
 
 
 
 

LES FLEURS FATALES 
Breda Lynch at Pre Hen House 
 

She herself is a haunted house.  She does not possess herself; her ancestors 
sometimes come and peer out of the windows of her eyes and that is very frightening.  
She has the mysterious solitude of ambiguous states; she hovers in a no-man’s land 
between life and death, sleeping and waking, behind the hedge of spiked flowers, 
Nosfeatu’s sanguinary rosebud.   
 

Angela Carter, The Lady of the House of Love 
 

Nothing reveals the gothic ancestry of the crime genre more explicitly than film noir.  Both 

genres concern, literally or metaphorically, the condition of haunting – the intrusion of an 

unquiet past into a disturbed present whether in the form of the revenant or the arabesque 

criminal intrigue that is only gradually revealed as the narrative reaches closure.  Film noir 

exposed this provenance through sinister atmospheres layered of shadow and light, a context 

within which themes of mystery, duplicity and paranoia could be more effectively dramatised.  

Thus early cinematographic technology was found congenial to the surprising recreation of 

characteristically gothic mystery and melodrama.  Yet even beyond the surface – a surface of 

brittle light terrorised by incoming axes of shadow – film noir shares several conventions with 

the gothic tradition.  Labyrinthine settings, pernicious and confusing, socio-historical anxieties 

made manifest in decadent dynasties and old estate manors decaying from within, weirdly 

alluring emaciated aristocrats and anaemic female characters of gothic fiction find their 

modern parallels in film noir.  The kind of transgression key to the gothic noir involves 

encroaching, ambiguous or shadowy presences, not quite evil, but certainly malignant.   

This rich heritage is currently being explored in several directions by Breda Lynch, 

whose art practice condenses the cinematic style of film noir into dark images of a striking 

graphic chiaroscuro, images – I hesitate to categorise them as drawings – inspired by motifs 

that have their origin in the gothic tradition.  In her work, strangely familiar figures such as the 

Doppelgänger, the dark twin, the bride (albeit transformed into a corpsed Victorian vamp), the 

skull, and, of course, the femme fatale are rendered in a mode that purposely references noir 

expressionistic techniques.  Her aesthetic involves the appropriation of photographic imagery 

(from a bridal catalogue, for instance, she will remove a figure modelling a wedding dress); 

then, using computer software, the appropriated image is turned into a negative by digitally 

‘inverting’ it.  The resultant figure undergoes its final optical transformation through being 

mapped by hand (employing colouring pencil, biro or felt-tip pen) onto high-quality white 

Italian printing paper.  Intense matrices of single-hatching are painstakingly built up out of a 



multiplicity of minute dashes.  Shadow-infill of a cold speculative hand, the signature of 

Lynch’s practice, gives her surfaces the grainy imperfection of a paused video-still, flickering 

on the dark glass of the television monitor.   

Strategies of inversion and reversal, coupled with Lynch’s highly personalised mark-

making style, reprocess the optical information into a dreamlike after-image of something we 

may mistakenly recognise, something strangely, beguilingly familiar: an old Victorian 

daguerreotype, a still from a German expressionist silent film, a scene from a James Whale 

movie, wallpaper-pattern metastasising into a repetition of hallucinogenic skulls.  Reversal, 

indeed, is a key formal preoccupation of Lynch’s practice.  Nothing, it seems, can be allowed 

to remain single and individual; rather, through the tactics of exposure and reversal 

discussed, motifs are manipulated into revealing their hidden sides, and seemingly innocuous 

images are inveigled to disclose secret structures.  A dark frieze of Victorian gothic female 

archetypes is, in this manner, gradually bequeathed: bridal ‘heads’ that recall the oval portrait 

spoken of by Poe (‘evil was the hour when she saw and loved and wedded the painter’1), 

inverted full-figures suggestive of the princess of darkness in her antique bridal gown that 

Angela Carter describes as ‘all alone in her dark, high house under the eyes of the portraits of 

her demented and atrocious ancestors, each one of whom, through her, projects a baleful 

posthumous existence’.2   

Given these connections, Lynch’s fascination with Daphne du Maurier’s gothic 

romance Rebecca may come as no great surprise.3  Hitchcock’s 1940 film of du Maurier’s 

novel (the director’s first US production) is interesting principally because it can be considered 

a precise point of the cultural intersection between the gothic tradition and film noir.  (Some 

film critics regard it as the first genuine noir.4)  In the film, the urbane yet secretive, recently 

widowed, Maxim de Winter (played by Laurence Olivier) remarries.  On returning to his estate 

manor Manderley, his new bride becomes increasingly haunted by the idea that her 

husband’s first wife Rebecca was the true love of his life.  Under the malign influence of the 

housekeeper, Mrs Danvers and a hostile entourage of servants, her anxieties multiply and 

she begins to contemplate suicide.  Until, that is, the truth about the exquisitely manipulative 

