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To Emilia 
Protector of the Ants 

and Samuel 
Turtle-Lover 



 

 

Surely the fate of human beings is like that of the animals;  
the same fate awaits them both:  

As one dies, so dies the other.  
All have the same breath;  

humans have no advantage over animals.  
Everything is meaningless. 

 
 Ecclesiastes 3:19 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dear God 
I would like to be a snake sometimes,  

but only when I choose it. 
Andy 

 
(Children’s Letters to God) 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 
This is a book about reading practices, power, agency, modernity, human-
animal transformations,1 and the tension between anthropocentric and 
more-than-anthropocentric features in literary texts.2 It consists of five 
chapters, which can be read together or separately.3 The aim is to discuss 
the ways in which literary human-animal transformations in modern 
literature from Europe’s northernmost part are structured by power and 
agency, and how these aspects relate to an ancient tradition in the Western 
sphere,4 a modern human/animal divide, and the specific (literary, 

                                                            
1 Throughout this book, I mostly employ the terms “human” and “animal” as 
shorthand for the more accurate but longer phrase “human and non-human 
animals”. In this praxis I am inspired by Laura Brown’s Homeless Dogs and 
Melancholy Apes. Humans and Other Animals in the Modern Literary Imagination 
(Ithaca, London: Cornell University Press, 2010), 2. Moreover, the term 
“transformation” is used in a broad sense and thus refers to a range of alterations 
and transgressions in relation to humans and animals, marked changes “in form, 
nature, or appearance” (“Transformation,” The Oxford Dictionaries, accessed 
March 25, 2014,  
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/transformation). 
2 “Anthropocentrism” here is understood as the notion that “human” is at the centre 
of the world, that there is a clear and stable divide between human and animal, and 
moreover that “the human” is hierarchically superior to “the animal”. See, for 
example, Wendy Woodward, The Animal Gaze. Animal Subjectivities in Southern 
African Narratives (Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 2008), 5–6; Gary 
Steiner, Anthropocentrism and Its Discontents. The Moral Status of Animals in the 
History of Western Philosophy (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2005), 
1–3; and Steve Baker, The Postmodern Animal (London: Reaktion Books Ltd., 
2000), 92–95. 
3 Due to my attempt to have the chapters function both alone and together, certain 
references and arguments are repeated throughout this book. 
4 My point of departure means that I situate this study within a context of Western 
literary history. However, this does not mean that human-animal transformations 
are more common or more interesting in this sphere compared to other ones, nor 
that the Western literary heritage and canon are neutral concepts with un-
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political, religious, material, social, and so on) conditions characterizing 
their own times and places. In parallel, I discuss the ways in which an 
anthropocentric bias in reading practices generally applied within 
twentieth-century literary scholarship has contributed to making part of the 
knowledge produced in this figure invisible. The analysis consist of 
applications of the interpretational method of following the animal in 
readings of three, internationally well-known literary texts written by 
authors from Northern Europe, all dating from the decades around the turn 
of the twentieth century: Tschandala (1888) by Swedish author August 
Strindberg (1849–1912), in which a man turns into a dog; The Wolf’s Bride 
(1928) by Finnish writer Aino Kallas (1878–1956), in which a woman 
turns into a wolf; and the short story “The Monkey” (1934) by Danish 
author Isak Dinesen (pen name for Karen Blixen, 1885–1962), in which a 
woman and a monkey turn into one another. Ultimately, this method 
reveals the function of the literary figure of transformation in these texts as 
multi-facetted sites of knowledge about the human-animal relationship, 
with general as well as specific relevance. In the conclusion, I discuss the 
significance of these results in relation to the field of literary scholarship. 

Background: The Flaying of Otr’s Skin 

We start sometime in the 700s BCE in the Greek archipelago, just as the 
great adventurer Odysseus and his men land their large ship at the witch 
Circe’s island Aiaia. Some of the men are sent out on reconnaissance and, 
finally, several days later, only one terrified man returns, Eurylochus. He 
tells Odysseus what happened when he and the other men knocked on the 
door to Circe’s house: 
 

They called her and she came down, unfastened the door, and bade them 
enter. They, thinking no evil, followed her, all except Eurylochus, who 
suspected mischief and stayed outside. When she had got them into her 
house, she set [sic] them upon benches and seats and mixed them a mess 
with cheese, honey, meal, and Pramnian wine but she drugged it with 
wicked poisons to make them forget their homes, and when they had drunk 
she turned them into pigs by a stroke of her wand, and shut them up in her 
pigsties. They were like pigs—head, hair, and all, and they grunted just as 
pigs do; but their senses were the same as before, and they remembered 

                                                                                                                            
challenged, permanently established aesthetic qualities. Rather, I sketch this 
background in order to point out the potential of the literary figure of human-
animal transformations, which I then proceed to subject to critical scrutiny from 
the perspective of, for example, gender, sexuality, race and species. 
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everything. Thus then were they shut up squealing, and Circe threw them 
some acorns and beech masts such as pigs eat, but Eurylochus hurried back 
to tell me about the sad fate of our comrades. He was so overcome with 
dismay that though he tried to speak he could find no words to do so; his 
eyes filled with tears and he could only sob and sigh, till at last we forced 
his story out of him, and he told us what had happened to the others.5 

 
When Odysseus finds out what happened, he takes his sword and heads off 
to seek out Circe. On the way he meets, as a strike of luck, the god Hermes 
who gives him a magic herb that functions as an antidote to Circe’s potion. 
Thus, when Odysseus arrives at Circe’s house, he can drink the entire cup 
of wine she offers him without effect. Circe is impressed by this and 
eventually agrees to turn his men back to human shape. This means that 
the clever Odysseus has succeeded in his mission, but this scene represents 
a further achievement: The transcriber of the Odyssey formulated a 
foundational, literary depiction of a human-animal transformation within 
the Western sphere. 

 
A striking aspect of this transformation is that it is based on what we today 
would refer to as anthropocentric understandings of the relationship 
between human and animal, that is, the idea that there is a distinct, once-
and-for-all given boundary between these two categories, and that some 
kind of magic is therefore required to transcend it. Another anthropocentric 
aspect of this narrative is that it is portrayed as something terrible for a 
human being to become an animal: Eurylochus is petrified as he tells 
Odysseus about the transformation, the men cry as they enter the sty, and 
Odysseus is furious when he hears about the event. These reactions imply 
a hierarchical relationship between the categories “human” and “animal”, 
where the former is so highly valued that a person would never voluntarily 
become non-human; consequently, such a transformation is deeply 
unwanted, humiliating and tragic. This view was frequently presented in 
ancient Greek philosophy, in particular by Aristotle, who claims that 
although “man” is also an animal, he ranks the highest of them all; all the 
other animals exist for his sake.6 As both Juliet Clutton-Brock and Gary 
Steiner note, this attitude creates an anthropocentric foundation for 
Western philosophy which has lasted well into modern times. During 

                                                            
5 Homer, The Odyssey, accessed February 13, 2014,  
http://classics.mit.edu/Homer/odyssey.10.x.html. 
6 Juliet Clutton-Brock, “Aristotle, The Scale of Nature, and Modern Attitudes to 
Animals,” Social Research (1995:3), 424–426; Steiner, Anthropocentrism and Its 
Discontents, 53–92. 
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medieval times, the idea was most notably found in the Judeo-Christian 
tradition, according to which the world is hierarchically organized into a 
Scale of Nature with God on top, followed by angels, humans, animals, 
minerals and plants.7 
 
I am not, however, the first to note the anthropocentric discourse in the 
story of Circe and Odysseus’ men; as early as the year 100 CE, Greek 
historian and essayist Plutarch wrote a continuation of the Circe story (in 
much the same manner as writers of fan fiction do in our days). In “Bruta 
Animalia Ratione Uti”, Odysseus once again seeks out Circe and confronts 
her with the fact that there are still swine on her island that were once men. 
Odysseus demands that these pigs are returned to human form, but Circe’s 
response is unexpected: First you must ask them if this is what they want. 
Circe introduces him to a pig wandering by whom she calls Gryllus. When 
Odysseus asks his question, this very eloquent pig not only confirms 
Circe’s assumption—that the men prefer to remain pigs—but he also 
questions the very foundations of the hierarchical relationship between 
humans and animals. Disrespectfully, he addresses one of the greatest of 
heroes in Greek mythology with these words: 
 

You see, we don’t any of us think much of you either, for evidently it was 
a farce, that talk of your cleverness and your fame as one whose 
intelligence far surpassed the rest—a man who boggles at the simple 
matter of changing from worse to better because he hasn’t considered the 
matter. For just as children dread the doctor’s doses and run from lessons, 
the very things that, by changing them from invalids and fools, will make 
them healthier and wiser, just so you have shied away from the change 
from one shape to another. At this very moment you are not only living in 
fear and trembling as a companion of Circe, frightened that she may, 
before you know it, turn you into a pig or a wolf, but you are also trying to 
persuade us, who live in an abundance of good things, to abandon them, 
and with them the lady that provides them, and sail away with you, when 
we have again become men, the most unfortunate of creatures!8 

 

                                                            
7 Clutton-Brock, “Aristotle, The Scale of Nature, and Modern Attitudes to 
Animals,” 426–431; Steiner, Anthropocentrism and Its Discontents, 1, 112–131. 
For a thorough examination of this discussion in Ancient Greece, see Richard 
Sorabji’s Animal Minds and Human Morals: The Origins of the Western Debate 
(Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1993). 
8 Plutarch, “Bruta Animalia Ratione Uti [c. 100 BCE],” in Plutarch’s Moralia XII, 
transl. Harold Cherniss and William C. Helmbold, Loeb Classical Library 406 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1957), 499. 
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Plutarch’s text is probably intended to be comical, and the paring of 
Odysseus versus a pig certainly makes the story quite entertaining (if 
today’s reader is able to ignore the troubling homophobia Gryllus 
expresses later in the story). However, it’s not the comedic potential I’m 
focusing on in Plutarch’s dialogue but, rather, the fact that it presents a 
counter-narrative to Homer’s story of Circe. Albeit in bantering form, the 
above narrative subverts the anthropocentrism that is fundamental to the 
Circe story, meaning that the taken-for-granted “truths” about the 
hierarchy between human and animal and the absolute boundaries between 
these two categories are questioned. Thus, another perspective is offered, 
challenging the parts of ancient Greek philosophy that will make up the 
foundation for future anthropocentrism by highlighting, in Steiner’s 
words, a “tendency throughout the history of Western philosophy to 
recognize the limits of old conceptions of ourselves and animals and to 
seek new conceptions that adequately reflect our experience of humanity 
and animality.”9 The dialogue between the stories of Circe and Gryllus 
creates a tension which shows that literature was one place where this 
challenge took place—a tension that, according to Bryan C. Alkemeyer in 
his doctoral thesis Circe Stories. Transformations, Animals, and Natural 
History, 1550–1750, has continued to re-establish itself time and again in 
the history of Western literature. 
 
In this study, Alkemeyer claims that Plutarch’s handling of the Circe story 
has given rise to a hitherto-neglected Western literary tradition, flourishing 
from the Renaissance to the 1700s and made up of works by Giambattista 
Gelli (1498–1563), Edmund Spenser (c. 1552–1599), John Milton (1608–
1674) and Jonathan Swift (1667–1745), among others. Like Plutarch’s 
story, Alkemeyer claims, these works simultaneously contain a critique of 
and an alternative to anthropocentrism, and they function as “a major 
vehicle for arguments about the human/animal relationship”.10 The 

                                                            
9 Steiner, Anthropocentrism and Its Discontents, 1; for a discussion of other texts 
by Plutarch about the human-animal relationship, see 93–111. As Brown and 
Sorabji note, in these texts Plutarch argues in line with the Cynic philosopher 
Diogenes of Sinope, who claimed that animals are, in fact, superior to humans 
(Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 8; Sorabji, Animal Minds and 
Human Morals, 159–161). 
10 Bryan C. Alkemeyer, Circe Stories. Transformations, Animals, and Natural 
History, 1550–1750 (Ithaca: Cornell University, ProQuest, UMI Dissertations 
Publishing, 2012), accessed May 5, 2014,  
https://dspace.library.cornell.edu/handle/1813/31399. Some of these texts (along 
with others) were previously discussed by John Simons, albeit with no reference to 
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political potential of this tradition has also been discussed by Marina 
Warner, who points out that Plutarch’s dialogue about Gryllus was one of 
his most popular, and that it influenced the political debate in France all 
the way into the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as one of the very first 
texts about animal rights.11 

 
More specifically in relation to Northern Europe, I argue that such a 
tension between different world views (which we today would call 
anthropocentric versus non- or more-than-anthropocentric) can also be 
found in pre-modern literary texts within this geographic sphere. In the 
texts included in the Old Norse Sagas, created between the years 800 and 
1400 CE (mostly in what is now Iceland and Norway), human-animal 
transformations are abundant,12 and although an equally clear dialogue 
between two specific texts—like the direct connection between the stories 
about Circe and Gryllus—cannot be found, there are certainly characters 
that display a tension between such different world views. One such figure 
is the multi-facetted and temperamental god Loki, who stands out as one 
of the gods who most regularly and systematically transforms his body, 
originally human-like in shape, into that of an animal.13 This characteristic 
has contributed to one of the most influential understandings of Loki 
during the 1900s as that of a typical “trickster”,14 a conceptualization that 
was revised in the 2000s by Stephanie von Schnurbein. Instead of seeing 

                                                                                                                            
Plutarch, in Animal Rights and the Politics of Literary Representation 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002), 140–172. 
11 Marina Warner, “The Enchantments of Circe,” Raritan 17 (1997:1), 1–23. 
12 Kristina Jennbert, Animals and Humans. Recurrent Symbiosis in Archaeology 
and Old Norse Religion (Lund: Nordic Academic Press, 2011), 188–195; H.R. 
Ellis Davidson, “Shape-Shifting in the Old Norse Sagas,” in Animals in Folklore, 
eds. J.R. Porter and W.M.S. Russell (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer Ltd. and Rowman 
and Littlefield for the Folklore Society, 1978), 126. Another pre-modern tradition 
that could have been used to exemplify tensions displayed in cultural 
representations of the human-animal relationship is the one phrased by the 
indigenous Sámi people, inhabiting, even in ancient times, the northernmost parts 
of Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia (Sápmi). The central place of 
transformations and transgressions between human and animal in the different 
kinds of Sámi cultures is also visible in modern literature within this field, for 
example Kirste Paltto’s collection of short stories Stjålet, transl. Ellen Anna Gaup, 
Mikkel A. Gaup and Laila Stein (Karasjok: Davvi Girji, 2003).  
13 Jennbert defines Odin and Loke as the most frequent shape-shifters in Norse 
mythology (Animals and Humans, 193). 
14 Stephanie von Schnurbein, “The Function of Loki in Snorri Sturluson’s ‘Edda,’” 
History of Religions 40 (2000:2), 113. 
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Loki as a coherent character, she claims, we should study his literary 
function, which in von Schnurbein’s reading is “closely related to the 
exchange of women within the systems of marriage and reproduction”.15 
This role is made possible by his unique position in relation to the social 
hierarchies that characterize these stories. Loki is himself the father of the 
wolf Fenris (whose mother is a giantess), the Midgard Serpent, and the 
goddess of death Hel. As von Schnurbein notes, he thus breaks taboos 
regarding species, social class and sexuality but also gender, as he at one 
point turns into a mare, mates with the stallion Svadilfari, and gives birth 
to Odin’s eight-legged horse Sleipnir.16 
 
I agree with von Schnurbein that Loki’s transgressive character gives him 
the qualities necessary to fulfil a very specific function in the Old Norse 
sagas, which, from her vantage point, is associated with social norms 
regarding gender and sexuality. But I would also like to point to the fact 
that the sovereignty with which Loki enters into and, later on, abandons 
the bodies of different species indicate that he masters them all, knowing 
their natures and boundaries and how to use them for his own purposes. 
Considering Loki’s relationship to the animals he transforms himself into, 
the perspective is what we today would call anthropocentric. In this sense, 
he undeniably resembles Circe, who has a similar power over the 
human/animal distinction in The Odyssey. Just as von Schnurbein argues 
that Loki’s transgressive character allows him to function as a supporter of 
the patriarchal system, so I would argue that it also enables him to be 
understood as a supporter of anthropocentrism (power structures that are in 
many ways interconnected, as I will discuss later in the book). And much 
in the same manner that Circe’s anthropocentrism is not visible until 
Gryllus enters into the literary history, so the underlying paradigm for 
Loki’s actions is not apparent until he meets the figure that I want to put 
forward as the Nordic context’s equivalent to Gryllus: Otr. 
 
