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Abstract 
 The politics of representing femininity is contingent on a premise of 
social/cultural patriarchy. The feminine is presented as ‘lack’, as the binary 
opposite of the masculine – ‘she’ has no image except in relation to the male. 
Even more pervasive, however, are representations of that which deviate 
from this prevailing orthodoxy, namely the ‘lesbian.’ How can this femininity 
that does not assimilate into a masculine-feminine binarism be depicted?  
 The theorist Terry Castle believes that the lesbian in literature and 
cinema is generally presented as a spectre; she is subtly implied but never 
acknowledged. Castle writes, ‘the lesbian remains a kind of ‘ghost-effect’ in 
(…) modern life: elusive, vaporous, difficult to spot – even when she is there, 
in plain view, mortal and magnificent, at the centre of the screen. Some may 
deny she exists at all.’ (Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian, 1993). Thus many 
films, the horror film in particular, epitomise patriarchal and heteronormative 
‘ideals’, while inextricably adumbrating and portraying the lesbian character 
as elusive, horrific, and Other. 
 In this paper I will discuss the mainstream representation of the 
lesbian in film and my artistic attempt to analyse these images. My visual art 
practice is based on representations of female sexuality, and the artworks are 
focused on the word ‘horrific’. Through video installation and performative 
drawings based on the subversion of horror films, the work explores the self-
portrait in an attempt to investigate sexuality, the dichotomy between fear 
and desire, and connection to the (female) body. Thus, via an analysis of 
Terry Castle’s concept of the ‘apparitional lesbian’, and other theorists 
including Rhona Berenstein, and Patricia White, I will present my art practice 
as an example of a positive representation of the lesbian body. I will show 
through an analysis of my art practice, alongside the work of other artists, 
that I attempt appropriations and subversions of the horror genre to challenge 
the culturally constructed tropes of heteronormativity and explore the issues 
of female sexuality that have previously been represented as monstrous, 
dangerous, or evil. 
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1.  Introduction 

 
 I was going to start this paper about lesbian representations in art by 
showing and discussing artists such as Deborah Bright, Della Grace (now 
known as Del LaGrace Volcano) and Catherine Opie, whose work from the 
late eighties challenged the structures of lesbian representation. While these 
artists are well known for their socio-political practices that make aware the 
issues of a previously under-represented minority, in a contemporary art field 
today their work has been perceived as documentary, and clichéd. In some 
sense, I agree with this, but only in retrospect. At the time in which they were 
made, their work was challenging, controversial, politically charged, and 
thought provoking.  
 In particular, Catherine Opie practice sees her practice as a 
responsibility to her community, to document her life and the lives of people 
who she holds dear. Rather than analyse the images of her community-based 
imagery here, I would like to look at this image, a self-portrait taken in 1993.  
This piece, entitled Self-Portrait/Cutting, is a photograph showing an image 
of Opie’s back in which a childish stick drawing is meticulously carved by a 
scalpel into her flesh. The bleeding drawing depicts two happy women 
holding hands, with the sun shining and cheerful little house in the 
background. The photograph evokes the imagery that she is well known for, 
representations of the SM and queer community, but it also represents 
something more. It presents a desire to be seen, and a physical and painful 
need for her lifestyle to be accepted.  
 But what I’m not attempting to do here is to provide a chronological 
approach to lesbians in visual art, or deny that work like Opie’s is not 
relevant and poignant to the issues or lesbian representation. Rather, I wish to 
explore the representations of the lesbian in recent contemporary art, 
alongside its increasing invisibility and liminality. Through the artworks of 
three lesbian-identified artists, myself included, I will present a different 
approach to same-sex representation, that of the spectral lesbian. The artists 
under discussion do not present a matter-of-fact, documentary style art 
practice like Opie; instead they deal with the issues of lesbian representation 
through a subversive and almost covert style of representation. Why, you 
may ask. This is what this paper sets out to analyze. 
 Before I begin to look at contemporary artists, I firstly wish to 
discuss the theorist Terry Castle’s book, The Apparitional Lesbian.  The book 
is a literary, historical, and biographical analysis of representations of 
lesbians in modern culture. In her introduction, Castle apologetically writes 
about her relationship with lesbian theory, she claims that she had intended 
this book to be an anthology of ‘ghosts in western culture after the 
Enlightenment,’1 but her writing of this book led her to realise that lesbianism 
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had always been a ‘phantom’ of her scholarly work, subversively implied but 
never explicated, and this fear of discussing lesbian representation was 
because of the shrouded figure of the lesbian in culture. Castle asks: 
 