Rebecca (and her suspicious death) is ultimately revealed.  George Barnes, the 

cinematographer who worked with Hitchcock, developed his craft in the silent era, and was 

therefore in his element when requested to create layered chiaroscuro German-expressionist 

type effects for Rebecca.  The result of Barnes’s camerawork, Paul Duncan observes, is a 

sense of filmic predation, of something ‘prowling around Manderley like a wild animal hunting 

for blood’.5   

                                                        
1 Poe, Edgar Allan, ‘The Oval Portrait’, The Complete Illustrated Stories and Poems, 
Chancellor Press (London, 1994), p. 300.   
2 Carter, Angela, Chris Baldick (ed.), ‘The Lady of the House of Love’, The Oxford Book of 
Gothic Tales, Oxford University Press (Oxford, 1993), p. 483.   
3 Du Maurier, Daphne, Rebecca (1938), Penguin (London, 1996).   
4 See Duncan, Paul, Film Noir: Films of Trust and Betrayal, Pocket Essentials (Herts, 2000), 
14.   
5 Ibid. 



For her solo show in Limerick City Gallery, Lynch screened two appropriated scenes 

from Hitchcock’s film side by side.6  An establishing shot of the brooding house behind a 

prospect of trees, as seen through the windscreen of the approaching car conveying Mrs de 

Winter (Joan Fontaine) to Manderley, is juxtaposed with an interior scene of her pale form 

ascending the stairs toward Rebecca’s room, her hand hovering before the antique door.  In 

both point-of-view shots, the spectator’s perspective coincides with Mrs de Winter’s; first we 

see Manderley in the distance, through the trees, partially occluded by the rain on the 

windscreen and the rhythmic wipers, like some nightmarish House of Usher only gradually 

disclosed.  With her trepidation, we see that pale hand hesitating before laying it on the 

escutcheon as if it were our own, strangely disembodied, hand.  But before the door is 

opened to disclose the sanctum within or, before the establishing shot can progress to reveal 

the interior of the house, Lynch interrupts the scenes and rewinds them, scanning backwards 

away from the inauspicious façade of Manderley, and withdrawing from the door.  The 

consequence of this retreat from disclosure is interesting, for, keeping the famous 

Hitchcockian suspense in eternal suspense, our anticipation of revelation is frustratingly 

brought to the very point of satisfaction only to be arrested and bathetically reversed.  Is this 

the cinematic version of coitus interruptus or a visualisation of Borges’s suggestion that the 

perfect work of art manifests the ‘imminence of a revelation that does not occur’?7   

Reference to the figure of the femme fatale (a central and potent female presence in 

the film noir and the hard-boiled crime genre) is perhaps an inevitable progression for Lynch; 

indeed, with this focus, her latest work announces a further exploration of the gothic origins of 

the noir tradition.  In his study of crime fiction, John Scaggs identifies the gendered function of 

the femme fatale in the hard-boiled genre as the ‘embodiment’ of ‘the threatening “other”’8: 

she ‘is the antithesis of the hard-boiled private eye, in that she reverses the normal dialectic of 

tough surface and sensitive depth that characterises the private eye hero.’  However, 

because her threat is concealed behind a façade of fascination and faux-vulnerable allure 

(and perhaps, to this extent, Scaggs’s reverse dialectic may simply enact male anxieties 

concerning female sexuality), the femme fatale represents an even more sinister presence in 

the noir tradition.  Yet again this corresponds to the structural ambivalence associated with 

gothic fiction.  Figures that simultaneously fascinate and appal – the vampire par excellence – 

personified the gothic obsession with the captivating surface appearance that, precisely 

because of its weird erotic appeal, conceals a hidden malevolence.   

Enticing us with our own repressed desires?  Am I saying that the femme fatale and 

the vampire have a common aetiology?  Slavoj Žižek has developed an interesting and 

hitherto overlooked aspect of the femme fatale pertinent to this connection.9  The femme 