In Old Norse literature, the story of Otr appears in several different 
sources closely related to one another, but the tale is most elaborate in The 
Saga of the Volsungs (c. 1250 CE). Here, we learn about the evil Fafner, 
who is later turned into a big snake and killed by the heroic Sigurd. The 
story of how Fafner’s evil evolved is told by his brother, Regin, and begins 
with a description of the third sibling, Otr: 

 

                                                            
15 von Schnurbein, “The Function of Loki in Snorri Sturluson’s ‘Edda,’” 119. 
16 von Schnurbein, “The Function of Loki in Snorri Sturluson’s ‘Edda,’” 121. 
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(He) was a great fisherman, far more expert than others, and during the day 
he assumed the shape of an otter and was always in the river, bringing up 
fish with his mouth. What he caught was brought to his father, and this was 
a great help to him. He had many of the characteristics of an otter, he came 
home late, eating alone and with his eyes shut, for he couldn’t bear to 
watch it growing less.17 

 
Despite the peaceful and somewhat sad characterization of Otr, it is with 
him the dramatic development begins at the Andvari Falls, rich in fish. 
Regin continues: 

 
My brother Otr always used to go into these falls and would bring up fish 
in his mouth and lay them on the bank one by one. Odin, Loki and Hœnir 
were journeying along, and they came to the Andvari Falls. Otr had just 
caught a salmon and was eating it with his eyes shut on the river bank. 
Loki took up a stone, struck the otter and killed him. The Æsir thought they 
were very lucky in their hunting and they skinned the otter.18 

 
When the murder is discovered, the gods are required to pay a ransom in 
gold, and it is this ransom that Fafner becomes so obsessed with that he 
takes it with him into the wilderness and guards it in the shape of an 
enormous snake. From there, the story continues in struggle, and Otr’s 
destiny thus fulfils a narrative function: Gods and men must have 
something to fight about. But I want to linger a while with Otr, his 

                                                            
17 The Saga of the Volsungs, ed. and transl. R.G. Finch (London, Edinburgh: 
Thomas Nelson and Sons Ltd., 1965), 25. This description seems accurate for the 
European otter (which is the kind of otter likely to have been around in the time 
and place of the creation of The Saga of the Volsungs): They often live alone, feed 
in the evenings, mainly on fish, and they often sleep in their dens, on land. The fact 
that Otr brings the fish he captures back to his father is also accurate according to 
historical accounts of how otters have sometimes been trained by humans to fish 
for them (within the Nordic context, these accounts are summed up by twentieth-
century zoologist John Bernström [1903–1989], in Bernströms Bestiarium. En 
djurens nordiska kulturhistoria, ed. Henrik Otterberg [Stockholm: Atlantis, 2008], 
544–545). Moreover, otters are known to occasionally keep their eyes closed or 
cover their eyes with their fore-paws. The reason for this seems to be unclear, but, 
as we see, the shut eyes are given a literary explanation in this quote from The 
Saga of the Volsungs. 
18 The Saga of the Volsungs, 25. “The Æsir” refers to the asa-gods, in this case 
Odin, Loki and Hœnir. The fact that otters sometimes keep their eyes shut, even 
while eating (see footnote 17), has, historically, rendered them a rather easy target 
for hunters. Occasionally, hunters’ interests in the unusual thickness of the otter’s 
fur have brought this species close to extinction.  
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slumbering eyes, his lonely life as a hardworking fisher and the boundaries 
between human and animal that his physical form as well as his identity 
dissolve. For sure, the lack of sharp boundaries or clear hierarchy between 
these two categories highlighted in Otr’s name—which means “otter”—
has a counterpart in Gryllus, whose name more or less means “Grunter”.19 
In spite of the fact that there are, of course, also great differences between 
them (for example, Gryllus is transformed against his will and only later 
discovers the advantages of being non-human, while Otr is part of an Old 
Norse and folklorist tradition of shape-shifting), Otr’s presence in The 
Saga of the Volsungs captures similar ideas as Gryllus’ entry into Western 
literary history, namely the constructed nature of the anthropocentric 
worldview and the possibilities to tell other stories and create other worlds, 
worlds that are not based on notions of human exceptionalism but, rather, 
pose a threat to it.20 With such an understanding of Otr, it seems 
significant that he dies by Loki’s hand. 

Human-Animal Transformations, Modern Times 

This is a very schematic and sketchy pre-modern background, but I still 
hope that it makes clear that although the literary history of the human-
animal transformation is long and diverse and that this figure is moreover 
very differently framed through time and space, it seems to form a sort of 
continuum in that the figure provides simultaneous conditions both for 
highlighting anthropocentrism as a structure of power, and, as shown in 

                                                            
19 Lucas Herchenroeder, “Tί γàρ τοῦτο πρὸς τὸν λόγον; Plutarch’s Gryllus and the 
So-Called Grylloi,” American Journal of Philology 129 (2008:3), 350. As 
Herchenroeder notes, Gryllus can also refer to a certain kind of dance. Regarding 
the Old Norse Sagas, it was not un-common that shapeshifters were called names 
that referred to the animal species they could transform into, such as Ulv (Wolf) in 
Egil’s Saga (c. 1220–1240 CE), and prince Bjorn (Bear) in Saga of King Hrolf 
Kraki (c. 1400 CE). The complexity involved in the Old Norse tradition when 
giving gods or humans names that correspond to different kind of animals has been 
discussed by Jennbert, Animals and Humans, 184–188. 
20 The idea of non-human animals as “other worlds” was phrased by Barbara 
Noske in Humans and Other Animals. Beyond the Boundaries of Anthropology 
(Winchester: Pluto Press, 1989), xi, and developed by Donna J. Haraway in 
“Otherworldly Conversations, Terran Topics, Local Terms [2004],” in Material 
Feminisms, eds. Stacy Alaimo and Susan Hekman (Bloomington, Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press, 2008), 174–182. Haraway has also discussed the term 
“human exceptionalism”, which can be defined as the very core of anthropocentrism, in 
When Species Meet (Minneapolis, London: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), 
11–12. 
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Plutarch’s text, explicit arguments for a different order.21 Has this potential 
persisted into modernity? If looking at the historical context, the pre-
requisites are clearly there, which is pointed out in, for example, Philip 
Armstrong’s claim that “human-animal relations have been central to the 
mission of modernity”.22 On a general level, this seems to have come 
about by two different sources of influence. 
 
The first realms of influence are Renaissance and Enlightenment philosophers, 
continuing to reproduce the tension between what we today would call 
anthropocentrism and resistance, present as far back as ancient times. 
Anthropocentrism was most notably put forward by René Descartes 
(1596–1650), whose understanding of animals as soulless machines 
without the capability to either think or feel legitimized both vivisections 
and the large-scale use of animals as labour and food in the emergence of 
modern industry—what Laura Brown has called an “alienating” view of 
non-human animals. This contrasts with the writings of Michel de Montaigne 
(1533–1592), who instead represents a more-than-anthropocentric view of the 
relationship between humans and animals. As Brown claims, Montaigne’s 
view is that “humans and nonhuman animals are on a path toward 
convergence”, a view that Brown refers to as “association” and that was a 
prerequisite for, among other things, the modern-day pet discourse.23 
 
The second stream of influence is derived from Charles Darwin (1809–
1882), who in On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection 
(1859) and the subsequent The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation 
to Sex (1871) puts forward the thesis that humans are animals among other 
animals, closely related to apes and without any real uniqueness or 

                                                            
21 Simons has argued (a bit rigidly, I think, but nevertheless) that “narratives of 
transformation” are one of three “methods by which non-humans have become the 
material of cultural reproduction”; the other two are “symbols” and 
“anthropomorphism” (Animal Rights and the Politics of Literary Representation, 85). 
22 Philip Armstrong, What Animals Mean in the Fiction of Modernity (London, 
New York: Routledge, 2008), 1. Sherryl Vint makes a similar claim when writing 
about “the human-animal boundary which structures twenty-first-century life,” in 
Animal Alterity. Science Fiction and the Question of the Animal (Liverpool: 
Liverpool University Press, 2010), 4. 
23 Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 8–9. See also Erica Fudge, 
Animal (London: Reaktion Books Ltd., 2002), 92–105; Peter Singer, “Preface,” in 
Animal Philosophy. Ethics and Identity, eds. Matthew Calarco and Peter Atterton 
(London, New York: Continuum, 2004), xi; and Steiner, Anthropocentrism and Its 
Discontents, 132–152. 
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specificity.24 As Carrie Rohman notes, the breakthrough of this thought 
“signified one of the great ideological pivot points in the modern era”25 
and certainly meant a change in the age-old tension between today’s 
notions of anthropocentrism and resistance sketched out above. While 
having just been declared an animal among others, the development of 
modern Western society was in the process of being constructed upon a 
rigid human/animal divide, characterized by the large-scale exploitation of 
animals and the powers of pet-keeping.26 This paradox was further 
complicated by the influence of modern times’ major medical and 
psychological achievements, such as the development of psychoanalysis as 
well as social and political movements, primarily the intensified colonial 
withdrawal and the increasing rise of post-colonialism but also the struggle 
for human rights and social justice connected to the women’s movement, 
the labour movement, the gay movement, and other similar efforts.27 
 
As a result of this paradigmatic collision, during the twentieth century, 
Western society developed a relationship between humans and animals 
that is in many ways paradoxical, unreasonable and illogical, in the sense 
                                                            
24 For a discussion, see, for example, Fudge, Animal, 18–20; and Sorabji, Animal 
Minds and Human Morals, 131, 210. 
25 Carrie Rohman, Stalking the Subject. Modernism and the Animal (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2009), 2. See also Matthew Calarco, Zoographies. The 
Question of the Animal from Heidegger to Derrida (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2008), 3. 
26 Jacques Derrida has written about the latter part of the twentieth century as 
characterized by “unprecedented proportions of […] subjection of the animal” 
(The Animal That Therefore I Am [2006], transl. David Wills [New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2008], 25, ital. in orig.). See also Noske, Humans and Other 
Animals, 22–39; Keith Tester, Animals and Society: The Humanity of Animal 
Rights (London: Routledge, 1991), 79; and Keith Thomas, Man and the Natural 
World: A History of the Modern Sensibility (New York: Pantheon Books, 1983), 
242, 300–301. Indeed, in the twenty-first century, the exploitation of animals and 
nature has reached such proportions that it has been argued that we are now in fact 
living in the Anthropocene, a new geo-planetary era characterized by the human 
impact on planet Earth and its ecosystems. See Paul Crutzen and Eugene F. 
Stoermer, “The Anthropocene,” Global Change Newsletter 41 (2000). 
27 Of course, this is a complex process that has been widely debated and, moreover, 
developed differently in different places. For example, Michael Lundblad highlights the 
intervention of Freud to explain the “explosion of literary and cultural texts 
focused on animality” that happened in the United States during the decades 
around the year 1900, of which many “offer striking alternatives to a Darwinian 
understanding” (The Birth of a Jungle. Animality in Progressive-Era U.S. 
Literature and Culture [Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2013], 3–4. 
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that “animal” is a category that we humans have used to give ourselves 
basically carte blanche to kill, eat, lock up and experiment with but also to 
give a name, turn into family members, give medical care and give a 
burial.28 Meanwhile, the distinction between “human” and “animal” varies 
from context to context, as different societies have historically relegated 
groups of people into the category of animal for different purposes. 
Indeed, as many scholars have noted before, it is possible to see the 
atrocities carried out by twentieth-century authoritarian regimes as 
consequences of these paradoxical views of animals in modern society 
drawn to an extreme: The dehumanization of certain groups has opened 
the door for the large-scale executions of humans (particularly during 
World War II).29 Thus, as Cary Wolfe notes, “the humanist discourse of 
species will always be available for us by some humans against other 
humans as well, to countenance violence against the other of whatever 
species—or gender, or race, or class, or sexual difference.”30 In modern 
Western society, being defined as “human” or “animal” is a question 
situated right in the tension between biopolitics and necropolitics,31 
between bios and zoē,32 and therefore, ultimately, a matter of life or death. 

                                                            
28 What I here call a “paradox” Eileen Crist has described as a “tension” between 
Cartesian objectification and Darwinian anthropomorphism: a split that 
characterizes the language employed in animal behavioral science throughout the 
twentieth century (Images of Animals. Anthropomorphism and Animal Mind 
[Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1999], 1). 
29 See, for example, Anat Picks, Creaturely Poetics. Animality and Vulnerability in 
Literature and Film (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 23–51; Vint, 
Animal Alterity, 20; Boria Sax, Animals in the Third Reich. Pets, Scapegoats, and 
the Holocaust (New York, London: Continuum, 2000); and Joanna Bourke, What 
it Means to be Human. Reflections from 1791 to the Present (Berkeley: 
Counterpoint, 2011), 182–189. 
30 Cary Wolfe, Animal Rites. American Culture, the Discourse of Species, and 
Posthumanist Theory (Chicago, London: The University of Chicago Press, 2003), 8. 
31 Giorgio Agamben, The Open: Man and Animal [2002], transl. Kevin Attell 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), 80, and Homo Sacer. Sovereign 
Power and Bare Life [1995], transl. Daniel Heller-Roazen (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1998), 119–188; Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics. 
Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978–1979 [2004], transl. Graham Burchell 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008); Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics,” transl. 
Libby Meintjes, Public Culture 15 (2003:1), 11–40; and Jasbir K. Puar, Terrorist 
Assemblages. Homonationalism in Queer Times (Durham, London: Duke 
University Press, 2007), 33. 
32 The ancient terms bios and zoē were re-invoked by Agamben in Homo Sacer, 1–
12. As Judith Butler claims, in extension this distinction means being 
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The many facets of this historical development as well as their effects and 
manifestations in modern literature have been accurately summed up by 
Rohman: 
 

The post-Darwinian crisis in humanist identity, the production of 
imperialist otherings, the development of psychoanalysis, the modernist 
revolt against Enlightenment legacies of rationalism, the twentieth-century 
eruption of linguistic convention, all these dynamics shape an acute 
engagement with the discourse of species in literature of the period.33 

 
Against this backdrop, modern, Western society seems to fulfil the 
prerequisites for the tension between anthropocentrism and resistance to 
be recreated on a more acute level than ever, which makes the human-
animal transformation—with its historical background of providing a 
space for this re-enactment—a particularly relevant figure to focus on 
when studying the human-animal relationship in modern literature. Indeed, 
as George Ferzoco and Miriam Gill note, metamorphosis is a relevant area 
of study both because of its persistence in European culture and because it 
is a “pervasive concept to raise fundamental questions about the nature 
and agency of radical change.” Moreover, the simultaneous subversive 
and conservative potentials in this figure, in that the transformation can be 
both voluntary and liberating or forced and oppressive (as we saw in the 
pre-modern examples above) ultimately means that the figure is essentially 
about agency, social change, politics, and power.34 And although the 
modern context, as Enrico Giaccherini claims, has perhaps given rise to 
more degrading, forced changes than classical literature35—certainly the 
case in Strindberg’s Tschandala, which I discuss later in this book—the 
more complex and to some extent liberating potential is clearly also there, 
often within the frames of that which Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari 

                                                                                                                            
conceptualized as a grievable or non-grievable life (Judith Butler, Frames of War. 
When is Life Grievable? [London, New York: Verso, 2009], 1–15). 
33 Rohman, Stalking the Subject, 28. 
34 George Ferzoco and Miriam Gill, “Introduction. De Hereditate Protei: Ways of 
Metamorphoses,” in Proteus: The Language of Metamorphosis, ed. Carla Dente et 
al. (Hants, Burlington: Ashgate, 2005), 1–2. 
35 Enrico Giaccherini, “Metamorphoses, Science Fiction, and the Dissolution of the 
Self,” in Proteus: The Language of Metamorphosis, ed. Carla Dente et al. (Hants, 
Burlington: Ashgate, 2005), 62–70. 
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have called “minor literature”, characterized by political and collective 
qualities.36  
 
The fact that the human-animal transformation is not solely about 
degradation is apparent not only in Kallas’s The Wolf’s Bride and 
Dinesen’s “The Monkey”, which I will also discuss in this book, but in 
one of the most paradigmatic texts of early modernist literature: Franz 
Kafka’s The Metamorphosis (1915). While it is relevant (which I will 
discuss more thoroughly later) that all three literary texts that I set out to 
discuss have at one point or another been defined as “Gothic”—a genre 
that is characterized by its contrapuntal position to the rationalist, 
scientific and progressivist tendencies of modernity and Enlightenment 
and, thus, as Fred Botting notes, one in which transgressions between the 
human/animal divide are likely to occur37—it is also an important 
observation, I believe, that contemporary Western culture is filled with 
human-animal transformations and transgressions, beyond the logics of 
genre lines.38 Indeed, there are both degrading and liberating representations 
(sometimes both at once), and they go under a wide variety of names: 
therianthropes, zooanthropes, metamorphoses, hybrids, xenotransplants, 
shapeshifters, GMO, transformers, furries, familiaris, role play, extreme 
body modifications—the list goes on. 
 