 ‘Why is it so difficult to see the lesbian - even when she is 
there, quite plainly, in front of us? In part because she has 
been ‘ghosted’ – or made to seem invisible – by culture 
itself. It would be putting it mildly to say that the lesbian 
represents a threat to patriarchal protocol: Western 
civilization has for centuries been haunted by a fear of 
‘women without men’ – of women indifferent or resistant to 
male desire.’2  
 

Castle argues that one of the ways patriarchal culture has dealt with the 
lesbian, particularly in literature and popular culture, is to turn her into a 
ghostly figure. Through analyses of classical literary texts including Daniel 
Defoe’s The Apparition of Mrs Veal (1706), Baudelaire’s Les Fleur du Mal 
(1857), and Henry James’s The Bostonians (1886), she defends her premise - 
that ‘the lesbian remains a kind of ‘ghost-effect’ in (…) modern life: elusive, 
vaporous, difficult to spot – even when she is there, in plain view, mortal and 
magnificent.’3 Castle believes that most classical representations of lesbians 
were presented in a negative light, for example, Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du 
Mal, but readers are so eager to observe a lesbian reference, as these 
representations are ‘so few in number,’ that even negative depictions are still 
given places in the lesbian literary tradition. It is this negativity however, that 
alludes to the fact that the lesbian is so powerfully feared by patriarchal 
culture, as Castle believes that ‘the very frequency with which the lesbian has 
been 'apparitionalized' in the Western imagination also testifies to her 
peculiar cultural power.’ Subsequently, Castle writes that ‘only something 
palpable - at a deeper level - has the capacity to 'haunt' us so thoroughly.’4 
 There is a light at the end of this ghostly tunnel however; Castle 
demonstrates the point, of which I wish to apply to the visual artists in this 
paper, that there is an abject power to the apparitional lesbian. As she has 
been made invisible in and by culture, her strength lies in her threatening 
potential omnipresence. Castle duly writes that: 
 

If it is true that the first stage of recognition is denial, then 
the denial of lesbianism – through its fateful association 
with the spectral – was also the first stage of its cultural 
recognition. In the same way that the act of negation, in 
Freud’s words ‘frees the thinking process from repression’, 
so the spectral metaphor provided the very imagery, 
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paradoxically, through which the carnal truth of lesbianism 
might be rediscovered and reclaimed by lesbian writers.5   

 
I would like to add here lesbian artists. So in what ways have visual artists 
explore these issues? I shall use two contemporary artists, alongside one of 
my own video pieces to explain the connection. 
 
2. Breda Lynch 
 
 The artist Breda Lynch’s work deals with representations of gender 
identity explored through Gothic and horror-based imagery, and her practice 
investigates issues of ‘unrequited, forbidden, or doomed love.’6 An Irish artist 
based in Limerick, Lynch’s media include printmaking, drawing, 
photography, and more recently, video.  Through the latter medium, Lynch 
has created a recent double channel video piece, entitled After Rebecca 
(2006). In the piece, Lynch appropriates two sequences from Alfred 
Hitchcock’s seminal film Rebecca (1940), in which she takes the short scenes 
and manipulates them by making them silent, and slowing the sequences 
down. The left hand video presents the scene in which the film’s audience, 
and in fact, the unnamed protagonist (or as she is known, the second Mrs de 
Winter), is about to view Mr de Winter’s mansion Manderley for the first 
time. The second, right-hand, image depicts the second Mrs de Winter 
reaching her hand out towards a door, the entrance to the first Mrs de Winter 
Rebecca’s bedroom. Just as she (and the audience) is about to enter the room, 
and similarly, in the left-hand sequence as the audience is about to enter the 
door of the grand Manderley, Lynch reverses both sequences, returns to the 
beginning of the scenes, which infuriatingly halts the longed-for narrative. 
The sequences are then seamlessly looped.  
 Hitchcock’s film Rebecca was based on Daphne Du Maurier’s 1938 
novel of the same name. The story revolves around a dead woman’s affective 
power over her husband, and his new wife. But it is not the physical presence 
of Rebecca that is haunting the new family unit; it is the lingering memory of 
her and subsequent inadequacies that the new wife is led to feel – the new 
Mrs de Winter is haunted by the thoughts that her new husband is still in love 
with his dead wife. Mrs Danvers, the housekeeper, who is presented as 
Rebecca’s closest friend and confidante, intimidates and confuses the new 
Mrs de Winter, leading her to doubt Mr de Winter’s affection for her and to 
ultimately contemplate suicide. However, before she does so, the true 
feelings of Mr de Winter’s relationship to Rebecca is revealed, that their 
supposed relationship was a farce, he never loved her and they were just 
‘keeping up appearances’.   
 While not specifically a horror film, Patricia White discusses 
Hitchcock’s Rebecca as ‘unleash(ing) an excess of female sexuality that 



