to explain the events as
scientific or otherwise; they are accepted as being part of what
constitutes the 'normal’ world of the fairytale- a world where
the fantastic is so commonplace it replaces reality altogether.
Angela Carter writes in a similar vein. The extraordinary events
are never questioned or doubted, but occur as a different type of
‘reality’. Freud argued that the fairytale could not be classified
as fantastic (referred to as the ‘uncanny’) as in fairytales

the world of reality is left behind from the very start,
and the animistic system of beliefs is frankly adopted.
Wish-fulfilments, secret powers, omnipotence of
thoughts, animation of inanimate objects, all the
elements so common in fairy stories, can exert no
uncanny influence here. That feeling cannot arise
unless there is a conflict of judgement as to whether
things which have been ‘surmounted’ and are regarded
as incredible may not, after all, be possible; and this
problem is eliminated from the outset by the postulates
of the world of fairytales. (Freud, pg 373)

Freud referred to literature however; it can argued be that
the fairytale film is a separate and distinctive exception to this
theory. Cocteau believed that when filming the fairytale, the
camera replaced the narrator, a view which Marina Warner con-
curs with- “The camera acts as an anonymous narrator, in the
same way as the storyteller.” The realism of the film medium in
comparison to any of the other two-dimensional arts ensures that
a film-fairytale, although fantastic, is often as credible as reality

itself, particularly with the advancement of special effects and

photography. Christian Metz believes that
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The material existence of the filmic images (along with
all issues from it: stronger impressions of reality, supe-
riority of perceptual precision and therefore of the
power of incarnation) helps recover some advantages
that compensate more or less completely for the
images’ alien origin. (Metz, 1976, pg 135)

Freud’s theory can be applied to Disney fairytale, as the animat-
ed medium entails an immediate relinquishing of normal reality.
The potency of film as a medium for creating reality from fanta-
sy ensures that an audience cannot view the fairytale on cellu-
loid in the same light as the fairytale in its literary form.

The categorisation of The Company of Wolves as horror is
perhaps due to the explicit scenes of lupine metamorphoses than
any other reason. It is difficult to see how Jordan could have
avoided this graphic imagery; if, indeed, Cocteau’s verisme is
applied here, it appears that hyper-realism was necessary to give
the film credibility, considering the adult audience it was creat-
ed for. Jordan states that The Company of the Wolves utilised the
fairytale to “say more adult things”(Lee, Nov 1994), and that the
inclusion of graphic imagery was justified as it mirrored the
dark complexities of Carter’s imagination.

The film has been criticised in that it literally spells out
what was always (and should have been left) inherent in this
particular fairytale; namely the implied sexual nature of the rela-
tionship between Little Red Riding Hood and the wolf. Richard
Combs felt that

what should have been a riot of storytelling of dreams
opening into old wives tales and then into reinterpre-
tated old fairytales like Little Red Riding Hood tends

towards a stilted explication of the content of all these
stories.

concluding the opinion that “it is a film that has written

16






Fig 24, 2.5,2.6 : Graphic images of metamorphoses







it’s own review.”(Combs, 1984) If The Company of Wolves appears
all-knowing in its offering of a conclusive synopsis of the sym-
bolism of Little Red Riding Hood, it must be reiterated that this
film is not simply, (as La Belle et la Bete is) a visualisation of the
fairytale of Perrault and the Brothers Grimm. It is a homage to
the prose of Angela Carter, a writer who consciously seized the
fairytale to project a definite viewpoint. Neil Jordan states that
they have “deliberate polemic intent”(Lee, Nov 1994)
Responding to the charge that the explications of metamorphoses
and child sexuality are extraneous and sensationalist, Jordan is
emphatic.