These representations suggest that the significance of the human/animal 
divide is not only central to the development of industrialized, Western 
societies, but also, by extension, that the definition of the very terms 
“human” and “animal” is one of its core concerns. Against this backdrop, I 
would like to posit the human-animal relationship as the focus of attention 
                                                            
36 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature [1975], 
transl. Dana Polan (Minneapolis, London: University of Minnesota Press, 1987), 
16–27. 
37 Fred Botting, Gothic (London, New York: Routledge, 1996), 11. 
38 This abundance of transgressions includes commercials and wildlife 
documentaries presenting manipulated and/or anthropomorphized depictions of 
animals. The commonality of figures that blur the human/animal boundary in 
twentieth-century Western culture has previously been noted by W.J.T. Mitchell, 
“Foreword. The Rights of Things,” in Cary Wolfe, Animal Rites. American 
Culture, the Discourse of Species, and Posthumanist Theory (Chicago, London: 
The University of Chicago Press, 2003), xii; and, moreover, by Donna J. Haraway, 
who claims that in the late-twentieth-century fusions of the organic and the 
inorganic, the human and the animal are prominent (Simians, Cyborgs, and 
Women. The Reinvention of Nature [London: Free Association Books, 1991], 149–
181). 
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for literary and cultural analyses. Thus, in borrowing from Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick’s discussion about the construction of the dichotomy between 
“homosexual” and “heterosexual” in nineteenth-century Europe, the 
significance of the human-animal relationship can, I believe, in fact be 
phrased as an axiom: “an understanding of virtually any aspect of modern 
Western culture must be, not merely incomplete, but damaged in its 
central substance to the degree that it does not incorporate a critical 
analysis of modern”39 human/animal definitions—an application I would 
assert. Therefore, we do not need to look for the relevance of the animal in 
any particular places or in relation to any specific figures, genres or 
motifs; rather, these aspects are always visible somewhere because 
anthropocentrism is a socially constructed norm and, as such, according to 
Michel Foucault’s concept of power, bound to produce its own resistance.40 
From this perspective, it is relevant to assume that focusing on modern 
times’ human-animal relationship holds the potential to produce that 
which Foucault has called “subjugated knowledges”, defined as “a whole 
series of knowledges that have been disqualified as nonconceptual 
knowledges, as insufficiently elaborated knowledges: naive knowledges, 
hierarchically inferior knowledges, knowledges that are below the required 
level of erudition or scientificity.”41 However, in order to produce these 
insights, the choice of analytical tools is a core concern. 
 
What is the conventional way of handling textual representations of 
animals in literary scholarship? This has been discussed by Susan 
McHugh, who claims that fictional animals are, generally, expected to 
serve as metaphors for “the poetic imagination and (voice) the limits of 
human experience”.42 Also Armstrong notes that literary representations of 
                                                            
39 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley, Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1990), 1. The phrasing of a similar analogy, 
although with Marx, was previously suggested by Simons in Animal Rights and the 
Politics of Literary Representation: “The history of all hitherto existing society is 
the history of the struggle between humans- and non-humans” (7). 
40 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1, The Will to Knowledge [1976], 
transl. by Robert Hurley (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990), 95–96. 
41 Michel Foucault, “Society Must be Defended,” in Lectures at the Collège de 
France, 1975–1976 [1997], transl. David Macey, eds. Mauro Bertani and 
Alessandro Fontana (New York: Picador, 2003), 7–8. 
42 Susan McHugh, Animal Stories. Narrating Across Species Lines (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2011), 6; see also 13–15. Also Mel Y. Chen has 
noted how the “symbolic weight” burdens the category “animal” within 
contemporary cultural criticism, in Animacies. Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, and 
Queer Affect (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 98. 
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animals are, most often, predestined to function as “screens for the 
projection of human interests and meaning”.43 But if the literary animal is 
not given more significance than that, and the human-animal transformation 
is thus pre-conceptualized as only representing dimensions of the human, 
the tension in this figure, along with the subjugated knowledges it is potent 
to produce, are bound to be overlooked. This circumstance can be 
understood against the backdrop of a discussion initiated by John Berger 
in 1980. In the modern Western societies, Berger claims, non-human 
animals have disappeared out of human sight and consciousness, to such 
an extent that they are, more often than not, in cultural analyses as well as 
the society at large, rendered both meaningless and invisible.44 This 
discussion was continued by Akira Mizuta Lippit in 2000, when he argues 
that during the course of the industrialization of the West, humans have 
developed a cultural blindness regarding animals.45 In relation to literary 
scholarship, the convention of reading animals metaphorically and thus as 
“really” representing aspects of the human fits very well with this 
background. However, Berger’s and Lippit’s arguments are also part of a 
larger debate that reaches back for decades, about the anthropocentric bias 
in modern Western scholarship. 
 
Although the discussion about the relationship between text and reality, 
metaphor and matter is of ancient heritage, the modern debate regarding 
these issues was initiated by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in the 
1970s and 1980s, as they proposed that the Enlightenment’s notion of the 
stable human subject should, in the humanist production of knowledge, be 
replaced by a focus on “intensities”, “becomings”, and “lines of escape”.46 
Similar problems were addressed by Bruno Latour at the turn of the 1990s, 
when he pointed out the modernist paradigm underlying science and 
suggested a focus on “the hybrid” and the non-human, rather than on the 
allegedly stable, anthropocentric categories of modernity.47 At around the 
same time, Barbara Noske made the observation that “everything and 

                                                            
43 Armstrong, What Animals Mean in the Fiction of Modernity, 2. 
44 John Berger, About Looking [1980] (London: Bloomsbury, 2009), 3–28. 
45 Akira Mizuta Lippit, Electric Animal: Toward a Rhetoric of Wildlife 
(Minneapolis, London: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 1–26. 
46 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia 
[1972], transl. Robert Hurley, Mark Seem and Helen R. Lane (London: Penguin 
Books, 2009); Kafka; A Thousand Plateaus. Capitalism and Schizophrenia [1980], 
transl. Brian Massumi (London, New York: Continuum, 2004). 
47 Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern [1991], transl. Catherine Porter 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993). 
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everyone is still being measured by a human and Western yardstick”, 
which lies at the very core of what she calls the “anthropocentric 
colonizing” of the Western production of knowledge.48 Also, Donna J. 
Haraway reasoned along these lines, as she, in 1989, pointed out the 
metaphorical and narrative structure of “science”, specifically in 
primatology, a field which she moreover claimed to be constructed on a 
false—and gendered—nature/culture divide.49 These lines of thoughts 
were elaborated on in a later publication by Haraway (1991), made up of a 
collection of essays in which, for example, the influential tropes of “the 
cyborg”—with both material and metaphorical qualities—and “situated 
knowledges” were introduced.50 The relationship between knowledge 
production and power-laden concepts such as human and non-human, 
metaphor and matter, organic and artificial, culture and nature have 
continued to interest Haraway well into present times.51 
 
In Scandinavia, this discussion intensified at the turn of the twenty-first 
century when Mette Bryld and Nina Lykke suggested a joint focus on 
technology, animals, and gender in feminist cultural analysis.52 The 

                                                            
48 Noske, Humans and Other Animals, xi. 
49 Donna J. Haraway, Primate Visions. Gender. Race, and Nature in the World of 
Modern Science (New York, London: Routledge 1989). See also Londa 
Schiebinger, Nature’s Body. Sexual Politics and the Making of Modern Science 
(London: Pandora, 1993), and (for a discussion about how animals should not be 
defined by behaviorists’ dictates, but rather as individuals who have the capacity to 
be in reciprocal relationships with humans both emotionally and morally), Vicki 
Hearne, Adam’s Task. Calling Animals by Name (New York: Knopf, 1986). 
50 Donna J. Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women, esp. 149–201. 
51 Donna J. Haraway, Modest_Witness@Second_Millennium.FemaleMan©_Meets 
_OncoMouse: Feminism and Technoscience (New York: Routledge, 1997); The 
Companion Species Manifesto. Dogs, People, and Significant Otherness (Chicago: 
Prickly Paradigm Press, 2003); When Species Meet. 
52 Mette Bryld and Nina Lykke, Cosmodolphins. Feminist Cultural Studies of 
Technology, Animals, and the Sacred (London, New York: Zed Books, 2000). This 
suggestion builds, partly, upon eco-feminist connections between the subjected 
status of women and animals that have been pointed out since the 1990’s. See, for 
example, Carol J. Adams, The Sexual Politics of Meat. A Feminist-Vegetarian 
Critical Theory (New York: Continuum, 1990) and Neither Man nor Beast. 
Feminism and the Defense of Animals, (New York: Continuum, 1994); 
Ecofeminism. Women, Animals, Nature, ed. Greta Gaard (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1993); Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature 
(London: Routledge, 1993); Animals and Women. Feminist Theoretical 
Explorations, eds. Carol J. Adams and Josephine Donovan (Durham, London: 
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significance of the non-human in relation to the field of gender studies was 
also discussed by Rosi Braidotti in 2002 when she, in developing lines of 
thoughts previously put forward by, among others, Deleuze and Guattari, 
elaborated on the terms “figuration”, “nomadology”, and “the materialism 
of the flesh”.53 And in 2003, Cary Wolfe claimed that, given the 
development in ethology and cognitive science over the past twenty years, 
“there is no longer any good reason to take for granted that the theoretical, 
ethical, and political questions of the subject are automatically coterminous 
with the species distinction between Homo sapiens and everything else.”54  
 
The question of the possible significance of the non-human in the 
traditional sphere of the humanities gained renewed attention in 2006, with 
the publication of Jacques Derrida’s 1990s seminar series The Animal That 
Therefore I Am. Here, Derrida, who also previously had shown an interest 
in the relationship between metaphor and matter,55 claims that if 
introducing “the question of the animal” into philosophical discussions, 
many of its core tenets are overthrown.56 Simultaneously, an intense 
development was underway in the field of material feminisms, where an 
influential contribution to the debate about anthropocentrism and its 
consequences was presented by Karen Barad in 2007. She points out the 
ethical implications of placing “man” at the center of the analysis and, 
moreover, argues that the self-reflection of humanist epistemology 
functions “much like an infinite play of images between two facing 
mirrors”.57 Barad and others addressing similar issues were inspirational 
for Jane Bennett, who followed up her own Deleuze- and Guattari-
influenced analysis in 2001—in which she claimed that “the image of 

                                                                                                                            
Duke University Press, 1995); and Kate Soper, What is Nature? Culture, Politics, 
and the Non-Human (Oxford, Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 1995). 
53 Rosi Braidotti, Metamorphoses. Towards a Materialist Theory of Becoming 
(Cambridge, Malden: Polity Press, 2002). 
54 Wolfe, Animal Rites, 1. 
55 See, for example, Jacques Derrida, “White Mythology: Metaphor in the Text of 
Philosophy,” in Margins of Philosophy, transl. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1982), 207–272. 
56 Jacques Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am, passim. 
57 Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway. Quantum Physics and the 
Entanglement of Matter and Meaning (Durham, London: Duke University Press, 
2007), 26–27. See also “Posthumanist Performativity. Toward an Understanding of 
How Matter Comes to Matter [2003],” in Material Feminisms, eds. Stacy Alaimo 
and Susan Hekman (Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2008), 
122. 
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modernity is disenchanted”—with a study published in 2010, focusing on 
the cultural significance of non-human agency.58 
 
Apart from the discussions accounted for in this schematic and abbreviated 
overview—about how to understand the quality and consequences of the 
anthropocentric paradigm in the modern production of knowledge, along 
with suggestions for alternative concepts, a lot of which have found their 
way into literary scholarship—there have, over the past decades, also been 
suggestions made specifically in relation to this field. These include the 
acknowledgment of the non-metaphorical significance of literary 
representations of animals in eco-criticism,59 re-conceptualizations of 
subjectivity,60 agency,61 and performativity,62 along with a focus on 
particular aspects of the literary text such as the animal gaze,63 the animal 
face,64 the animal, threatening “Other”,65 and the creation of other worlds, 
beyond those with humanistically defined oppositional pairs.66 For the 
purpose of the project in this book—to bring out the tension between 
anthropocentric and more-than-anthropocentric worlds inherent in the 
figure of the human-animal transformation—but also, I gather, for any 
investigations concerning literary representations of animals that seek to 
go beyond the human-centred paradigm, all of these perspectives, along 

                                                            
58 Jane Bennett, The Enchantment of Modern Life. Attachments, Crossings, and 
Ethics (Princeton, Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2001), 3; and Vibrant 
Matter. A Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010). 
59 See, for example, Postcolonial Ecocriticism: Literature, Animals, Environment, 
ed. Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin (London: Routledge, 2010); and Joseph W. 
Meeker, “The Comic Mode,” in The Ecocriticism Reader. Landmarks in Literary 
Ecology, eds. Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm (Athens, London: The 
University of Georgia Press, 1996), 155–169.  
60 Woodward, The Animal Gaze, 13–16; Vint, Animal Alterity, 20. 
61 McHugh, Animal Stories, 2–3; Armstrong, What Animals Mean in the Fiction of 
Modernity, 3. 
62 Simons, Animal Rights and the Politics of Literary Representation, 7–9, 87; see 
also, although outside of the realm of literary studies, Lynda Birke, Mette Bryld 
and Nina Lykke, “Animal Performances. An Exploration of Intersections between 
Feminist Science Studies and Studies of Human/Animal Relationships,” Feminist 
Theory (2004:5), 167–183. 
63 Woodward, The Animal Gaze, 1–2. 
64 Rohman, Stalking the Subject, 11. 
65 Rohman, Stalking the Subject, 20. 
66 Vint, Animal Alterity, 1–23; Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 7–
17; see also Haraway. “Otherworldly Conversations”, 174–182, and When Species 
Meet, 1, 303–304, n. 1.  
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with the concepts suggested above, might be needed at some point, 
because anthropocentrism (like all norms) is a many-headed Hydra who 
grows two new heads for each one that is cut off. Therefore, it is surely not 
possible (or even desirable, I believe) to crystallize one single, specific 
approach for the attempt to conduct literary readings challenging the 
anthropocentric norm; instead, there is a need for analytical mobility, 
strategic eclecticism, and an exposure of contradictions and tensions. 
Thus, the theoretical tools suggested by previous research will from time 
to time be employed in the discussions throughout this book, as will 
aspects of the solid historical backgrounds given in earlier studies. 
 
Despite this plentitude of relevant theoretical frameworks and potent 
concepts proposed for more-than-anthropocentric readings of both 
representations of the non-human in general and of animals in particular, it 
is significant that Rohman, as recently as in 2009, phrased the need for “a 
theoretically sophisticated critical apparatus in work on animality in the 
humanities”. Whereas “scientists and philosophers have begun to rethink 
the traditional human/animal binary”, Rohman continues, “literary critics 
have been slow to recognize the necessity for doing so.”67 Although a lot 
of measures have been taken since then (as was made apparent in the 
above discussion), Rohman’s claim still serves as a reminder, I believe, of 
a fact previously discussed by Jean-François Lyotard, that the taken-for-
granted focus on the “human” means not only an exclusion of the 
possibility of non-human significance but that the entire field of the 
humanities is, in fact, designed in such a way that these factors are more or 
less impossible to account for.68 Thus, in addition to efforts that have 
already been made, some of the core tenets within literary scholarship still 
need to be addressed, and—based upon that discussion—a coherent 
method for the production of more-than-anthropocentric knowledge in this 
field is yet to be phrased. 
 