Jenny Keane 

______________________________________________________________ 

5

cannot be contained without recourse to the supernatural, or indeed the 
unnatural.’7 In her book, Uninvited, White develops Terry Castle’s theories of 
the apparitional lesbian and applies them to lesbian representation in film. 
Obviously, as White points out, due to the Hollywood Production Code 
Administration, the film Rebecca never explicitly denotes lesbianism or 
presents lesbian protagonist, but through the spectral ‘presence’ of the 
character Rebecca, combined with the second Mrs de Winter’s desire to 
emulate Rebecca, and Mrs Danvers’s obsessional loyalty to her dead 
mistress, alongside Max de Winter’s reference to the ‘unspeakable’ nature of 
Rebecca’s confession’8 on the night she died, the film subversively implies 
and invokes apparitional lesbian figures.  
 In the video After Rebecca, Lynch appropriates two of the most 
powerful scenes in the film; by presenting them in slow motion, she sensually 
presents the moments in which the new Mrs de Winter powerfully desires to 
experience something. Firstly, the girl wishes to view Manderley, and then she 
craves to enter Rebecca’s room. The audience becomes entwined in the 
unnamed protagonist’s need, we want to enter the house, we want to see 
Rebecca’s bedroom, yet we cannot. The image of the hand in the right hand 
channel, that reaches out like an extension of the audience, summons the 
audience to become involved in the action, yet there is no character present in 
either video in which to align our desires. This disembodied hand engenders 
the point of view shot that ‘align(s) the spectator (…) with something – for 
effect and affect.’  White believes that this view that: 
 

 ‘play[s] on representational adequacy, on the border, on the 
anxious reversal of subject and object positions, on the 
drama of emergence into the field of vision, has specific 
resonance for a theory of homosexual representation at the 
margins.’9 

 
It is as if the hand that reaches out and tries to touch the door-handle belongs 
to the audience, and what are we trying to find? In the film, the camera angles 
and mise-en-scene creates an eerie resonance so that the house itself becomes 
a personified metaphor for Rebecca’s body. Thus, we are trying and, through 
Lynch’s reversal of the sequence, failing to capture the apparitional lesbian. 
 This self-reflexive loop, which both sequences continually return to, 
evokes a compulsion to repeat of the Freudian uncanny. Freud’s essay The 
Uncanny, through an etymological analysis of the word ‘unheimlich’ 
[‘unhomely’ in German], and a literary study of stories such as E.T.A. 
Hoffman’s ‘The Sandman’, describes the uncanny as ‘that species of the 
frightening that goes back to what was once well known and had long been 
familiar’10. Another layer of the uncanny is presented in the representation of 
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Manderley itself; Freud discusses the haunted house [ein unheimliches haus] 
as a metaphor for the female genitals, our first ‘heim’ or home - the womb.11  
The divergent two-channel video attempts to destabilize the concept of the 
cinematic experience by its jarring double screen, creating confusion, 
displacement, and a fracture in the field of vision. The audience cannot view 
both images at the same time, and cannot be completely engaged as they are 
at a singular viewing experience, this uncertainty and doubling evokes again 
the uncanny nature of this piece.  
 I believe that this breakdown of the narrative in these two sequences 
is the key to Lynch’s subversion of the original film. By not allowing the 
cinematic tropes to restore order, through the constant looping and negation 
of the climactic moment of desire fulfilment or ‘enlightenment’, this 
subversion dissolves limits or conclusion, and represents liminality. White 
states that ‘…the fact that [the character] Rebecca is not even en-visioned 
may signify more than homophobic negation. Through its inscription in 
narrative, perverse desire itself, rather than its object, is made 
representable.’12 Together, the video pieces are imbricated representations of 
non-person, in a non-place, through a space of abject rupture - a true 
representation of desire, as desire (or jouissance in Lacan’s terms) can never 
be completely fulfilled. Like the desire to represent the lesbian body, After 
Rebecca shows the ultimate return to the apparitional lesbian figure – the 
dichotomy of being unrepresentable, but entirely present and terrifying at the 
same time. 
 