                                                        
6 See review, Gaynor, Fergal, ‘Breda Lynch: Dark Brides and Silent Twins’, Circa 115, Spring, 
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fatale, he argues, presents such a potent threat to the protagonist not because she is capable 

of weakening his normal powers of perception and judgment, and again not because she can 

make him behave in an uncharacteristic manner.  Rather, like the vampire in gothic fiction, the 

femme fatale persona signifies the reflection of the protagonist’s own impulse to self-

destruction, and embodies thus his own threatening desire.  This, above all, distinguishes her 

dimension of sublime erotic terror.  ‘It is not Woman as object of fascination that causes us to 

lose our sense of judgment or moral attitude but, on the contrary, that which remains hidden 

beneath this fascinating mask and which appears one the masks fall off: the dimension of the 

pure subject fully assuming the death drive.’10   

Titling this exhibition Fleurs fatales, Lynch combines the femme fatale with the fleur 

du mal and thus adds another resonant note to the complex chord of interconnections picked 

out here.  Charles Baudelaire, scandalous nineteenth-century Parisian, published a 

celebrated collection of transgressive poetry called Les Fleurs du mal (a corruption of the 

aristocratic fleur-de-lys) in 1857 (revised, following censorship for ‘crude realism offensive to 

decency’, and republished in 1861).11  His aesthetic ingeniously combined gothic themes of 

vampirism, narcotic-induced ennui and splenetic melancholy with modern concerns like urban 

alienation, social exclusion and altered psychological states produced by metropolitan 

existence.  Lynch’s title, if only to indicate a resonance, draws on the phantasmagoria 

summoned to insubstantial existence in Baudelaire’s tableaux parisiens.  (It is also important 

to note that the French word mal carries connotations of sickness as well as evil and is 

arguably better rendered as ‘malignant’.)   

Finally, to offer a fitting conclusion to this review, I want to briefly discuss the 

significance of the house in the gothic tradition.  For according to Chris Baldick, the gothic is a 

genre ‘obsessed with [the idea of] old buildings as sites of human decay’.12  Representing the 

disintegration of the ancestral line, the old, ruinous demesne, with its central manor, 

outbuildings, cracked fountains and crumbling classical statuary, carved mazes and gazebos, 

became a potent motif reinforcing the theme of possession by a dark emergent agency.  With 

its sinister and confusing proliferation of chambers, the old house is never just a necessary 

living-space incidental to the gothic narrative.  ‘Doubling as both fictional setting and as 

dominant symbol, the house reverberates for us with associations which are simultaneously 

psychological and historical.’13  Psychologically, the structure of the baleful house has the 

potential to double as a simulacrum of psychic reality: as in the Bates’s residence in 

Hitchcock’s Psycho, ‘the crypts and cellars of repressed desire, the attics and belfries of 

neurosis’14 become the perfect external manifestation of the psychopathological personality – 

a map of the lunatic’s mind.   

                                                        
10 Ibid., p. 66.   
11 Baudelaire, Charles, The Flowers of Evil (trans. J. McGowan), Oxford University Press 
(Oxford, 1993).   
12 Baldick, Chris (ed.), The Oxford Book of Gothic Tales, Oxford University Press (Oxford, 
1993), p. xx.    
13 Ibid., xxii.   
14 Ibid. 



Now, having traced the lineaments of the gothic imagination by way of theme and 

motif in Breda Lynch’s art, we finally supply the missing element of setting.  For Lynch is 

showing her work in Pre Hen House, a manor in the early Georgian style commanding an 

estate of some 3,641 acres in Derry.  The Pre Hen family acquired the estate in 1640.  In the 

best gothic tradition, the house carries a bizarre legacy, one that harmonises with the dark 

preoccupations of Lynch’s work.   In 1738, the Knox dynasty usurped the estate when Andrew 

Knox married the Pre Hen heiress, Honoria Tompkins.  Benevolent master, Knox offered 

sanctuary to a certain wastrel named McNaughten, a bankrupt gambler, who came to live with 

him at Pre Hen House.  Now Knox had a daughter, Mary Ann, and McNaughten, cognisant of 

her not insignificant dowry, seized his opportunity.  He courted the coy Mary Ann and she fell 

for him.  But Knox found out and arranged to have his daughter secreted to Dublin.  

Discovering the scheme, McNaughten armed himself and pursued the company, killing Mary 

Ann in the ensuing fracas.  He was eventually sentenced to death by hanging.  However, on 

the appointed date, when the noose was secured and the gallows lever pulled, the rope broke 

and McNaughten, as tradition bestowed, was given the opportunity to flee.  Not wishing to go 

down in history as “the half-hanged man,” he respectfully declined.  The rope held, 

McNaughten died and has, ironically, been known ever since as half-hanged McNaughten.  

Even though I consider no more appropriate setting for Breda Lynch’s dark femmes, 

malignant blooms and Elsa Lanchester brides than the dark interiors of Pre Hen House, when 

I discovered that the ancient Hebrew name Rebecca means “noose,” and when the meaning 

of the artist’s surname slowly dawned on me, I fancied I could perceive half-hanged 

McNaughten’s death’s head leering through the gloom and, frankly, I was spooked.  
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