  

                                                            
67 Rohman, Stalking the Subject, 1, 11. 
68 Jean-Francois Lyotard, Inhuman. Reflections on Time [1988], transl. Geoffrey 
Bennington and Rachel Bowlby (Cambridge, Oxford: Polity Press, 1993), 1–7. 
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A Twentieth-Century Gryllus? Cindy Sherman is one contemporary artist who 
explores the intersection between human, animal and gender (Cindy Sherman, 
“Untitled #140” from Untitled Film Stills, 1985. Courtesy of the artist and Metro 
Pictures, New York). In contemporary literature, the pig, in particular, is employed 
to explore this connection by, for example, French author Marie Darrieussecq in 
Pig Tales. A Novel of Lust and Transformation (1996), and within the Nordic 
sphere by Norwegian author, singer, and composer Jenny Hval in the short story 
“Britney Spears: A Pig Story” (Fett [2005:2], 52–54. My transl. Orig.: “Britney 
Spears: en grisehistorie”). Indeed, the woman/animal transformation carries 
specific meaning as far back as Roman poet Ovid’s Metamorphoses (0 CE). For 
example, the Lydian woman Arachne proves herself to be a better weaver than the 
goddess Athena, a demonstration that angers the goddess enough for her to tear 
apart Arachne’s most beautiful weaving. After hanging herself in grief, Arachne is 
transformed into a spider by vengeful Athena, who orders her to weave eternally. 
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Follow the Animal 

First, the question of the very ontology of the literary text needs to be 
addressed, something that will be done in two different steps. The first of 
these stems from a question that I have sometimes been asked when 
introducing the question of the animal into discussions within the field of 
literary scholarship: Is the literary text not, in its very essence, a product 
written by, for, and about humans, and thus anthropocentric per se? This 
question was previously discussed by McHugh, who recalls the answer she 
got from a university teacher when, as a student, she tried to raise the 
question of the significance of animal figures in fictional texts: “Animals 
don’t write poetry.” No, they don’t, McHugh agrees, at least not in the 
conventional sense of the word, but this does not exclude the possibility of 
the significance of animal representations reaching beyond the human 
realm nor the textual effects of “literary animal agency”.69 In a similar 
discussion, Brown and Armstrong both claim that the question about 
literature and animals should not be essentially about whether it is possible 
to access the animal experience or represent what animals mean on their 
own terms but, rather, about allowing the wide template of fictional 
representations to be part of the vocabulary regarding the human-animal 
relationship.70 I think that these are relevant observations, and I would like 
to add that although it is, as member of the species Homo sapiens, of 
course impossible to escape the anthropocentric worldview altogether, it is 
certainly possible to question the centrality of “the human” in the 
humanities, to point out the consequences of this bias, and to employ 
theoretical concepts and methods according to which more-than-
anthropocentric knowledge can be produced. 
 
Indeed, when discussing fictional representations of animals, it is often as 
if the “death of the author” never happened;71 I frequently feel, on a 
personal level, that all the arguments that I went through when working 
within the field of queer readings have to be reconstructed, from the 

                                                            
69 McHugh, Animal Stories, 1–15; quote on 5. 
70 Armstrong, What Animals Mean in the Fiction of Modernity, 2–3; Brown, 
Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 23–24. The significance of studying animal 
representations has also been phrased by Nigel Rothfels, who puts forward “the 
deep connections between our imagining of animals and our cultural 
environment.” See “Introduction,” in Representing Animals, ed. Nigel Rothfels 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2002), vii. 
71 See, for example, Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author [1968],” in Image-
Music-Text, transl. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977), 142–148. 
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beginning. Starting from the idea of “literature” as an artefact that always 
transgresses the author’s intentions as well as dominant discourses of its 
time, it might even be possible to make an analogy between the field of 
queer studies and human-animal studies: In much the same manner as 
modern Western culture is heteronormative but still does not exclusively 
portray heterosexuality, including heterosexual characters, acts and 
desires, this culture is also definitely anthropocentric, yet texts do not 
always portray humans, humanity, and aspects relevant only to human 
existence. And just as an individual identifying as heterosexual can portray 
homosexuality, or (consciously or un-consciously) something queer, in 
between or even threatening to dissolve the borders between these two 
categories, so can an individual identifying as human certainly portray the 
non-human, or (consciously or un-consciously) something potentially 
subversive, on the border between them, threatening to undermine them 
both. However, since texts as well as authors and readers are part of a 
complex network of power relations, these aspects might not be obvious at 
first sight but must be made visible by politically conscious ways of 
reading.72 As Haraway writes, “Stories are much bigger than ideologies. In 
that is our hope.”73 
 
The second step in the discussion about ontology is taken in relation to the 
view, put forward even in ancient times, of the literary text as 
hierarchically organized in, first, a surface, which is significant only in so 
far as it provides access to the second, deeper level, characterized by 
symbolic qualities and pre-conceptualized as making up the “true” 
meaning of the text. This is the understanding that underlies so-called 
“symptomatic” reading practices and the “hermeneutics of suspicion”, 
which, with strong influences from psychoanalytic and Marxist thoughts 
during the 1970s and 1980s (presented by, for example, Paul Ricœur, 
Louis Althusser, and Fredric Jameson), has dominated Western literary 
scholarship ever since. As Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus claim, this is a 
practice in which the defining and decoding of metaphors, allegories and 
symbols are central, based on the axiom that “the most interesting aspect 
of a text is what it represses”, that which is “not immediately 
apprehensible”, and “veiled or invisible”.74 In relation to the question of 

                                                            
72 My queer point of departure here follows Sedgwick’s reasoning in Epistemology 
of the Closet. 
73 Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto, 17. 
74 Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus, “Surface Readings,” Representations 108 
(2009:1), 1–5. The term “hermeneutics of suspicion” was coined by Paul Ricœur in 
Freud and Philosophy, An Essay on Interpretation (1970) but quickly spread 
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the animal, it is these presumptions—along with the ontological 
assumption, phrased above, that literature is essentially about the human—
that lead to overlooking animal representations as signifying “actual” 
animals, of different kinds and with their own potential agencies and 
interests, in deference to the view that these representations are seen as 
aspects of the human; most often “human animality”,75 that is, the 
“animalization” of humans that, according to Michael Lundblad, became 
possible in the wake of the writings of Charles Darwin and Sigmund 
Freud.76 Ultimately, this means an instalment of the anthropocentric 
worldview in the literary text, a practice that, indeed, functions as just such 
a “cultural boomerang” as was previously defined by Hillevi Ganetz in 
order to describe the dynamics of the production of knowledge that ends 
up confirming its own legitimacy rather than generating new 
perspectives.77 This is how the possibility of animal representations 
signifying actual animals is effectively erased—and the animal made 
invisible—in modern Western literary scholarship. 
 
Although I agree with the ontological conceptualization of the literary text 
as semantically multi-layered, it is still necessary, I think—based on the 
above discussion about its consequences for representations of literary 
animals—to attend to the criticism, increasingly frequent over the past 
decades, of the installed hierarchy between its different levels, along with 

                                                                                                                            
outside the psychoanalytical realm. Another early text, important in making 
“symptomatic reading” the norm in literary criticism, was Louis Althusser and 
Étienne Balibar’s Reading Capital (1968). Somewhat later, Fredric Jameson’s The 
Political Unconscious (1981) had a strong influence on this process. 
75 The relationship between “the actual animal”, and “the concept of animality” 
was previously discussed by Armstrong, What Animals Mean in the Fiction of 
Modernity, 5. 
76 Lundblad, The Birth of a Jungle 1–28, esp. 2; see also Lippit, Electric Animal, 
101–134. “De-humanization”—a strategy common in war and genocide, 
motivating oppression and abuse—can be seen as the ultimate consequence of the 
animalization of man. See, for example, David Livingstone Smith, Less Than 
Human. Why We Demean, Enslave, and Exterminate Others (New York: St. 
Martin’s Griffin, 2011), 11–25; and Butler, Frames of War, 1–15. 
77 Hillevi Ganetz, “Familiar Beasts. Nature, Culture and Gender in Wildlife Films 
on Television,” Nordicom Review 25 (2004:1–2), 209. This concept has been 
successfully used by, for example, evolutionary biologist Malin Ah-King in 
discussions about how educational materials about animals and nature are 
structured by human-centred biases about the “nature” of gender and sexuality. See 
“Biologins paradox: föränderliga kön och rigida normer,” lambda nordica 16 
(2011:4), 26–52.  
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the symptomatic reading practices this organization calls for. Even in 
1964, Susan Sontag accused metaphorical readings of both being 
aggressive, and making art conformable.78 And in 1993, Deleuze 
conceptualized the text’s surface as a milieu, made up of “qualities, 
substances, powers, and events” and transgressed with trajectories that 
draw a map of the textual landscape. With this conceptualization of the 
literary text there are, Deleuze claims, possibilities for replacing 
psychoanalytic interpretation practices (penetrations of the hidden layers 
of the text where the subconscious is supposed to be revealed) by 
cartographic reading practices (investigations of how this map was drawn 
and the ways in which its different parts relate to one another).79 Both 
Sontag and Deleuze have been inspirational for Sedgwick who, in 2003, 
suggested that conventional “paranoid readings” should be replaced by 
“reparative” ones, that is, practices which explicitly refuse the aggression 
of the hermeneutics of suspicion.80 In this process, the reader’s scope of 
attention is, Sedgwick claims, redirected from that which is supposedly 
beneath, behind and beyond, towards that which is beside, a change in 
perspective which opens the door for “a wide range of desiring, identifying, 
representing, repelling, paralleling, differentiating, rivalling, leaning, 
twisting, mimicking, withdrawing, attracting, aggressing, warping, and 
other relations.”81 
 
According to this discussion, it is clear that what a text’s surface lacks in 
thickness and depth, it makes up for in length and breadth. Therefore, the 
relationship to the text’s depth cannot be defined as simply one of 
opposition, nor can a focus on the text’s surface be assumed to hold less 
potential to produce literary meaning than its symbolic depth.82 These 
                                                            
78 Susan Sontag, Against Interpretation and Other Essays (New York: Dell 
Publishing Co., Inc., 1966), esp. 5–8. See also Best and Marcus, “Surface 
Readings,” 10–11. 
79 Gilles Deleuze, “What Children Say” [1993], in Essays Critical and Clinical, 
transl. Daniel W. Smith and Michael A. Greco (London, New York: Verso, 1998), 
61–63. See also Tove Solander, “Queerblivanden. Försök till en queer-deleuziansk 
litteraturläsning,” in Queera läsningar. Litteraturvetenskap möter queerteori, ed. 
Katri Kivilaakso et al. (Stockholm: Rosenlarv, 2012), 43. 
80 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Touching Feeling. Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity, 
ed. Michèle Aina Barale et al. (Durham, London: Duke University Press, 2003), 
123–151. The connection between Sontag and Sedgwick is made by Best and 
Marcus, “Surface Readings,” 10–11. 
81 Sedgwick, Touching Feeling, 8. Sedgwick writes that her thinking here invokes 
“a Deleuzian interest in planar relations”. 
82 Best and Marcus, “Surface Readings,” 9. 
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insights underlie the practice of “surface reading”, which has gained 
increased attention during the past decade. Explicitly contrasted with 
symptomatic reading practices and, thus, focusing the scope of attention 
on that which “insists on being looked at rather than what we must train 
ourselves to see through”,83 this way of reading proposes a “depthless 
hermeneutic”,84 focusing on aspects “neither hidden nor hiding” but, 
rather, “evident, perceptible, apprehensible in texts”.85 Therefore, in the 
practice of surface readings, the reader’s task can be understood according 
to Foucault’s discussion about investigating the archives, which is not 
about digging up “relations that are secret, hidden” but, rather, about 
making “visible what is invisible only because it’s too much on the surface 
of things”.86 Surely, in this refocusing from the depth of the literary text to 
its surface and the subsequent questioning of symptomatic reading 
practices, there is the possibility, I believe, to understand fictional 
representations of animals as something else than metaphors for the human 
experience and, thus, for the production of literary meaning that goes 
beyond the anthropocentric paradigm. 
 
From this ontological-methodological discussion, which now fully slides 
into a methodological one, it seems apparent that the most constructive 
choice for the project underway in this book but also for anyone interested 
in producing more-than-anthropocentric knowledge in literary readings is 
a focus on the text’s surface, since this is the space where the significance 
of actual literary animals and the human-animal relationship is most likely 
to be produced.87 However, it would be a simplification to maintain that 
the borders between a textual surface and a depth are any more than a 
construct, and that definitions of potential overlaps and transgressions are 
not, thus, always ready to begin anew. Indeed, there are many connections 
between cultural understandings of actual “animals” and of the 
                                                            
83 Best and Marcus, “Surface Readings,” 9, ital. in orig. 
84 Benjamin Kahan, “‘The Viper’s Traffic-Knot’: Celibacy and Queerness in the 
‘late’ Marianne Moore,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 14 (2008:4), 
512. See also Best and Marcus, “Surface Readings,” 12, where it is noted that this 
concept is similar to what Sharon Marcus has referred to as “just reading”. 
85 Best and Marcus, “Surface Readings,” 9. 
86 Foucault Live: Interviews, 1961–84, ed. Sylvère Lotringer, transl. John Johnston 
(New York: Semiotext[e], 1989), 57–58. 
87 Thus, just as Ron Broglio before me, I employ the strategy of turning 
anthropocentric understandings of animal life as being only surface, with no depth 
to investigate, into “a site of productive engagement with the world of animals.” 
Ron Broglio, Surface Encounters, Thinking with Animals and Art (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2011), xvii. 
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conceptualization of human “animality”, including the fact that both of 
these terms are, ultimately, determined by anthropocentrism. And as recent 
contributions in the field of literary scholarship have shown, it is certainly 
possible to subvert the human/animal divide with a focus on literary 
depictions of animality.88 The ways in which the figure of the animal 
opposes the inscription of a firm and once-and-for-all given position in the 
cultural analysis have been thoroughly discussed by Lippit, who concludes 
that there is 
 

a fantastic transversality at work between the animal and the metaphor—
the animal is already a metaphor, the metaphor an animal. Together they 
transport to language, breath into language, the vitality of another life, 
another expression: animal and metaphor, a metaphor made flesh, a living 
metaphor that is by definition not a metaphor, antimetaphor—
“animetaphor”.89 

 
How, then, can we display this “fantastic transversality” and make it 
meaning-productive in literary readings? With the strategically important 
definition of the surface of the text as the analytical base (for reasons 
discussed above), I would like to develop an interpretational method that is 
hinted at in previous research in the field of literature and human-animal 
studies yet, to a large extent, remains unexplored. One early example of 
such a suggestion was made by John Simons, who in 2002 proposed that 
“a piece of literature should be quite different if I read it not for the signs 
and traces of the human struggle but rather for the tracks of the animal”. 
With “tracks” Simons essentially seems to mean presence and effects,90 an 
idea that was later developed by Armstrong, who suggests that the reader’s 
best hope to “go beyond the use of animals as mere mirrors for human 
meaning” is to follow “the ‘tracks’ left by animals in texts”.91 In 
Armstrong’s reasoning, which is explicitly related to human-animal 
geography, “tracks” essentially indicates “agency”. This idea is developed 
by McHugh when she makes the claim that the “textual politics of literary 

                                                            
88 Picks, Creaturely Poetics, 6. 
89 Lippit, Electric Animal, 165. 
90 Simons, Animal Rights and the Politics of Literary Representation, 5, 86. 
91 Armstrong, What Animals Mean in the Fiction of Modernity, 3. Armstrong refers 
to Chris Philo and Chris Wilbert, “Animal Spaces, Beastly Places. An 
Introduction,” in Animal Spaces, Beastly Places. New Geographies of Human-
Animal Relations, eds. Chris Philo and Chris Wilbert (London, New York: 
Routledge, 2000), 5. From my perspective, this approach is also interesting 
because it defines literature (among other cultural expressions) as a space in which 
the animal is situated. 
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animals contain the potential for a thoroughgoing epistemic critique 
attuned to the traces of species, the markings of different orders of 
agency”.92 I think that these are promising ideas that fit well with the 
Deleuzian view of the text as a map, and they might be helpful in order to 
identify some of the trajectories in literature made by animal traces, 
possible for the reader to identify and follow. 
 