3. Lisa Byrne 
 
 Lisa Byrne is a London-based artist born in Northern Ireland. Her 
artwork deals with the practice of representation, and photography’s 
relationship to time, liminality, and death. Byrne believes that the characters 
she depicts in her photographs are ‘between presence and absence through 
the photographic record. Life brings death, light brings darkness and memory 
brings loss. Time moves between and beyond.’13 Probably best known for her 
video pieces created by filming taxi drivers in Belfast, interviewing them 
with reference to the ‘troubles’, her photographic work deals with an all-the-
more subversive edge. Byrne creates her images by colour pinhole cameras, 
generally set up for 15 minutes, and subsequently causing a sense of 
movement and action in the still photographs. The work Simultaneous 
Perspectives is such a series. This triptych shows the photographic result of 
three pinhole cameras shooting simultaneously, from different angles of the 
same event.  The images are dark, blurred and haunting, they show a 
considerable depth via the imbrication of images, layered by the process of 
pinhole photography, and Byrne writes about the piece that ‘in a 
photographic framework the object in movement, over a long exposure, 
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creates a blur. The blurry photograph causes a failure in the copy because it 
no longer resembles the object.’14 The blurred figure in the triptych is in fact 
two separate female bodies, entwined in a sexual act, but the blurring creates 
a sense of a fluid and singular, morphed creature with numerous heads, 
breasts, and limbs, whereby the physical, corporeal presence of the body is 
negated. Byrne believes that this work is an ‘attempt to engage with the 
perspectives of others’ and a process of ‘recognition of an internal state, 
through a persistence of exposure.’ The imagery of the hazy and obscured 
figures recalls photographs from the nascent birth of photography, images of 
‘ghosts’ or souls that have been captured on daguerreotypes. The imagery of 
this monstrous multi-limbed creature in the photographs evokes a sense of 
horror, but it is not entirely explicit, similar to Lynch’s appropriation of 
Hitchcock’s Rebecca. Rhona Berenstein notes that representations of 
homosexuality through ghostly images or horror are: 
 

… a prime arena for depictions of sexualities and practices 
that fall outside the purview of patriarchal culture, [because]  
the subgeneric tropes of the unseen, the ghost and the 
haunted house, match the marginal position of 
homosexuality in dominant culture.15 

 
 These three images of Byrne and her female partner in bed together 
evoke an ambiguity. Is there one person, two, more? In fact, in a recent 
exhibition of Simultaneous Perspectives, before being corrected, the curator 
presented the work as Byrne and her male lover. What does this say? This 
heteronormative assumption leads one to the answer that the image is not 
overly overt in its depiction of lesbian sex. However, the duplicative blurring 
of the entwined bodies alludes to the narcissistic element of same-sex 
relationships put forward by Freud. In 1914, Freud wrote that psychoanalysis: 
 

…(has) discovered, especially clearly in people whose 
libidinal development has suffered some disturbance, such 
as perverts and homosexuals, that in their later choice of 
love-objects they have taken as a model not their mother but 
their own selves. They are plainly seeking themselves as a 
love-object, and are exhibiting a type of object-choice which 
must be termed ‘narcissistic’. In this observation we have 
the strongest of the reasons which have led us to adopt the 
hypothesis of narcissism.16 
 

Byrne presents us with this association, the sensual unity of anatomical 
likeness, yet, the naked bodies in Simultaneous Perspectives do not present a 
couple that are the mirror image of each other. Instead, through the blur that 
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has undifferentiated one from another, she presents us with a single 
monstrous figure that evokes a prevailing and needed sense of completeness, 
however ghostlike and unearthly.  
 The two females are indistinguishable, hidden, and removed from 
visual recognition; they are spectral remnants. Byrne writes that ‘absence and 
presence unfold and the subject in movement is situated between 
representation and non-representation.’17 By representing these sexual bodies 
in this ambiguous and unnerving nature, Byrne invokes the still-frightening 
potential of the lesbian as formidable spectre - and to quote Terry Castle, ‘For 
even at her most ethereal and dissembling, as when seeming to ‘wave off’ the 
intrusive pleasures of the flesh, she cannot help but also signal - as if by 
secret benediction - the fall into flesh which is to come.’18  
 
