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The deadly flowers, the femme fatales, and indeed the gothic world that Breda Lynch 
references are the often only subconsciously acknowledged accompaniment to what is 
considered traditional ‘normality’. This is in a sense a night or ‘noir’ world were 
extremes and uncertainties of sexuality, morality and power exist shadowing the 
prevalent social ethos. The gothic operates within what Freud terms the ‘uncanny’ 
which could be described as the fear of the new and unknown. But the gothic is more 
unsettling because it is known and is familiar. It has turned the familiar into 
something uncertain, unsure. It turns the comforting to something alien and cold.  
Though often categorised and stylised as for example a type of art, architecture, music 
or lifestyle it is more accurate to say that the gothic is a miasma covering entire 
spheres and shadowing societies. The gothic world is a dark one, where it is 
impossible to see certainties. The fact that there are no certainties is much more 
unsettling than any supernatural imagery that the gothic evokes. When emotion and 
desire is imbued with a gothic hue and the participants in the dramas not other-
worldly fiends but family, friends and neighbours then the familiar and safe begin to 
dissolve. And the irony is that it is often the very attempt to keep an individual or 
society’s world safe, secure and intelligible is what corrupts it and the people in it. 
Traditionally the literary gothic landscape is wild, savage filled place with castles, 
haunted houses, ghosts, murderers, heroines and heroes and dark secrets. Latterly this 
has been updated, but the stock participants are pretty much the same. However real 
world events overtook literature in creating and maintaining gothic landscapes. The 
Cold War, with its reliance on Mutually Assured Destruction (MAD) as a safety 
trigger was a truly modern gothic landscape. Nuclear bunkers replaced castles and the 
ghosts handed brown packages to the enemy as the arms race sped up. Each side 
armed murderers and tyrants worldwide and ‘reds’ were potentially under every bed. 
Heroes and heroines came from Hollywood and the Communist Party Propaganda 
machines respectively. And the people eventually trusted no-one. It wasn’t a fear of 
the ‘other’ as much as a fear of the ‘double’. Your friend would be exactly the same 
person but would be somehow different, would have strange new ideas about society 
that would challenge and ultimately destroy yours. This is articulated excellently in 
Invasion of the Body-Snatchers. Though not strictly a parable on Communism, it 
explored how governments on all sides wanted to create ‘model’ citizens, almost like 
the automaton Freud mentions in his essay on the Uncanny. Many people however 
believed that the film described the horrors of socialism which would take people’s 
souls and leave them emotionless shells.   
As the short-lived Sixties counter-culture experiment dulled into the grey and violent 
apathy of the Nineteen Seventies, the scene was set, in Britain particularly, for a 
Conservative Government under Margaret Thatcher that the term ‘gothic government’ 
fitted perfectly. Determined to rescue a golden age of endeavour and enterprise, where 
traditional and ‘family’ values were to the fore, Mrs Thatcher dismantled and rebuilt 
to her own design an entire society.  A few people benefited greatly, many however 
fell by the wayside. Swathes of the industrial North of England were turned into 
almost classical gothic wastelands, populated by dispossessed, unemployed and often 
very violent ghosts. Communities were destroyed as industry disappeared. It’s no 



coincidence that the gothic music subculture came to prominence in particular cities 
like Leeds and Bradford at this time as a few looked to the arts for escape. The 
Thatcher legacy in its search for scapegoats and the ‘Enemy Within’ (as she referred 
to the Miners during their Strike) led ultimately to the fear society of the 1990s and 
early Twenty-First century. There are apparently paedophiles and monsters lurking in 
every corner ready to steal our children away. As the internet spreads everywhere 
children we are told may be spirited away while still at home. The leads to tabloid 
crusades which have outcomes that will be hilarious if the consequences weren’t so 
serious. Take for example the case of a paediatrician who was forced from her home 
by the modern equivalent of a torch wielding mob because, well she was a paedo-
something.    
In the 1990s as Communism collapsed in Eastern Europe it was necessary for the 
West, and the United States, in particular, to find new enemies and these duly 
appeared as the formally ‘unofficial’ or ‘ghost’ allies such as the Taliban turned on 
their former funders and supporters. This led eventually to the horror of 9-11 and ‘The 
War on Terror’ which is a war that potentially has no end or indeed any permanently 
fixed opponent. Thus there is repetition of the ‘Red under the Bed’ scare except now 
everyone of a certain ethnic origin is potentially a suicide bomber or terrorist. And if 
the War on Terror has no end the fear of suicide bombers etc has also no end. At least 
the Cold War had the potential of victory or destruction. The War on Terror has 
neither. Permanent fear. How gothic can you get?            
The ‘gothic’ is an evolving, ever shifting, impossible to completely define shadow to 
the everyday, the mundane, the prevailing, what is acceptable and what is allowed. 
The beings, especially female, that inhabit this realm are thought possessed of a 
dubious morality, voracious sexuality, and strident femininity. The gothic has since 
Vasari’s condemnation been associated with savagery, debasement and anti-civilised 
intent. Lynch’s depiction of the femme fatale is a reinterpretation of a stock character 
throughout history. Women were often portrayed as a dangerous seducer of the 
innocent, the trusting and the naïve male. The Bible for example is full of these so-
called deadly women, starting with Eve and including Jezebel and Delilah in the Old 
Testement and Salome in the New. Likewise is myth and history where we find 
characters Helen of Troy. It is noticeable that the individual personalities of the 
femme fatales are never apparent. They have been amalgamated into one all 
encompassing archetype. We have this stereotypical image of the femme fatale, 
created mainly by Hollywood of a powerful, determined morally ambiguous and 
ruthless female who will stop at nothing to achieve her aims. Though this 
generalisation was almost wholly driven by males, the femme fatale or ‘vamp’ was 
also despised by many women as she was the polar opposite to and indeed a direct 
assault on their traditional notion of womanhood.   
Though brought into popular culture by Hollywood the concept of the femme fatale 
can be seen throughout art history in the guise of the muse. Artists have long claimed 
inspiration from outside sources and in particular have created the construct of the 
‘Muse’, loosely based on Greek mythology. Like the Femme Fatale the Muse, is an 
artificially created amalgamation by the (almost always) male artist. The Pre-
Raphaelites in particular often used the muse construct. Elisabeth Siddal, was the 
primary muse for Dante Gabriel Rossetti. Indeed the femme fatale proved fascinating 
for the Pre-Raphaelites and was often used as a basis for their morality driven 
paintings. Likewise for the Symbolists women like Salome and Judith held a 
fascination. Poets also drew inspiration from ‘women without mercy’. Baudelaire, 



whom Lynch references in her work, had his own muse/femme fatale; a ‘black Venus’ 
called Jeanne Duval ’who went in search of ‘whom she may devour’.  
It is fair to say that the gothic has become an idea, rather than merely a style. It is 
perfect for the postmodern age in that it takes imagery from every aspect of existence 
and melds them together to produce a dark and often quite funny commentary on 
daily life. It has evolved through the ages beyond art, architecture, literature, film to 
take its place as a concept that encompasses them all and can be used as a tool to 
create work that challenges accepted notions of society.    
 