However, there is an apparent problem with this method: Is not following 
animals what humans have always done, most notably in the hunt, aimed 
at trapping, killing, and eating, or else for the purpose of naming and 
studying them? And how does this historical context fit together with my 
aim of questioning anthropocentrism in literary readings and still finding 
ways to make the human-animal relationship meaning-productive? I think 
that the answer to this question lies in the multiplicity of ways in which it 
is possible to follow. This idea was previously discussed by Derrida, who 
proposes a substitution of human’s hierarchical following of animals, 
following in order to name or hunt, by a non-hierarchical following of 
animal tracks and scents based on interchangeability, interconnectedness, 
and a common history of development. Indeed, Derrida points to the 
intimacy between “being” and “following” and, moreover, claims that this 
relationship, in fact, means “being alongside, being near […] being-with 
[…] being huddled-together”. Sooner or later, Derrida claims, this insight 
inevitably leads to the question of who is really following whom.93 
 
Although this reasoning does not offer a clear-cut or final solution to the 
question of anthropocentrism in literary readings, nor does it offer a 
specific set of tools, I think that these arguments, together with the 
previous discussion, provide a methodological starting point largely in line 
with thoughts presented within the inter-disciplinary, methodological field 
of zooethnographies.94 Simultaneously, it is apparent that another kind of 

                                                            
92 McHugh, Animal Stories, 6, ital. are mine. 
93 Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am, 10, 55, 65–69. “Following” has been 
discussed by many scholars, including Diego Rossello in “Hobbes and the Wolf-
Man. Melancholy and Animality in Modern Sovereignty,” New Literary History 
(2012:2), 265, and Jane Bennett in Vibrant Matter, xiii. Moreover, as Nick 
Bingham and Stephanie Lavau point out, the “broad ethnographic technique” of 
following is also common in science and technology studies, STS (“The object of 
regulation: tending the tensions of food safety,” Environment and Planning A 44 
[2012], 1589, 1591). 
94 This concept originates in the work of Haraway but was developed by, among 
others, Tora Holmberg in Urban Animals. Crowding in ZooCities (London: 
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“following” also serves the purpose of questioning anthropocentrism in 
literary scholarship, namely the one suggested by Latour, as a means to 
define the undeclared assumptions underlying the production of 
knowledge within a certain field.95 Thus, at the same time as the meaning 
in the literary text is constructed by following the animal, literary 
scholarship itself is also followed, by means of a dialogue with the 
previous research and a pointing out of its inherent assumptions. Together, 
these two kinds of following, along with the discussion above, provide 
tools for navigating the fictional, cartographic landscape in ways that, 
potentially, contradict, undermine, and go beyond the anthropocentric 
paradigm. 
 
In knowing that I, the human researcher, am not the only active drawer of 
the literary map, I let the animal’s traces, scents, presences and noises 
guide me into the text. Thus, as a reader, I am not guided by metaphysical 
notions about human exceptionalism but, rather, by the movements and 
whereabouts of the literary animal that make up the trajectory I follow 
over the text’s surface. As I go along, I reflect upon previous research 
about the text that I travel and note apparent metaphorical elevations—
after which I immediately return to the animal trajectory that I follow, on 
the text’s surface, where I always bounce back as if attached with a rubber 
band. Material wormholes and agency,96 agential realism,97 intriguing 

                                                                                                                            
Routledge, 2015). See also “What is Zooethnography,” Sentient Cincinnati, 
accessed July 2, 2014, http://sentientcincinnati.com/2011/10/22/what-is-
zooethnography/. Indeed, the resemblance between “tracking” as an “emphatic” 
research method and ideas put forward in zooethnographies has previously been 
discussed by Harry Wels in “Whispering Empathy. Transdisciplinary Reflections 
on Research Methodology,” in What Makes Us Moral? On the Capacities and 
Conditions for Being Moral, eds. Bert Musschenga and Anton van Harskamp 
(Springer, Netherlands: Dordrecht, 2013), 158–161. 
95 Bruno Latour, Science in Action. How to Follow Scientist and Engineers 
Through Society (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987); see also Bruno 
Latour, Graham Harman and Peter Erdélyi, The Prince and the Wolf. Latour and 
Harman at the LSE (Winchester, Washington: Zero Books, 2011), 24–40. 
96 The term “wormhole” is inspired by thoughts presented by Donna J. Haraway in 
“Game of Cat’s Cradle: Science Studies, Feminist Theory, Cultural Studies,” 
Configurations 2.1 (1994), 59–71; and in Modest_Witness@Second_ 
Millennium.FemaleMan©_ Meets_OncoMouse. See also Ingrid Bartsch et al., 
“Review of Modest Witness,” accessed, September 29, 2014,  
http://voxygen.net/soapbox/review-of-modest-witness/. For a discussion about 
“material agency” see, for example, Barad, “Posthumanist Performativity,” passim.  
97 Barad, “Posthumanist Performativity,” 133–135. 
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paradoxes, brutal dead-ends, discursive vacuums, sudden appearances and 
inexplicable disappearances, transgressions of borders and positions (Who is 
following whom?), along with silences, rejections, complete stillness, and 
even boredom: These are all parts of the non-linear, affective, irregular, 
rhizomatic journey when following the animal through the text,98 in a 
hermeneutic process of meaning-making that challenges—if not all 
together escapes—anthropocentrism and notions of human exceptionalism. 
 
As an extension of this discussion, I think that Derrida’s non-hierarchical 
reasoning also makes it possible to understand literary figures depicting 
the human-animal relationship (such as the human-animal transformation) 
as different kinds of literary “contact zones”, spaces on the text’s surface 
where violent, tender, and potentially subversive encounters between 
human and animal are concentrated. The term “contact zone” originally 
comes from Mary Louise Pratt, who situates it within the realm of colonial 
encounters,99 but it has also been employed by Haraway in relation to the 
human-animal relationship.100 Thus, following the literary animal is not 
merely about identifying where or in which ways human and animal 
trajectories intersect on the map’s surface;101 rather, it must include a 
discussion of the zones in which these two categories are developed, 
defined and undermined in relation to each other, a view that is also put 
forward in Haraway’s usage of the term.102 This abandonment of the 
notion of the Enlightenment’s uniform human subject in lieu of a more 
post- or anti-humanist view means that what counts as “human” and “non-
human” is thus, according to Haraway, “not given by definition, but only 
by relation, by engagement in situated, worldly encounters, where 
boundaries take shape and categories sediment.”103 In this book, I 
                                                            
98 For a discussion of “rhizome”, see Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 
3–28. 
99 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes. Travel Writing and Transculturation (New 
York: Routledge, 1992), 7. 
100 Haraway, When Species Meet, 4; see also 205–246. 
101 Cpr. with Pratt, Imperial Eyes, 7, where the coining of the term “contact zone” 
is claimed to be an attempt “to invoke the spatial and temporal copresence of 
subjects previously separated by geographic and historical disjunctures, and whose 
trajectories now intersect”. 
102 Haraway (When Species Meet, 216) quotes this from Pratt, Imperial Eyes, 7; “A 
‘contact’ perspective emphasizes how subjects are constituted in and by their 
relations to each other. It treats the relations […] in terms of copresence, 
interaction, interlocking understanding and practices, often within radically 
asymmetrical relations of power.” 
103 Haraway, “A Game of Cat’s Cradle,” 64. 
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conceptualize these “worldly encounters” as inner-textual matters, structured 
by processes of power and agency and, thus, happening in the intense intra-
action between categories such as gender, sexuality, social class, and race.104 
But in order to make these processes visible it is necessary, I think, to try to 
follow Matthew Calarco’s claim to “let the human-animal distinction go”105 
and, thus, prepare myself for the fact that what I will ultimately encounter in 
the literary contact zone of the human-animal transformation is neither one 
nor the other but, rather, a “humanimal”.106 
 

* 
 

Besides the changes into a dog, a wolf, and a monkey that I discuss within 
the realms of Strindberg’s, Kallas’s, and Dinesen’s texts, in this book I 
also touch upon other literary human-animal transformations and 
transgressions involving a pig, a spider, an otter, a horse, an insect, a goat, 

                                                            
104 Nina Lykke has suggested that Karen Barad’s term “intra-activity”, denoting 
the concurrence between phenomena not clearly separated from one another, 
should be employed in the intersectional analysis. See Feminist Studies. A Guide to 
Intersectional Theory, Methodology and Writing (New York, London: Routledge, 
2010), 51. See also Barad’s “Posthumanist Performativity,” 132–135. I chose to 
employ this term since I think it answers to the unstable borders and mutual 
constitutions of the categories “human” and “animal” that characterize my own 
project. For an overview of how species has been incorporated in the intersectional 
discussion, see Maneesha Deckha, “Disturbing Images: PETA and the Feminist 
Ethics of Animal Advocacy,” Ethics and the Environment 13 (2008:2), 38–40. 
105 Calarco, Zoographies, 148–149, ital. in orig. The ethical potential in going 
beyond species lines and focusing on corporeal vulnerability as the joint condition 
for all animate beings has been put forward by Ralph R. Acampora, Corporal 
Compassion. Animal Ethics and Philosophy of Body (Pittsburgh: University of 
Pittsburgh Press, 2006), and Picks, Creaturely Poetics. 
106 In Mitchell, “Foreword. The Rights of Things,” xiii; this term is defined as a 
general refusal of the human/animal boundary. See also Philip Armstrong and 
Laurence Simmons, “Bestiary: An Introduction,” in Knowing Animals, eds. 
Laurence Simmons and Philip Armstrong (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 2007), 14–
15, and Annie Potts’ article in the same volume, “The Mark of the Beast: 
Inscribing ‘Animality’ through Extreme Body Modification,” 150. In 2012, 
Kalpana Rahita Seshadri coined the related term “humAnimal”, with an “A-shaped 
slash that can open and close the weave of power that separates and unseparates 
human and animal”, situated within a context of animality, silences and biopower 
(HumAnimal: Race, Law, Language [Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2012], 22). This means a pointing out of the power that has been involved in 
defining “human” and “animal” in discussions ever since pre-Socratic times (see, 
for example, Steiner, Anthropocentrism and Its Discontents, 38–52). 
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and an ape. And they want us to follow them now, all these non-human 
animals, into the analysis, through the analysis, all the way into these 
literary texts’ impossible, offensive, touching, distasteful, and intimately 
caring core. They are impatient. They are waiting. Pull on the rug, feel 
how your claws come out and your hackle rises. The paws are licked 
clean. Listen. Smell. They go now. And we are following them. 



 

 

CHAPTER TWO 
 

TO MAKE KILLABLE: 
AUGUST STRINDBERG’S TSCHANDALA, 1888  

 
 
 
August Strindberg (1849–1912) is often regarded as one of the most 
central figures in the Swedish modern literary breakthrough, with great 
influence in the other Nordic countries as well as across Europe. His 
authorship can be roughly divided into two distinct phases: a naturalistic 
1880s production and an expressionistic 1900s production. The breaking 
point between these two periods took place during some troubled years in 
the 1890s, when Strindberg underwent an intense spiritual development 
generally referred to as the Inferno crisis. During this time, he stayed, 
among other places, in Paris, dedicating himself to alchemical attempts to 
produce gold. Creating novels such as A Madman’s Manifesto (1887–
1888) and plays like The Father (1888), To Damascus I-III (1898–1901), 
Dance of Death (1900) and A Dream Play (1901), today he is one of the 
most well-known Swedes in an international context. 
 
In this chapter, I will dedicate myself to a part of Strindberg’s literary 
production which, as a result of its remarkable biographical background, 
attracted much attention when it was published but is not so often 
discussed in an international and contemporary context. Unlike many other 
texts by Strindberg, the novel Tschandala was not translated into English 
until 2007, a fact which translator Peter Graves argues is probably not due 
to its lack of literary qualities but rather because it is “racist, sexist and 
class-conscious”.1 I agree with Graves that Tschandala is a grossly offensive 
                                                            
1 Peter Graves, “Tschandala. Prejudice and the Spirit of the Age,” in August 
Strindberg, Tschandala. A Novella [1889], transl. Peter Graves (Norwich: Norvik 
Press, 2007), 12. There seems to have been a tendency to avoid translating those of 
Strindberg’s works that include violent or in other ways provocative content. 
Sometimes, translated texts have been slightly altered or censored in order to suit 
an international audience. See, for example, Kristina Sjögren, “Hur sex blir kärlek i 
Le Plaidoyer d’un fou: Ett genusperspektiv på översättningar av Strindbergs 
roman,” IASS (2010), 1–11. 
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novel, but I still want to discuss it since these provocative aspects are 
structured around a human-animal transformation that has previously been 
only marginally addressed. 
 
Tschandala was written in Swedish in 1888 but first published in Danish 
in 1897, after which the original manuscript was lost.2 The story takes 
place in the southernmost part of Sweden called Skåne, close to Denmark, 
during the seventeenth century and begins with a depiction of how the 
story’s main character, the “real Swede”, Master Törner, finds himself 
temporarily without a home for him and his family over the summer. He 
receives an offer to rent part of a run-down castle from a “gypsy” named 
Jensen, who claims to be the “factor”, the manager of this estate, which is 
owned by a baroness. Despite the surprise of the half-feral dogs and other 
animals as well as the dirt and mess that face Törner when he visits the 
estate, he decides to rent the upper floor for the summer and moves there 
with his entire family. 
 
Soon, however, the relationship between him and Jensen turns into a 
power struggle, in which Törner’s sexual relationship with Jensen’s 
younger half-sister Magelone is one of the game pieces. Törner is 
increasingly convinced that Jensen is a thief and becomes more and more 
obsessed with uncovering the truth behind all the lies he feels that Jensen 
is telling him. To do this, Törner makes use of modern detective 
technology such as cipher interpretation and trace analysis as well as old-
fashioned canniness and what he perceives as Jensen’s superstition and 
belief in magic. At the end of the novel, Törner chooses a warm night to 
get Jensen drunk, then uses a laterna magica to project images on the thick 
fog surrounding them. This puts Jensen in a hypnotic state and makes him 
mimic what he sees in the pictures. When Törner finally projects the 
image of a dog on the fog, Jensen goes down on all fours and start barking, 
at which time he is mauled to death by his own starving pack of dogs. 
Tschandala ends with an extensive quote from The Laws of Manu 
proscribing how tschandala, the lowest caste in India, is to be treated. 