4. Conclusion - My Art Practice 
 
 To conclude, I want to show one of my video pieces. In a sense, the 
video piece I completed in 2008, entitled Facticium, has similar elements to 
both Breda Lynch’s video and Lisa Byrne’s photographs. Facticium is a site-
specific video installation, filmed and presented in a particular room in a 
gallery. While the filmed space is still in the gallery setting, as most work is 
presented, I chose this particular area in the gallery as the whiteness reveals a 
long, dark corridor, and iron clad barred and boarded windows, which impose 
a sense of both incarceration and impenetrability - a feeling of not being able 
to escape. The video presents a room, where I am standing and constantly 
attempting to evade the view of the camera, which is relentlessly spinning 
around and sporadically surveying the space. I felt that the camera was 
chasing me around the room, searching for my presence, almost like a 
surveillance camera. This prying interrogative sense led me to explore, like 
my analysis of Lynch’s After Rebecca, questions surrounding the desire for 
the figure. The audience craves an uninterrupted view of the figure and desire 
to experience a sense of visual pleasure. Laura Mulvey’s essay Visual 
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema (1975), writes about the desire to look at the 
female body, specifically in classic Hollywood cinema. Mulvey writes that: 

 
In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking 
has been split between active/male and passive/female. The 
determining male gaze projects its fantasy onto the female 
figure, which is styled accordingly.  In their traditional 
exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and 
displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and 
erotic impact so they can be said to connote to-be-looked-at-
ness.19 
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The video is an attempt to negate this sense of possession by the spectator, 
via the camera’s swinging and sporadic actions which never allows the image 
of the woman to be ‘captured’, truly experienced or explored.  
 While the video deals with counteracting this sense of visual 
pleasure, I also wanted to capture a sense of threat. The power of the figure is 
not just its ability to escape from the eyes of the spectator, but its inconsistent 
idiosyncratic movements leaves the audience with a sense of powerlessness 
and vulnerability. Sometimes the figure appears from the left, sometimes the 
right, sometimes upside-down and even more strangely, not at all, and these 
random movements reference depictions of monstrous characters in horror 
films. There is a sense of anticipation, shock, and unpredictability that recalls 
the techniques used in horror to disorientate the audience, and the video uses 
slow motion, speeding up the footage, and leisurely intervals that focus solely 
on the wall of the room. The audience feels an imbrication of images, as 
previous footage is (re)displayed in different contexts, alongside an 
uncomfortable sense of duplication and dislocation - one is aware of being 
within the room in the gallery, while watching that same space on screen in 
which the images on-screen constantly and sporadically oscillate between 
different views of that space - this multiple doubling, again evokes, like 
Lynch and Byrne’s art, a sense of the Freudian uncanny.  
 Similar to Breda Lynch’s After Rebecca, Facticium presents the 
looping narrative of unrequited desire which posits the spectator in a sense of 
frustration and longing for the image, a desire for the body that cannot be 
captured. Likewise, as in Lisa Byrne’s photographs, the blurring and 
confusion about the existence of the figure, denotes potential for a loss of the 
physical, corporeal presence of the body - a loss of substance to the lesbian 
body, which artists of the 80s, like Catherine Opie, have struggled against. 
Yet, as Terry Castle notes, ‘(t)he case could be made that the metaphor [of 
the apparitional lesbian] meant to derealize lesbian desire in fact did just the 
opposite. For embedded in the ghostly figure ... was inevitably a notion of 
reembodiment: of uncanny return to the flesh.’20 So while Facticium 
references the negative haunted effect of the lesbian in literature and films, its 
installation within the gallery in which the audience can envision the 
presence of the figure outside the video itself, evokes, or even, invokes the 
presence of the spectral lesbian. She is there, in the room with you as you 
watch the video, and you can sense her presence all around you.  
 Like (re)appropriating words like ‘queer’ and ‘dyke’, via 
cathartically subverting the negative into a positive, the power in the spectral 
lesbian representation is actually in its invisibility – the potential to be there 
and not known. None of the above artists, myself included, are pigeonholed 
into the title ‘lesbian’ artist. We are all artists who happen to be lesbians. The 
power of all the work presented here is the composition of liminality and 
ambiguity which, through a subversive appropriation of the apparitional 
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lesbian figure, attempts to destabilize the structure of patriarchal and 
heteronormative binaries. And so to conclude, and I shall quote Rhona 
Berenstein, when she says ‘For while I may desire representations of lesbians 
in all our visible glory, I never want to relinquish the bittersweet pleasures of 
the dyke disappearing act.’21 
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