It was a whole world, Angela’s- it was making use of a

fairytale to say more adult things. That’s the way she

used fairytales. So that’s the way I made the movie. I

just wanted to say the same things as her story did. I

deliberately wasn’t faithful to the story, just used
Angela’s working methods. (Lee, Nov 1994))

Jordan states that he has never been particularly interest-
ed in fairytales. His specific interest lies in metamorphosis and
the bestial; this is evident from his other work, both film and lit-
erature. Even films that are rooted in harsh reality are infused
with a surreal atmosphere and dialogue. In Angel a musician
becomes a cold-blooded killer as he pursues the murderers of a
deaf girl. The Crying Game features a reformed I.R.A member who
falls in love with a beautiful nightclub singer who subsequently
reveals herself as male. His most recent film, Interview with the
Vampire is based on Anne Rice’s cult novel of vampire metamor-
phosis. Dramatic jolts in narrative create startling twists in
Jordan’s plots which seem ready at any moment to segue into

fantasy. As Duncan J. Petrie comments

Jordan’s characters often encounter nightmare worlds

17






which they must negotiate rather than push aside pre-
cisely because they are unacknowledged dimensions of
reality.

This resembles Carter’s ‘working methods’; the fairytale is a
similar vehicle for her personal vision, which she fuses with a

fascination for the fantastic.

I’'m interested in the fantastic really. And I suppose
fairytales is one of the simplest routes to that. (Neil
Jordan, (Lee, Nov 1994)

18






Notes

4: Todorov divides the fantastic into two further categories- the
“fantastic marvellous’ and the “fantastic uncanny’. The former
constitutes narratives which begin as fantastic, but conclude
with a naturalistic explanation; the latter entails plots which end
with an ultimately super-natural explanation. (Carroll, 1990, pg

149)

5: The story concludes with “See! sweet and sound she sleeps in

granny’s bed, between the paws of the tender wolf.”(Carter,

1981, pg 118)
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Having established that The Company of Wolves is not pure-
ly horror, it is nonetheless essential to stress the integral
role of fear as a key element in both it and La Belle et la Bete.
While The Company of Wolves has frequently been classified
as 'gothic’ the reasons for this categorisation are never
specified. When the definition is considered, however, it is
apparent that both films clearly contain strong elements of
this genre, elements which, when discussed, suggest why
these apparently childish subjects have adult relevance.

Ellen Moers, in Literary Women, offers this definition

of the gothic

..... the gothic is not so easily stated except that it
has to do with fear. In gothic writings fantasy pre-
dominates over reality, the strange over the com-
monplace, and the supernatural over the natural,
with one definite auctorial intent: to scare. (Moers,
1978, pg 90)

The analysis of Mario Praz is succinct to the point of
understatement; in his essay on the subject he describes
gothic as “.....the appeal of terror and mystery”.(Praz, 1968
pg 8) Fear and the fairytale have always been bed-fellows;
they teem with horrific beasts, parents plotting infanticide,
witches, ghouls and goblins of malicious and evil intent.
While children are entertained by the nobler aspects of the
fairytale, they are simultaneously thrilled by the malevolent.
Fear has traditionally been an element in the moral educat-
ing of children; if 'scare' is taken in the sense of a warning

against the repercussions of wrong-doing, Moer’s definition

can almost be applied to the fairytale- fantasy over reality,
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strange over the commonplace, and supernatural over the natur-
al. The addition of the word 'enchant' to this 'auctorial intent'
provides a fuller definition. From this an alternative reading of
‘gothic’ can be obtained- fairytales for grown-ups. ‘Scare’ with
reference to the gothic had little to the shaping of morals, rather
it was an “attempt to stimulate jaded sensibilities and as such
it’s descendants are the modern horror film and science fiction
fantasy.”(Bigsby, 1987)

Ellen Moers names Ann Radcliffe, the 18th century author,
as a pioneer of gothic writing, establishing an archetypal
narrative of the genre “..... in which the central figure is a young
woman who is simultaneously persecuted victim and courageous
heroine.”(Moers, 1978, pg 91) Many fairytales contain such a cen-
tral figure. The young heroines of these tales are seldom, howev-
er, as resourceful as their gothic successors would be, perhaps
owing to the ideals of feminine behaviour in the ages in which
the tales were documented.

Beauty and the Beast in particular has many standard
features of early gothic. Mme de Beaumont's tale of a beautiful
girl imprisoned by a horrific beast simultaneously enchants and
terrifies, with it's sepulchral castle, gloomy forest, and repug-
nant beast; Cocteau exploited these gothic motifs to the utmost
in his 1946 film, La Belle et La Bete. Written in 1756, Beauty and
the Beast precedes Mr.s Radcliffe classic of 18th century gothic,
The M ri f Iph

According to Mario Praz, gothic was feminine in nature
from the beginning.