A Different Route 

In previous research about Tschandala, two main aspects have been 
discussed, the most prominent one of which is the novel’s biographical 

                                                            
2 Martin Lamm, August Strindberg. Förra delen (Stockholm: Albert Bonniers 
förlag, 1940), 421. 
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background.3 Harry Jacobsen has extensively described the circumstances 
under which Strindberg and his family, during the spring in 1888, rented a 
part of a Danish mansion, Skovlyst, in Holte outside of Copenhagen. As a 
result of disagreements with the factor, Ludvig Hansen (who was the 
biographical model for Jensen), Strindberg and his family moved to a hotel 
after having stayed at the mansion for only four months. After both of the 
men pressed charges against each other (Hansen was accused of theft; 
Strindberg, of engaging in a sexual relationship with Hansen’s seventeen-
year-old sister), the author fled directly to Berlin.4 In many of the 
biographical studies, attention is specifically directed to the question of 
how Tschandala relates to Strindberg’s mental state and inner life during 
this period of time.5 
 
The second focus of previous studies about Tschandala has been Strindberg’s 
influences when writing the novel, most notably Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
ideas about the “übermensch”.6 Apart from Nietzsche, it is also noted that 

                                                            
3 This tendency has previously been discussed by Ulf Olsson in Levande död. 
Studier i Strindbergs prosa (Stockholm, Stehag: Symposium, 1996), 219–220. 
4 Harry Jakobsen, Digteren og Fantasien. Strindberg paa ‘Skovlyst’ (Copenhagen: 
Gyldendal, 1945), passim. See also Gunnar Brandell, Strindberg – ett författarliv. 
Andra delen. Borta och hemma (Stockholm: Alba, 1985), 218–222. 
5 See, for example, Lamm, August Strindberg, 421, where he argues that 
Tschandala is primarily interesting as a psychological document, and Eric O. 
Johannesson, The Novels of August Strindberg. A Study in Theme and Structure 
(Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1964), 124.  
6 See Harald H. Borland, “Strindberg and Nietzsche,” in Strindberg und die 
deutschsprachigen Länder. Internationale Beiträge zum Tübinger Strindberg-
Symposium 1977 (Basel, Stuttgart: Helbing and Lichtenhavn Verlag AG, 1979), 
53–69; and Tobias Dahlkvist, “By the Open Sea – a Decadent Novel? 
Reconsidering Relationships Between Nietzsche, Strindberg, and Fin-de-Siècle 
Culture,” in The International Strindberg, ed. Anna Westerståhl Stenport 
(Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 2012), 195–214. Strindberg 
was in contact with Nietzsche in the spring of 1888, and Tschandala can be seen as 
a fictional application of the master-slave dynamics Strindberg would later read 
more about in The Genealogy of Morals (Johannesson, The Novels of August 
Strindberg, 125–126). Manu’s Laws for the tschandala caste that Strindberg quotes 
at the end of the novel are taken from Nietzsche’s Götzendämmerung (Torsten 
Eklund, Tjänstekvinnans son. En psykologisk Strindbergsstudie [Stockholm: Albert 
Bonniers förlag, 1948], 397). Through this ideological frame, Tschandala is often 
connected to another of Strindberg’s novels, By the Open Sea (1901), but 
sometimes also with The People of Hemsö (1887) and the drama Lady Julie (1888) 
(Elena Balzamo, August Strindberg. Ansikten och öden, transl. Fredrik Ekelund 
[Stockholm: Atlantis, 2012], 232–239). It has even been argued that the power 
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Strindberg at this time took a keen interest in Cesare Lombroso’s ideas 
about different types of criminals, ideas that the Swedish author uses to 
group women, criminals, “negroes” and “feebleminded” into the same, 
substandard category.7 This latter influence explains why Strindberg 
differs from Nietzsche in that he makes Master Törner in Tschandala into 
a refined scholar, while Nietzsche’s “übermensch” focuses on man’s 
primitive, primeval and predatory instincts.8 
 
Though previous discussions of Tschandala highlight different aspects, 
they are nevertheless united by the fact that they all focus on the novel’s 
human characters and the relationships between them, rather than the 
abundance of animals that are also present in the novel and the human-
animal relationships.9 About these aspects criticism is remarkably quiet, 
despite the notable fact that at the end of the novel Jensen dies as a dog. 
Any discussions of the animals’ portrayals in the novel happen within the 
same frames as discussed above. In accordance with biographical readings 
of Tschandala, Nils Erdmann comments that at the baroness’s estate, 
chickens wandered around in the rooms, and she herself told her 
bloodhounds to attack visitors.10 In another biographical reading, Jakobsen 
discusses whether the eight starving dogs living on the estate were, in fact, 
four.11 That is as far as biographical readings take the significance of 
animals in Tschandala. 
 
The other approach—in which the animals in the novel are understood as 
symbols and metaphors relevant in relation to Tschandala’s framework of 
ideas—is more common and also produces more interesting readings. One 

                                                                                                                            
struggle and duality in Tschandala characterize Strindberg’s entire literary 1880s 
(Per Stounbjerg, “‘To Eat or be Eaten – That is the Question’: Incorporations and 
Rejections of the Other in Strindberg’s Autobiographical Prose,” in August 
Strindberg and the Other. New Critical Approaches, ed. Poul Houe et al. 
[Amsterdam, New York: Rodopi, 2002], 142). 
7 Hans Lindström, Hjärnornas kamp. Psykologiska idéer och motiv i Strindbergs 
åttiotalsdiktning (Uppsala: Uppsala universitet, 1952), 186–187; Balzamo, August 
Strindberg, 235–236. 
8 Lamm, August Strindberg, 419–420; Lindström, Hjärnornas kamp, 184–185. 
9 As I state in Chapter One, I use the terms “animal” and “human” in order to call 
attention to the importance of the discursive difference between the two, rather 
than the more accurate but longer phrase “human and non-human animals”.  
10 Nils Erdmann, August Strindberg. En kämpande och lidande själs historia, II: 
Genom skärselden till korset (Stockholm: Wahlström and Widstrand, 1920), 268–
269. 
11 Jakobsen, Digteren og Fantasien, 33–34. 
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example is Ulf Olsson’s postcolonial reading of the novel, in which he 
claims that the abundance of animals in Tschandala should be understood 
in relation to Jensen as a representative of the racialized Other, ultimately 
resulting in an embodiment of disgust. Olsson also notes that the bestial 
aspects of the baroness and Jensen are part of their designations as lower 
kinds of creatures: dirty, animal-like, “Negroid”.12 Henrik Johnson has a 
similar interpretation in relation to sexuality, in that he defines Törner’s 
desire for Magelone as bestial: As a result of this lust, he risks becoming 
as animal-like as Jensen.13 And in a forthcoming anthology, Pia Laskar 
shows that nineteenth-century discourses surrounding animality, race and 
gender are in fact intertwined in Tschandala.14 I think that these are 
relevant readings, especially since they highlight the racist and sexist 
discourses that structure the course of events in this novel. However, I 
would like to point out that none of these studies distinguish between 
“animals” and “animality” but, rather, seem to reflect Karl-Åke Kärnell’s 
notion from 1962 that animal representations in Strindberg’s authorship 
are parables and metaphors of naturalistic sharpness, rough animal 
expressions for mental life processes, and distasteful, disgusting 
comparisons to grotesque character portrayals. This can be seen, Kärnell 
claims, as early as in Strindberg’s breakthrough novel The Red Room 
(1879) and later in, for example, Black Banners (1904).15 
 
Though previous research does not distinguish between actual “animals” 
and the concept of “animality”, these two terms do not mean the same 
thing, as has been pointed out within the field of human-animal studies.16 
In summary, the term “animal” here means that the very existence of the 
animal, the specificity of its species, its potential agency and interests, are 
acknowledged and respected. In contrast, “animality” has been defined by 
Michael Lundblad as the translation of animal instincts into human 
characteristics, a translation that becomes all the more possible in the wake 
of the “animalization” of humans in the writings of Charles Darwin and 

                                                            
12 Olsson, Levande död, 222–229. 
13 Henrik Johnson, Strindberg och skräcken. Skräckmotiv och identitetstematik i 
August Strindbergs författarskap (Umeå: Bokförlaget h:ström, 2008), 145. 
14 Pia Laskar, “The Construction of ‘Swedish Gender’ through the G-Other as a 
Counter-Image and Threat,” in Antiziganism: What’s in a word, ed. Jan Selling et 
al. (Newcastle Upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, forthcoming). 
15 Karl-Åke Kärnell, Strindbergs bildspråk. En studie i prosastil (Uppsala, Uppsala 
universitet, 1962), 237–241. 
16 This distinction was made by Philip Armstrong in What Animals Mean in the 
Fiction of Modernity (London, New York: Routledge, 2008), 5. 
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Sigmund Freud.17 In relation to Tschandala, this discussion is of particular 
interest, since the novel clearly depicts both the concept of animality and 
actual animals and, moreover, engages both of these categories in the 
intra-action with gender, race, sexuality and social class that structures the 
novel’s entire course of events,18 inexorably building up to the human-
animal transformation in its end. 
 
And it is this latter aspect of Tschandala in particular—the transformation 
—which means that reading this novel as an all-human affair entails 
ignoring the ancient, Western tradition that the novel is part of, in which 
this figure functions as a literary contact zone between human and animal, 
and therefore can be understood as a site of knowledge about human-
animal relationships. The focus on animality is a result of the symptomatic 
reading practices applied in previous research, meaning that a large part of 
the potential inherent in the figure of transformation—to create a field of 
tension between anthropocentrism and more-than-anthropocentric features 
in the literary text—has routinely been made invisible.19 In order to avoid 
repeating this, I will complement such practices with a focus on the 
literary contact zone of the human-animal transformation on the text’s 
surface, over which I follow the animal, down occasional material 

                                                            
17 Michael Lundblad, The Birth of a Jungle. Animality in Progressive-Era U.S. 
Literature and Culture (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 1–2. 
18 As I wrote in Chapter One, Nina Lykke has suggested that Karen Barad’s term 
“intra-activity”, denoting the mutual impacts on phenomena not clearly separated 
from one another, should be employed in the intersectional analysis. See Feminist 
Studies. A Guide to Intersectional Theory, Methodology and Writing (New York, 
London: Routledge, 2010), 51. See also Karen Barad’s “Posthumanist 
Performativity. Toward an Understanding of How Matter Comes to Matter 
[2003],” in Material Feminisms, eds. Stacy Alaimo and Susan Hekman 
(Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2008), 132–135. I chose to 
employ this term since I think it answers to the unstable borders and mutual 
constitutions of the categories “human” and “animal” that characterize my own 
project. For an overview of how species has been included in the intersectional 
discussion see Maneesha Deckha’s “Disturbing Images: PETA and the Feminist 
Ethics of Animal Advocacy,” Ethics and the Environment 13 (2008:2), 38–40. 
19 Throughout this book, as was clarified in Chapter One, “anthropocentrism” is 
understood as the notion that “human” is at the centre of the world, that there is a 
clear and stable divide between humans and animals, and that humans are 
hierarchically superior to other animals. See Gary Steiner, Anthropocentrism and 
Its Discontents. The Moral Status of Animals in the History of Western Philosophy 
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2005), 1–3; and Steve Baker, The 
Postmodern Animal (London: Reaktion Books Ltd., 2000), 92–95. 
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wormholes, up metaphorical elevations, and into discussions with previous 
research, but always bouncing back to the surface, where the significances 
of literary animals and the human-animal relationship are most likely to be 
produced.20 
 
Let’s start with a look at the first few pages of Tschandala to see if this 
approach might offer other routes into the novel than the ones taken in 
previous research. After Törner has received factor Jensen in his study—a 
character that he finds very odd and strange-looking—and hears the offer 
to rent part of the castle Jensen is managing, Törner and his entire family 
are invited into the baroness’s own carriage to go and have a look at the 
grounds.21 The carriage is fancy enough and drawn by two Arabian horses 
but still, Törner notes, oddly old-fashioned, and the baroness resembles “a 
vegetable seller” more than a noble lady. The journey to the estate goes 
through a “ravaged and desolate” landscape, and when they finally arrive 
at the property’s grand gates, after a delay these are opened up by “a funny 
little fourteen-year-old boy of debauched appearance”. While hearing 
“repeated barks” from afar and “mysterious howlings”, they eventually 
arrive at a “dark, rather unpretentious building with two wings”, which is, 
just like the entire estate, in a state of decay and disrepair.22 
 

                                                            
20 The method “following the animal” is more thoroughly described in Chapter 
One. Essentially, it was inspired by discussions in Susan McHugh, Animal Stories. 
Narrating across Species Lines (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2011); Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus, “Surface Readings,” Representations 108 
(2009:1), 1–21; Armstrong, What Animals Mean in the Fiction of Modernity; 
Donna J. Haraway, When Species Meet (Minneapolis, London: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2008); Jacques Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am [2006], 
transl. David Wills, ed. Marie-Louise Mallet (New York: Fordham University 
Press, 2008); Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. Touching Feeling. Affect, Pedagogy, 
Performativity, ed. Michèle Aina Barale et al. (Durham, London: Duke University 
Press, 2003), 123–151; Gilles Deleuze, “What Children Say [1993],” in Essays 
Critical and Clinical, transl. Daniel W. Smith and Michael A. Greco (London, 
New York: Verso, 1998), 61–67; and Bruno Latour, Science in Action. How to 
Follow Scientist and Engineers Through Society (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1987). 
21 August Strindberg, Tschandala. A Novella [1889], transl. Peter Graves 
(Norwich: Norvik Press, 2007). At this first meeting with Törner, Jensen claims 
that he is the factor of a “castle” (23), but once having seen it, Törner instead refers 
to it as an estate or a mansion (for example, 27). 
22 Strindberg, Tschandala, 24–25. 
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Aspects such as the strange characters, the journey through the desolate 
landscape, the mysterious sounds and the dilapidated house in the 
countryside have led Johannesson to characterize Tschandala as “a crime 
novel in the Gothic manner of Edgar Allan Poe”, a description matching 
Strindberg’s own.23 Also, Mattias Fyhr has defined the novel as a hybrid 
between the Gothic novel and the detective story and, moreover, claimed 
that the stench “of rotten meat or wet dogs” Törner describes upon arriving 
at the house as well as the “subterranean barking of dogs” and mysterious 
cries he hears are “obvious Gothic features”—particularly since Jensen 
denies that these terrifying sounds even exist.24 Moreover, Olsson notes 
that the journey from the city to the baroness’s estate means a movement 
from realism to symbolism and that the surroundings as well as characters 
are thus increasingly allegorical.25 
 
I agree that Tschandala meets many of the expectations of a Gothic novel 
and that an allegorical rather than a realistic understanding of the 
baroness’s estate thus seems reasonable. However, I would also like to add 
that, if employing surface instead of symptomatic reading practices, the 
smells, the howlings, and the shrieks might be understood as something 
other than genre markers, namely as logical consequences of the fact that 
the property the party arrives at is described as such: 
 

The animals were all mixed together as in Noah’s Ark: two heifers as thin 
as long-tailed monkeys, a cow without an udder, three decrepit nags, hens, 
ducks, turkeys. On the roof of the privy that bordered on one side of the 
yard they had built a rabbit pen, with bars to protect them from the dog. 
[…] Two peacocks paraded around and showed off their finery to the 
envious turkeys, which were quick to attack them.26 

 
Beyond giving a literal explanation to some of the aspects that have been 
used to identify the novel as Gothic in previous research, it is relevant to 
note that the animals depicted in this quote are not the usual display within 
this genre—ravens, owls, spiders and black cats—but, rather, present an 
odd mix of Swedish farm animals and more exotic species. I suggest that 
the presence of these animals creates a semantic excess, which diminishes 
the explanatory potential of defining Tschandala as a Gothic novel and, 
                                                            
23 Johannesson, The Novels of August Strindberg, 123–125. 
24 Mattias Fyhr, “Tschandala Compared to Some Works by Poe,” in Strindberg 
and Fiction, ed. Göran Rossholm et al. (Stockholm: Almqvist and Wiksell 
International, 2001), 145, 147; Strindberg, Tschandala, 26, 30. 
25 Olsson, Levande död, 222–223. 
26 Strindberg, Tschandala, 32. 
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thus, by extension makes an allegorical reading seem less relevant. In this 
excess, I see the possibility to understand the animals depicted in 
Tschandala as something else than genre markers or parts of an allegory: 
Instead, according to the practices of surface readings, I see them as 
animals,27 a suggestion which soon enough leads us on the route to other 
stories told in Tschandala, different than the ones suggested by previous 
research. 

The Baroness: An Animal Hoarder 

What do we learn about the animals in Tschandala? As early as the 
journey to the estate in the novel’s beginning, Törner notices that the 
horses pulling the carriage are “nothing but skin and bone. Their hides, 
originally white, were almost yellow and covered with big black, brown 
and reddish-yellow patches, and they were covered with lumps of dirt.”28 
The state of these animals in the baroness’s care is not an exception but, 
rather, the rule, as it soon becomes clear to Törner after having moved to 
the estate with his family. In the mornings, he is woken up by the animals 
expressing their discontent with the late habits of their masters: “The 
horses in the stable were stamping and biting their cribs with hunger, the 
cow was bellowing, the goats bleating, the cocks crowing, the turkeys 
gobbling, the peacocks screeching as if possessed.” When Jensen finally 
gets up and lets the animals out, they run into the yard in search of food: 
“The horses walk round nosing for wisps of straw but fail to find any. The 
cow comes out and immediately lies down. The goats gnaw at the privy 
door […]. The whole yard is a confused jumble of animals.”29 Also, on a 
visit to the baroness’s room, where a large number of different species 
live, Törner notes that there “was a foul stank of animals and the floor was 
filthy with excrement.”30 Apparently, none of these animals are in a good 
place. 
 