In no other century (18th) was woman such a dominat-
ing figure..... they discovered the mal de vivre, and the

vapeurs ...... They had vague inklings of a metaphysical
anxiety. (Praz, 1968 pg 9)
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Fig 3.1: Gothic imagery in La Belle et la Bete- Belle
enters the castle

Fig 3.2: Passing through deserted halls

Fi¢ 3.3: Encountering the Beast outside her bedroom






An interesting feature of gothic literature is the pre-emi-
nence of women authors. The impassioned prose of writers such
as Mary Shelley (Frankenstein 1818),Christina Rossetti (Goblin
Market 1859), Emily Bronte (Wuthering Heights 1847), and
Charlotte Bronte (Jane Eyre 1847) seems strangely at odds with
the image of demure Victorian femininity. By the mid 1800s the
“vague inklings of a metaphysical anxiety” had become a definite
desire for self-expression, self-expression which often took the
gothic form. Jane Eyre, for example, features the alarming.Mr.
Rochester, the 'castle' of Thornfield Hall, and a mad wife who
'haunts' the brave young heroine. Goblin Market, a narrative
poem, tells a story of forbidden sexuality, heroic sacrifice, and
feminine solidarity. Ellen Moers states this exquisitely
euphemistic poem was “given to children in the days when chil-
dren had stronger stomachs than they do today”, (Moers, 1978,
pg 100) suggesting the potential child appetite for the gothic.
She also remarks on the Victorian device of crossing animals
with humans to create monsters. The goblins of Rossetti's poem,
for instance, possess different animal features, while Heathcliff
in Wuthering Heights is described as "a fierce, pitiless, wolfish
man”. (The attraction of Cathy for the uncouth, rough Heathcliff
is reminiscent of Rosaleen's attraction to the wolves.)

Moers further suggests that the existence and acknow-
ledgement of childhood sexuality (on which both Wuthering
Heights and Goblin Market depend) was of particular relevance
for Victorian female writers. What Moers calls the “sexual drama
of the Victorian nursery” (Moers, 1978, pg 105) proved the soli-
tary source of physical contact with the opposite sex. These
familial romps, while never implicitly incestuous, became the

sole sexual fuel for the imaginations of what were, as Moers
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points out, “literary spinsters.”(Moers, 1978, pg 105)

This suggests an explanation for the undercurrent of illicit
eroticism that co-exists with the often unrestrained passions of
apparently celibate, platonic love in the writings of these

Victorian women. Moers cites Wuthering Heights as an example

of this barely contained sibling passion

Emily Bronte’s view of childhood comprised nature and

freedom, but not innocence; this may well be the partic-

ularly female component of her romanticism. The chil-

dren in her novel are brutes, little monsters of cruelty

and lust, like Christina Rossetti’s goblins..... (Moers,

1978, pg 106)
This genre was fuelled by repression of one sort or another; the
particular timbre of female gothic can only be explained by what
set it apart from it's masculine equivalent- social repression, sex-
ual repression, economic repression. Considering Vivian
Sobchack's suggestion that the bleeding of the heroine of Carrie
is representative of “an apocalyptic feminine explosion of the
frustrated desire to speak” (Creed, 1993, pg 78) it could be said
that this was the 18th century literary equivalent. Michelle
Roberts, in a review of Marina Warner’s recent study of the
fairytale, comments that

Warner argues convincingly that to read the narrator as

female allows the tales to express all sorts of feminine
concerns and obsessions (Roberts, 1994, pg 32)

while Warner herself states that it was the “suspect whiff of

/

femininity” surrounding the fairytale which enticed her to study
it. (A similar if rather dismissive view was held at The
Athenaeum newspaper in 1847 on the new female gothic writ-

ings, which were termed “the eccentricities of woman's fantasy”)