                                                            
27 The rule that depictions of “animals” in Strindberg’s authorship have been read 
as something other than themselves has few exceptions. There are, however, some 
examples in which birds are read against the backdrop of not only symbolism but 
also the author’s knowledge about ornithology. See Bo Bennich-Björkman’s 
“Fåglar och författarroller hos Strindberg,” Samlaren 83 (1962), 1–66, and Gunnar 
Brusewitz’s Guldörnen och duvorna. Fågelmotiv hos Strindberg (Stockholm: 
Wahlström and Widstrand, 1989). 
28 Strindberg, Tschandala, 30–31. 
29 Strindberg, Tschandala, 37–38. 
30 Strindberg, Tschandala, 47. 
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The dirt described in these quotes is of particular interest since it, just like 
the abundance of animals in the novel, in previous literary research has not 
been discussed other than in relation to biographical facts or as 
psychoanalytically relevant metaphors. For example, Olsson claims that 
the dirt described in Tschandala is to be understood as a passage between 
the living and the dead, and that Törner’s disgust is the only way to restore 
the radical cleaving of the world into subjective and objective parts.31 Such 
a reading is perhaps reasonable if we, like Olsson, in accordance with 
symptomatic reading practices, assume that we are wandering the text as a 
symbolic landscape, and many of the aspects we encounter represent 
something other than themselves. However, this kind of analysis does not 
explain Törner’s recurrent headaches related to the simultaneous presence 
of dirt and animals in Tschandala, pointing towards a mistreatment which 
is strangely at odds with the baroness’s habit of showing off “her beloved 
creatures” to visitors, coupled with the fact that both she and Jensen are 
“constantly insisting on their boundless love for animals.” Despite their 
insistence, Törner claims, 
 

…the beasts were hardly giving anything to eat. The horses chewed chaff 
with no oats, the cow licked moss or the mould on the walls or pulled 
down straw from the rotten thatch of the roof, and the poultry fought over 
dung. There was no bedding in the stables and the animals slept on their 
own excrement.32 

 
To understand this discrepancy between love and mistreatment in 
Tschandala it is necessary to abandon the metaphorical reading practices 
employed in previous research and instead look at both the dirt and the 
animals according to the more literal understandings in surface readings. 
Then it is possible to argue that the reason for Törner’s consternation is 
that the depiction in Tschandala is, in fact, a literary example of a 
phenomenon that did not receive attention until the end of the twentieth 
century, namely animal hoarding.33 In 2005, the animal hoarder was 
defined as “an individual who accumulates a large number of animals, 
who fails to provide the animals with adequate food, water, sanitation, and 
veterinary care, and who is in denial about this inability to provide 

                                                            
31 Olsson, Levande död, 223. 
32 Strindberg, Tschandala, 32, 46–47. 
33 See Gary J. Patronek, “Hoarding of Animals: An Under-Recognized Public 
Health Problem in a Difficult-to-Study Population,” Public Health Reports 11 
(1999:4), 82; where he claims to have found only one scientific article, published 
in 1981, about this phenomenon. 
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adequate care.”34 Although the term is new, the practice is old, but it was 
not until relatively recently that this behaviour was seen as animal abuse.35 
In relation to Tschandala, it is a relevant circumstance that Törner’s very 
first experiences when he arrives at the baroness’s estate, the stench and 
the noise, are exactly what animal welfare inspectors look for when trying 
to uncover mistreatment.36 
 
The Hoarding of Animal’s Research Consortium, HARC, identifies three 
categories of animal hoarders: the overwhelmed caregiver, where the 
gathering happens passively and increasingly gets out of hand, perhaps 
starting with a trauma such as a family member’s death; the rescuer 
hoarder, where the collector actively hoards animals to save them from 
being killed; and the exploiter hoarder, who often has a specific purpose 
for the collecting.37 At first glance, it seems as if the baroness belongs to 
the first category, a reading that is even more relevant if we take into 
account the biography of the historical baroness, specifically Jakobson’s 
note that her interest in animals escalated after her parents’ deaths.38 But 
the fictional baroness not only collects non-human animals but also things: 
 

…all kinds of household junk – chests, furniture, ironware, wooden 
objects, pottery, clothes, rags, broken glassware, door and window frames, 
slates, tools – all kinds of things, and all of them damaged in some way. 
[…] There were wardrobes with costumes from the time of Gustav I 
onwards – hats, wigs, sunshades, chests, reliquaries, books and papers.39 

 
On another occasion, Törner 
   

 … found himself in a large room, so packed with furniture and objects of 
all kinds that there was hardly a clear space. It was difficult to place a foot 

                                                            
34 Colin Berry, Gary Patronek and Randall Lockwood, “Long-Term Outcomes in 
Animal Hoarding Cases,” Animal Law 11 (2005), 168. 
35 Megan L. Renwick, “Animal Hoarding: A Legislative Solution,” University of 
Louisville Law Review 47 (2009:III), 588. 
36 Tora Holmberg, “Sensuous Governance: Managing Urban Animal Hoarding,” 
Housing, Theory and Society (2014), 7–8. This is also what neighbours, in 
contemporary times, complain about when filing reports about suspicions of 
animal hoarding; see Tora Holmberg, “Wherever I lay my cat? Post-human urban 
crowding and the meaning of home,” in Routledge Handbook of Human-Animal 
Studies, eds. Garry Marvin and Susan McHugh (New York: Routledge, 2014), 62. 
37 Renwick, “Animal Hoarding,” 587–590. 
38 Jakobsen, Digteren og Fantasien, 32. 
39 Strindberg, Tschandala, 27–28. 
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without trampling on something as there were heaps of clothes and 
ribbons, books, engravings and maps. Goblets, vases and cooking pots 
stood in the windows. Cupboards, chairs and desks crowded the walls and 
were piled on top of each other so that the room looked more like a 
secondhand shop than a living room.40 

 
This depiction is consistent with an understanding of the baroness as a 
literary depiction of an animal hoarder, as these people “frequently hoard 
inanimate objects as well”.41 Thus, the baroness in Tschandala appears as 
a figure who corresponds relatively well with one of the (in contemporary 
times) most well-known stereotypes of animal hoarders, the “crazy cat 
lady”, often portrayed as an elderly, low-income, unmarried female, 
possibly mentally disturbed—an image which in recent research has been 
shown to have a real counterpart, even though the group as a whole is 
quite heterogeneous.42 The baroness is consistent with this stereotype in 
that she is certainly no youth, is unmarried, and is described as a recluse 
who prefers non-human companionship over human. She constantly “shuts 
herself away with the animals she loves more than anything else.”43 
Regarding her mental status, Törner continually questions her sanity,44 and 
Jakobson states that the biographical model for the baroness’s character, 
Miss Frankenau, was both naive and eccentric.45 
 
However, the fictional baroness differs from the stereotype in that she is 
relatively affluent and is titled, a discrepancy that evokes distain from 
Törner: “A baroness with a fortune who nevertheless liked living in filth 
and discomfort; an animal lover who starved her animals.”46 Besides the 
fact that Törner in this quote puts his finger on the paradox that 
characterizes animal hoarding—it is an act ostensibly done out of a love 
for animals but instead causes their suffering—it also demonstrates how 
the baroness’s life collides with expectations based on notions of social 
class. Indeed, what appears to be at root of Törner’s consternation is the 
witnessing of a broken social contract, a cultural agreement on what is 
considered “appropriate” and “normal” for the baroness’s social strata. On 
                                                            
40 Strindberg, Tschandala, 47–48. 
41 Berry, Patronek and Lockwood, “Long-Term Outcomes in Animal Hoarding 
Cases,” 169. 
42 Renwick, “Animal Hoarding,” 586; see also Berry, Patronek and Lockwood, 
“Long-Term Outcomes in Animal Hoarding Cases,” 168–169. 
43 Strindberg, Tschandala, 27, 44. 
44 For example, Strindberg, Tschandala, 29. 
45 Jakobsen Digteren og Fantasien, 32–34. 
46 Strindberg, Tschandala, 37. 
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a general level, Törner’s reaction can thus be seen as a demonstration of 
how, according to Jonas Frykman and Orvar Löfgren, “the physical 
arrangements of the home” are part of a “silent socialization”, by which 
cultural messages are embedded in the material world.47 More specifically 
concerning animal hoarders, Tora Holmberg has found that hoarder 
environments show the animal’s potential to violate normative expectations 
of how the human home is to be arranged,48 which is clearly the case in 
Tschandala. 
 
All this means that the baroness comes across as a character out of place 
but also out of time,49 as her wealth appears as shattered pieces left from 
times past. I suggest that this reading is even more relevant if we view 
Tschandala against the backdrop of the time it was written—in 1887, 
when both the bourgeois and the urban areas were under development—
rather than against discourses active in the seventeenth century, the time 
the story is explicitly situated. Indeed, such a reading would be perfectly in 
line with previous research, which underscores the general view that 
Strindberg, as Johannesson suggests, placed the course of events in 
Tschandala back in time merely as a way to create an aesthetic distance 
from the actual events that formed the basis for the novel.50 But there are 
also circumstances in the novel which seem relevant within both of these 
periods of time, the seventeenth as well as the late-nineteenth centuries, 
especially the intra-active connection between the human-animal 
relationship and normative assumptions about gender and sexuality. 

The Queer Potential of Inter-Species Intimacy 

I would like to begin this discussion by pointing to the fact that the 
abundant animals depicted in Tschandala not only dwell in the barn and 
the yard but also in the baroness’s own home. This becomes apparent 
when Törner at one point has occasion to visit her in her rooms: 
 

                                                            
47 Jonas Frykman and Orvar Löfgren, Culture Builders. A Historical Anthropology 
of Middle-Class Life, transl. Alan Crozier (New Brunswick: Rutgers University 
Press, 1987), 6. 
48 Holmberg, “Wherever I lay my cat?” 65–66. 
49 See Sara Ahmed’s discussion in Strange Encounters: Embodied Others in Post-
Coloniality (London: Routledge, 2000), 23; and Judith Halberstam’s In a Queer 
Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives (New York, London: New 
York University Press, 2005), 4–5. 
50 Johannesson, The Novels of August Strindberg, 124. 
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The dogs ran round the arrivals, wagging their tails and sniffing at the 
stranger’s stockings. A young man was lying under a sheet on a folding 
bench with only the back of his shaggy head visible. When the gipsy lit a 
tallow candle a cock flew up onto the headboard and began to crow.  

“This is my favourite old pet,” said the baroness, stroking a multi-
coloured creature in her lap. “Have you ever seen a twenty-year-old, blind 
cockerel before?” 

 The ill-natured bird hacked at the finger Törner stretched out to tickle 
its neck.  

Then another door was opened and they entered a smaller room. The 
first thing visible was an enormous bed with a canopy and curtains. Two 
yellow Great Danes were standing on the bed copulating and the other 
inhabitants were simply ignoring them. The only window in the room was 
occupied by cages full of siskin and turtledoves. A stuffed stork with 
outstretched wings hung from the ceiling, in its beak a dried viper. Two 
large thin dogs lay on the floor in a corner alongside a coop full of 
chickens, a cat with six kittens was sleeping in a basket, and the baroness 
produced a family of ducklings from a chest of drawers.51 

 
Although intimate living with animals in the Swedish countryside was 
certainly not uncommon during the seventeenth century,52 the baroness 
still behaves outside of the norms of the day since she belongs to the upper 
social strata. Her “appropriate” relationship with animals is thus rather in 
line with that which Laura Brown has called “the lady and the lapdog”, 
which during the eighteenth century virtually alone represented the 
growing cultural obsession with the household pet.53 In Tschandala, the 
unorthodox keeping of so many animals in the castle or mansion, the 
dwelling house, is one aspect that makes Törner immediately suspicious of 
the baroness’s social standing. 
 

                                                            
51 Strindberg, Tschandala, 47. 
52 A practice which, according to journalist Lubbe Nordström, still persisted in 
some poorer parts of Skåne up until the 1930s. Nordström, in fact, mentions 
Strindberg’s novel Tschandala at one point, after having visited at one of the 
darkest and most threatening houses he toured during his ethnographic journey 
through Sweden in the 1930s. See Lort-Sverige (Stockholm: Kooperativa 
förbundets bokförlag, 1938), 123–124, 127, 136. 
53 Laura Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes. Humans and Other 
Animals in the Modern Literary Imagination (Ithaca, London: Cornell University 
Press, 2010), 65. For a specifically Swedish context during the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries see Daniel Möller, Fänad i helgade skrifter. Svensk 
djurgravspoesi 1670–1760 (Lund: ellerströms, 2011).  
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But the multi-species household depicted in Tschandala is also certainly at 
odds with discourses on the human-animal relationship in the Nordic 
countries by the end of the nineteenth century when the novel was written. 
In line with a wider development within the larger Western sphere, this 
was the time when the habits of pet-keeping left the previously exclusive 
aristocratic context and, with the emergence of a wealthy urban middle 
class, became a public concern.54 But in line with the pre-modern lady 
with the lap dog, modern pet-keeping and discussions about animal 
welfare (emerging with nineteenth-century industrialization and medical 
developments, in particular regarding vivisection), came to be inextricably 
bound to women and the feminine as well as to the women liberation’s 
movement.55 In Tschandala, the abounding representations of animals in 

                                                            
54 The process through which the care for animals came to be incorporated in the 
national identity of the urban bourgeois in different settings all over the Western 
world as well as the idealization of old times and life in the countryside that came 
with it has been much discussed in previous research. See, for example, Keith 
Thomas, Man and the Natural World: A History of the Modern Sensibility (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1983), 242–287; Harriet Ritvo, The Animal Estate. The 
English and Other Creatures in the Victorian Age (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 1987), 125–166; and Kathleen Kete, The Beast in the 
Boudoir. Petkeeping in Nineteenth-Century Paris (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1994). As David Redmalm notes, however, “Western pet keeping 
is no longer a strictly Western phenomenon” (An Animal Without an Animal 
Within. The Powers of Pet Keeping [Örebro: Örebro University, 2013], 27.) For a 
specifically Swedish take on this development see Niklas Cserhalmi, Djuromsorg 
och djurmisshandel 1860–1925. Synen på lantbrukets djur och djurplågeri i 
övergången mellan bonde- och industrisamhälle (Möklinta: Gidlunds förlag, 
2004); Anna Samuelsson, I naturens teater. Kultur- och miljösociologiska analyser 
av naturhistoriska utställningar och filmer (Uppsala: Uppsala universitet, 2008); 
and Andreas Hedberg, En strid för det som borde vara. Viktor Rydberg som 
moderniseringskritiker 1891–1895 (Möklinta: Gidlunds förlag, 2012), 69–146. 
55 See Karin Dirke, “Mänskliga djur och djuriska människor,” in De oskäliga 
kreaturen! Något om synen på lantbrukets djur de senaste 200 åren, ed. Niklas 
Cserhalmi (Stockholm: Kungl. Skogs- och Lantbruksakademien, 2002), 31–34 and 
De värnlösas vänner. Den svenska djurskyddsrörelsen 1875–1920 (Stockholm: 
Almqvist and Wiksell International, 2000) in which both the connection between 
the women’s movement and the animal right’s movement is made apparent, 
primarily in Sweden but also elsewhere. See also Lisa Gålmark, Skönheter och 
odjur. En feministisk kritik av djur–människa-relationen (Göteborg, Stockholm: 
Macadam, 2005), 117–125; Joanna Bourke, What It Means to be Human. 
Reflections from 1791 to the Present (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 2011), 1–16, 67–
123; Carol J. Adams, The Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist-Vegetarian Critical 
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the upper-class dwelling house are part of its modernity, as are the 
connections between these and the novel’s most prominent female 
character. 
 
Thus, the depictions of the baroness and her animals in Tschandala form a 
sort of continuum, describing a deviance from the gender-specific, pre-
modern portrayals of the lady and the lapdog pointed out by Brown, but 
also giving a display of the threat posed by the “inter-species intimacy 
engineered by the rise of modern pet keeping”.56 Although there is 
certainly nothing urban, middle-class, modern or emancipated about the 
baroness in Tschandala, the connection between pet-keeping, the care for 
animal welfare, and the women’s movement during the time this novel 
was written still makes it possible to expand on the significance of her 
multi-species household in relation to normative notions of gender and 
sexuality in late-nineteenth-century Nordic society. As pointed out before, 
the baroness is unmarried (in fact, forbidden by her parents’ will to ever 
marry or she will lose her fortune),57 which gives specific significance to 
the circumstance in her bedroom: The large double bed with its mandated 
sexual relationship between husband and wife has been taken over by 
copulating dogs, and the expected reproduction of babies replaced with the 
birth of pups and ducklings. Apparently, these are animals that are “out of 
place”, thus evoking Törner’s disgust and disapproval,58 but here lies, I 
claim, a subversive potential, something that is made even more visible if 
we take into account that there is a clear connection between the modern, 
emancipated, late-nineteenth-century woman who turns her back on 
traditional family life, and pets, most notably dogs, in other texts written 
by Strindberg. 
 