Modern female authors such as Angela Carter, Jeanette
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Winterson, and Margaret Atwood are the inheritors of this legacy
of gothic female rebellion.® Marina Warner cites Carter as a liter-
ary doyenne of female sexual inception, writing candidly of
erotic domination as equally satisfying for both the sexes. Her
revisionist fairytales can be viewed as (a)infected, contaminated,
corrupt versions of their politically correct predecessors
(Brothers Grimm), or (b)restored to their former honesty 7(the
oral versions in existence hundreds of years before Perrault)
They are forthright in stating unequivocally what was inherent,
whether intended or not by their noble documentarians, and
adding an adjunctive feminism. Her comment in a review of the
work of Betsy Hearne revealed her suspicion of modern diluted
fairytales, censored for children, when she reprovingly stated
that such tales are utilised to “house- train the id.” (Warner,
1992, pg 10) Bettelheim, of course, believed in the necessity of
psychological disciplining for children. There is evidence that
Carter, despite her suspicion of this theory, read at least part of
his classic work on the subject, The Uses of Enchantment. In a
chapter discussing Little Red Riding Hood, a footnote tells of a
latin story of 1023 where

we find some basic elements of 'little red riding hood":

a little girl with a red cap, the company of wolves,a

child being swallowed alive who returns unharmed,

and a stone put in place of the child. (my emphasis
Bettelheim 1976 pg 168)

This is an unusual and peculiar phrase; as The Uses of
Enchantment was published in 1976, and Carter's collection The
Bl hamber, which includes The Company of Wolves, was
not written until 1979, there is every possibility that Carter
discovered the title for her apologue in Bettelheim's academic

study- a study which recommends the training of the id through
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fairytales.

If Carter's tale can then be viewed as modern gothic
Jordan's film accurately emphasises the dark complexities of her
prose. Many features of literary gothic are echoed. A large
house, filled with winding corridors and surrounded by
mysterious woods is home to a young girl, tormented by the
taunts of her sister and the changes taking place within her own
body. In a struggle to escape she creates a gothic forest inhabited
by ferocious beasts and the dream-wishes of her own psyche.
Sets and costumes are rich reds and browns; the young heroine
possesses a voluptuous innocence suggestive of budding sensual-
ity; the monsters are at once glamourous, sexually potent and
heinous, all of which would become archetypal features of the
modern gothic film- Frankenstein, Dracula, and Jordan's most
recent film, Interview with the Vampire, described as a “dreamy,
elegant, and richly atmospheric Gothic film” (Dwyer, 1995, pg
12)) which he chose to work on because of its similarities with
The Company of Wolves, and his need to re-enter what he calls
“the dark forest” (Jordan also states that while Anne Rice, author
of Interview with the Vampire, is a very different writer to Angela
Carter, they both “make a connection between sexuality and vio-
lence which most male writers would never make”) (Dwyer, 1995,
pg 12)

While 17th century authors may have created their gothic
with the intent to 'scare', sophisticated modern audiences may
persuade themselves that to be terrified is not enough. The
presence of a mysterious threat has always been a feature of
successful gothic; what is more relevant to modern writers and
directors is the potential interpretation of motifs and symbols

which are woven into the fabric of the traditional gothic
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structure, indicative perhaps of a more psychologically aware
society. Marina Warner comments that the stories of Angela
Carter “lift the covers from the body usually concealed in the
fairytale” (Warner, 1992, pg 10) The appeal of such revisions
with modern audiences points to a fascination with these revela-
tions and metaphorical exposures, which outweighs any initial
feelings that the restrained suggestiveness of their originals

should be preserved.
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Fig 3.4: The gothic setting of Rosaleen’s country home,
with her sister Alice running in the garden

Fig 3.5: Alice climbing the stairs to Rosaleen’s bedroom

Fig 3.6: Rosaleen as Little Red Riding Hood






Notes

6: Examples of early 20th century female fantastic fiction include
Djuna Barnes (whose 1936 novel, Nightwood, is described by
Moers as “macabre fantasy”), Leonora Carrington, the surrealist
writer of gruesome fairytales from 1937-1941, and Carson

McCullers, author of gothic short stories in the 1940s.

7: Many of the earliest fairytales were of an explicit, macabre
nature. Iona and Peter Opie, for example tell of a traditional ver-
sion of Little Red Riding Hood from Brittany in which the wolf
bottles the grandmother’s blood and persuades the innocent
heroine to drink. (Opie, 1980, pg 121) This gory detail could

almost have been created by Carter herself.
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Chapter 4: Seaulty b

The rhythm of the film is one of narrative. I am telling
the story. It is as if I were hidden behind the screen
saying "Then such and such a thing happened.” The
characters don't seem to be living a tale of their own,
but a life that is being narrated. Perhaps that's how it
should be in a fairytale. (Cocteau, 1946, pg 38)

Historians are agreed on the link between Beauty and the
Beast and the tale of Cupid and Psyche, included in Apuleius'
work Metamorphies (2nd century A.D), which dealt with the
theme of transfigurations and their inceptions. Cupid, as God of
Love, represented base sexual desires, while Psyche is the Greek
term for the soul. Cupid is invisible, as opposed to the all too
apparent Beast, but the tale features two malevolent sisters who
attempt to convince Psyche that her bridegroom is in fact a
hideous serpent. Apuleius, according to Robert Graves, trans-
formed an ancient oral fable “into a neat philosophical allegory
of the process of the rational soul towards intellectual
love.”(Opie, 1980, pg 181)

When Mme de Beaumont revised the story in 1756 she was
thinking of a more practical application of the same ideal.
Working as a governess for noble families in England, she was
committed to the education of young women; the future of her
pupils, however, was all too often predestined- arranged
marriages with men of suitable birth, inescapable and unavoid-
able. Her tale of gradual love towards a physically unattractive
suitor seems all too similar to the possible fate of her female stu-
dents, who are gently advised to allow their husbands the chance
to prove their desirability as life-companions through kindness
and gentleness. Such unions may well blossom into mutual affec-

tion and respect if not exactly blaze with passion.
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Fig 4.1: Beauty and the Beast by W. Heath Robinson, 1921












While this marital resignation may not be so relevant to
modern artists and their audiences, the tale's theme of rebirth
and rite of passage is. Such tales of female rite of passage appeal
to female interpreters, from the gothic writers of the 18th and
19th centuries to modern authors of the fantastic.

Angela Carter also wrote a version of Beauty and the Beast
entitled The Courtship of Mr. Lyon. (Carter, pg 1981) While this
revision is akin to it's predecessor in narrative, its theme focuses
on the dangers of narcissism and over-indulgence of the pleasure
principle. Carter's heroine, like Rosaleen in The Company of
Wolves is human, susceptible to human vanities, follies, tempta-
tions and vices. The fairytale heroine is ever graceful, decorous,
and serene, even in the face of the most traumatic terrors and
evils. She is guaranteed to emerge from her adventures with her
dress unsoiled, hair groomed, and virtue intact.

Mme de Beaumont's Belle is such a heroine; Cocteau
preserves her as such. It suited his sensibilities to do so. Cocteau
was essentially a surrealist, despite the fact that he was regarded
as superficial and amateurish by the ‘intellectuals” of the move-
ment (His film Le Sang d’un Poete was, according to Alan
Williams, “just the kind of “artistic” work that Bunuel and his
friends could love to hate”( Williams, 1992, pg 179) In La Belle et
Le Bete he was, as Marina Warner says “reinterpretating
Symbolist doctrine of the feminine role in creativity”. This role
was that of stimulus, a muse to inspire men to new poetic
heights. This muse could be no ordinary flesh and blood woman;
rather she was elevated to a sublime being, a distant shining
Object to which the artist could stretch but never quite reach.
The bland face of perfect beauty, epitomised by Jose Day in her

role as Belle, facilitated the projections of male fantasy. The
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Lady as Sublime Being then, becomes a universal icon in art and
literature. Lacan commented that
writers have noted all the poets seem to be addressing

the same person..... in this poetic field the feminine is
emptied of all real substance. (Zizek, 1993, pg 95)

Unlike Rosaleen of The Company of the Wolves Belle is such
an icon; perfect in beauty and goodness, she is essentially
impassive, resigned to fate wheresoever it may lead her. Even
her two conscious acts (the self-sacrifice in place of her father,
and the decision to return to save the dying beast) appear pre-
ordained; her goodness would not allow any other option. She
does not seem frantic to escape the clutches of the Beast- if she
feels strong emotions she represses them under a glacially calm
facade. In short, she is as unnatural as her surroundings. This is
of course a fairytale written in the 18th century, reflecting the
social etiquettes and ideals of femininity of the day. Cocteau
however, was intimate friends with some of the most famous and
creatively independent women of the era, including designer
Coco Chanel and feminist writer/philosopher Simone de
Beauvoir. If Belle was representative o<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>