                                                                                                                            
Theory (New York: Continuum, 1990), 97–141, and Neither Man nor Beast. 
Feminism and the Defense of Animals (New York: Continuum, 1994). 
56 Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 65. Indeed, even in his 
dissertation Cynographia (Beskrifning om hunden) in 1753, Carl von Linnaeus 
remarks upon the physical intimacy between ladies and their lap dogs (paragraph 
21). For more about Linnaeus and dogs, see Staffan Thorman, “Hunden som 
människans följeslagare genom tiderna,” in Från renhållningshjon till 
modeaccessoar. 10 000 år av relationer människa-hund i Sverige. Föredrag vid ett 
symposium i Uppsala 15 februari 2013, eds. Anne-Sofie Gräslund and Ingvar 
Svanberg (Uppsala: Kungl. Gustav Adolfs akademien för svensk folkkultur, 2014), 
16–18. 
57 Strindberg, Tschandala, 31. 
58 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger. An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and 
Taboo (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1966). 
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In the autobiographically anchored novel A Madman’s Manifesto (written 
in 1887–1888, the same years as Tschandala), husband Axel jealously 
depicts how he is excluded from the female community in the kitchen, 
where his wife Maria and her girlfriends lock themselves up to bathe 
Maria’s King Charles spaniel. The fact that the pet has the potential to 
threaten the heterosexual nuclear family is evident as Axel finds it 
increasingly difficult to visit Maria’s bedroom in the evenings because the 
dog is lying in the doorway, blocking his path. Not until Axel fully refuses 
to come to her anymore does she agree to have the dog killed—a sex-
strike as compelling as the one in Aristophanes’ Lysistrata (411 BCE). In 
spite of the sacrifice Maria makes for the sake of heterosexual marriage at 
this point, the episode with the dog can be seen as a premonition of how 
the course of events will develop. Increasingly, Maria engages in erotic 
relationships with women, and in the end of the novel she leaves Axel to 
live with her beloved Miss David.59 Strindberg makes the same kind of 
connection between female emancipation, lesbianism and pet-keeping in 
the novel Black Banners (1904), where one of the dog characters is owned 
by the emancipated woman Hanna Paj, who is also said to be a lesbian and 
does her best to convince her female friends to leave their husbands. 
 
On a general level, this can be understood with the potential Rebekah Fox 
notes regarding the modern pet, as a kind of liminal creature with the 
possibility to occupy, challenge and overturn cultural categories.60 More 
specifically, however, the potentially subversive connection between 
women and animals in Tschandala seems to be part of a late-nineteenth-
century transformation of discourses which not only meant the rise of a 
modern, urban pet culture along with the feminist and animal welfare 
movements but also the gay movement.61 And just as these discourses have  

                                                            
59 August Strindberg, A Madman’s Manifesto, transl. Anthony Swerling 
(Tuscaloosa, Alabama: The University of Alabama Press, 1971), 151–155. This 
interpretation of the novel’s ending was made by, among others, the author of this 
book: Ann-Sofie Lönngren, “Triangular, Homosocial, Lesbian – A Queer 
Approach to Desire in August Strindberg’s Novel A Madman’s Manifesto,” 
Contagion: Journal of Violence, Mimesis, and Culture 19 (2012), 224. 
60 Rebekah Fox, “Animal Behaviours, Post-Human Lives: Everyday Negotiations 
of the Animal-Human Divide in Pet-Keeping,” Social and Cultural Geography 7 
(2006:4), 526–528. See also Erica Fudge, Pets (Durham: Acumen, 2008), 19. 
61 During the years 1864–1944 both same-sex and cross-species sexual acts were 
punished under the same legislative paragraph in Sweden. Jens Rydström, Sinners 
and Citizens. Bestiality and Homosexuality in Sweden 1880–1950 (Stockholm: 
Department of History, Stockholm University, 2001), 39. 
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The modern pet discourse made possible new forms of inter-species intimacy.  
She and her dog, Klara Kristalova 2009, courtesy of the artist. Photo by Carl 
Henrik Tillberg 
 
continued to create tensions in modern society throughout the twentieth 
century, so has the intra-active relationship between them continued to 
appear in Western literature. In a well-known example from the U.K., 
feminism, pet-keeping and lesbianism are all part of the circumstances 
surrounding Virginia Woolf’s book Flush (1933), a (fictional) 
autobiography of the dog which was kept by the influential nineteenth-
century poet Elisabeth Barrett-Browning but inspired by the cocker spaniel 
Pinka, which was a gift to Virginia from her lover, Vita Sack-Ville West.62 
The intertwined status of LGBTQ issues and animal rights has also been 
repeatedly identified in the writings of British author Maureen Duffy,63 
                                                            
62 Maureen Adams, Shaggy Muses. The Dogs Who Inspired Virginia Woolf, Emily 
Dickinson, Elisabeth Barrett Browning, Edith Warton, and Emily Brontë (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 2007), 235. Flush is also discussed, within the 
context of intimacy and modernity, in Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy 
Apes, 65–67. 
63 For a short biography, see Karin Lindeqvist, “Porträtt: Maureen Duffy,” lambda 
nordica 16 (2011:4), 146–157. 
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and in the Nordic region, Danish author Charlotte Inuk carries on this 
tradition in the novel Big Animals (2008).64 Here we learn that the main 
character lives in a queer relationship with two other persons but also has 
the peculiar ability to see people as animals, creating simultaneous 
resistance against heteronormativity and the human/animal divide. 
 
Thus, the subversive potential of the unorthodox human-animal relationship 
portrayed in the literary character of the baroness in Tschandala reoccurs 
in A Madman’s Manifesto and Black Banners. Such depictions can be seen 
in other examples from Western literature later on, meaning that 
Strindberg’s novels stand out as pioneering Nordic examples of Alice A. 
Kuzniar’s assertion that “dog love and same-sex love are indeed 
intertwined in various twentieth-century literary works”. Both Kuzniar and 
Susan McHugh point out the ways in which these narratives are often 
structured as love triangles,65 thus certainly resembling the course of 
events in A Madman’s Manifesto. But as we saw in this novel, the 
subversive potential of the intimacy of the woman-pet relationship has also 
met resistance, especially from male, late-nineteenth-century authors. In A 
Madman’s Manifesto Axel does not just express jealousy and dislike 
towards Maria’s pet dog (although he calls it “a weepy-eyed monster”) but 
also in a more general manner declares that “I detest dogs, those protectors 
of cowards who have not the courage to bite the assailant themselves”.66 
Moreover, this sequence of the novel ends with a few words to the reader, 
addressed as a “[y]oung man”, who has suffered with Axel in following 
this story, thus implying that the keeping of dogs as pets is a female 
affair.67 A similar negative view of dogs was also expressed in the late-
nineteenth century by Norwegian writer Alexander L. Kielland, who in the 
                                                            
64 My transl. Orig.: Store dyr. For a more extensive discussion about this novel and 
the literary tradition it is part of see Ann-Sofie Lönngren, “Queera animaliteter. 
Charlotte Inuks roman Store Dyr i relation till en litterär tradition,” in Mine 
drømme har en anden virkelighed. Charlotte Inuk og hendes forfatterskab, eds. 
Marianne Larsen and Moritz Schramm (Odense: Syddansk universitetsforlag), 
253–264. 
65 Alice Kuzniar, “I Married my Dog,” in Queering the Non-Human, eds. Noreen 
Giffney and Myra Hird (Abingdon, Oxon: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2008), 206; 
and McHugh, Animal Stories, 127. 
66 Strindberg, A Madman’s Manifesto, 151. Strindberg’s hatred of dogs is widely 
acknowledged, and this sequence in A Madman’s Manifesto is also discussed in 
Böckernas hundar. Berättelser ur världslitteraturen från Homeros till Kerstin 
Ekman. Sammanställda av Nils Palmborg (Stockholm: Rabén and Sjögren, 1990), 
148–150. 
67 Strindberg, A Madman’s Manifesto, 155. 



Chapter Two 
 

 

52

book Humans and Animals (1891) claims the dog to be naturally false and 
cowardly, further dumbed-down by its long association with humans.68 
 
This is a criticism that highlights discourses active in the Nordic countries 
and elsewhere around the turn of the twentieth century. Similar negative 
notions of the dog can be seen in Strindberg’s play Lady Julie (1888), 
written the same year as Tschandala and, in fact, also inspired by the 
author’s stay at Skovlyst. Here, the main character’s well-bred lapdog 
Diana mates with the gate keeper’s mutt, serving as a metaphor for the 
sexually passionate Julie, who eventually engages erotically with the 
servant Jean—and the dog thus functions as the same kind of repository of 
shame, particularly in relation to sexuality, which would be suggested by 
Sigmund Freud in Civilization and its Discontents a few decades later.69 
But in twentieth-century discourse this shame also, as Kuzniar claims, falls 
on the human being who forms relationships with dogs and other pets that 
are considered too intimate, as even the “admittance of emotional reliance 
on the pet can be shame-inducing, for it can be regarded as an improper, 
unclean object of attention”.70 And indeed, in his influential book Man 
Meets Dog (1949) Konrad Lorenz makes a distinction between the lonely 
person who, with no “moral danger” seeks the company of a pet, and 
“(t)he human being who, disappointed and embittered by human 
weakness, removes his love from mankind and bestows it on dogs and 
cats”. This person, Lorenz claims in the translation into English in 1954, 
“is committing a grave sin, a repulsive social perversion”, 71 a crime which 
in a later translation, according to Marjorie Garber, is specified as “social 
sodomy so to speak, which is as disgusting as the sexual kind.”72 In this 
discussion, Lorenz presents two aspects, substitution and bestiality, that 
                                                            
68 My transl. Orig.: Alexander L. Kielland, Mennesker og dyr (Copenhagen: 
Gyldendalske Boghandels Forlag: 1891), 4–5. 
69 Sigmund Freud, Civilization and its Discontents [1929], in The Standard Edition 
of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud 21, transl. under the 
general editorship of James Strachey, in collaboration with Anna Freud (London: 
The Hogarth Press, 1961), 99–100, n. 1. In Swedish literature, the figure of the dog 
is repeatedly employed this way well into the twenty-first century, for example, in 
Gertrud Hellbrand’s Vinthunden [The Greyhound 2004].  
70 Kuzniar, “I Married my Dog,” 207. One literary depiction of this relationship, 
which actually crosses the taboo against bestiality, in late-twentieth-century 
Swedish literature is Elsie Johansson’s novel Kvinnan som mötte en hund [The 
Woman Who Met a Dog 1984].  
71 Konrad Lorenz, Man Meets Dog [1949], transl. Marjorie Kerr Wilson (London: 
Methuen and Co. Ltd., 1954), 68–69. 
72 Marjorie Garber, Dog Love (New York: Touchstone, 1996), 123. 
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are central to the question of modern inter-species intimacy and, 
furthermore, have the potential to shed light upon the baroness’s living 
situation in Tschandala. 
 
As Garber points out, the logic that humans living intimately with animals 
instead of other humans thereby use them as substitutes can be found all 
the way back to the writings of Plutarch, especially in relation to women. 
Also today, Garber notes, keeping a dog as a way to complete a nuclear 
family is totally acceptable, while a pet living in a single, same-gendered, 
or childless household inevitably falls under suspicion of being a 
replacement.73 This idea has been discussed by Kuzniar, who points out 
the normative aspect of regarding depictions of inter-species relationships 
in twentieth-century literature as “a meagre substitute for a variety of 
human contacts”, especially since this view, in fact, mirrors the ways in 
which “homosexuality has often been judged as the only option left to 
those regarded as heterosexually maladjusted”. And although stories of 
dog love have often served as analogies for homosexuality, Kuzniar 
continues, reading them only as such means a stunting of their potential to 
widen the discussion beyond human sexual categories and gender 
identities, and, thus, “of continuing and furthering the work of queer 
studies that interrogates the binaries that arise from inflexible gender and 
sexual identity categories”.74 However, this does not mean that the 
question of pet love should only be approached through the lens of 
bestiality but, rather, points to a potential that Kuznier calls “queer beyond 
queer”, which  
 

… lies not solely in the gay or lesbian element in the text but even more in 
the socially dissonant and daring love of dogs. Such a love has the 
potential to challenge the speciesism of queer studies and move it to new 
ground. At the same time, in this extended application, queer theory can 
open up new avenues in animal studies, which has not only tended to 

                                                            
73 Garber, Dog Love, 122–124. The notion that the pet is a substitute has also been 
discussed by Fudge in Pets, 20. Perhaps it is because of this discourse that ill-
treated children are sometimes likened to or becoming dogs in cultural 
representations. Within a Nordic context, this happens at one point to the children 
suffering from being raised by heavily drinking parents in Finnish-Swedish author 
Susanna Alakoski’s novel The Swine Houses (2006) (my transl. Orig.: 
Svinalängorna), and also to the main character in Swedish director Lasse 
Hallström’s movie My life as a dog (1985). 
74 Kuznier, “I Married My Dog,” 206–209. 
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disparage the affective intensities of pet love but also phobically consigned 
consideration of sexuality to the category of bestiality.75 

 
In relation to Tschandala, I appreciate Kuzniar’s reluctance to declare pet 
love to be something else (homosexuality), or to confine it to a pre-fixed 
category related to human standards (bestiality). This is perfectly in line 
with the kind of reading I conduct in this book, which makes it possible to 
suggest that the arrangement of the baroness’s home in Tschandala comes 
across as a literary depiction of the “queer beyond queer” that Kuzniar 
discusses. Indeed, neither the logic of substitution nor the possibility of 
bestiality is ever phrased in Tschandala, but the literary effect of the 
baroness’s household stands out as an attempt to create a multi-species 
household like the one described by Donna J. Haraway: 
 

My multi-species family is not about surrogacy and substitutes; we are 
trying to live other tropes, other metaplasms. We need other nouns and 
pronouns for the kin genres of companion species, just as we did (and still 
do) for the spectrum of genders.76 

 
But the effects of attempts at other-worlding are unpredictable,77 and just 
because something might be potentially subversive does not automatically 
make it void of suffering and pain78—as the mistreated animals in 
Tschandala experience. What are ultimately depicted in the novel are the 
extreme consequences of “the powers of pet keeping” that would come to 
characterize the modern, Western middle class and the bourgeois home.79 
And this tragic fact, which, by the end of the story, renders violence and 
death also to a human literary character, creates a bridge to the next part of 

                                                            
75 Kuznier, “I Married My Dog,” 224. 
76 Donna J. Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto. Dogs, People, and 
Significant Otherness (Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2003), 96.  
77 Donna J. Haraway, When Species Meet (Minneapolis, London: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2008), 20. For a more detailed discussion of the term “other-
worlding” see Donna J. Haraway, “Otherworldly Conversations, Terran Topics, 
Local Terms [2004]”, in Material Feminisms, eds. Stacy Alaimo and Susan 
Hekman (Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2008), 174–182. 
78 Cpr. with Rosi Braidotti’s discussion about the figuration, in Metamorphoses. 
Towards a Materialist Theory of Becoming (Cambridge, Malden: Polity Press, 
2002), 3. 
79 See Redmalm, An Animal Without an Animal Within, passim; Erica Fudge, 
Animal (London: Reaktion Books Ltd., 2002), 27–34; and Yu-Fi Tuan, Dominance 
and Affection: The Making of Pets (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), 
passim. 
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the analysis. This section focuses on the biopolitics structuring the novel’s 
connection between animality, animal, power, and anthropocentrism that 
are made visible in Jensen.80 

Being Gipsy … 

Yes, violence and death run like a current throughout Tschandala, 
climaxing at the story’s end with Jensen’s transformation into dog and 
consequent mauling by his own pack. But how is such an event even 
possible? In order to discuss this, I think we need to start by recognizing 
the ambiguous and stereotypical notions of “dog” in Western culture and 
literature.81 On one hand, the dog comes across as faithful a creature as 
Odysseus’ Argos, a dog who has inspired so many heroic and tender dog 
stories,82 and who can be claimed to have a twentieth-century, real 
counterpart in Bobby, the stray dog who in the writing of philosopher 
Emmanuel Lévinas immediately recognized the Jews in Nazi concentration 

                                                            
80 I understand “biopolitics” as, in short, the political control of the life, 
reproduction, and death of bodies, according to Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer. 
Sovereign Power and Bare Life, transl. Daniel Heller-Roazen (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press), 119–188, and The Open. Man and Animal, transl. Kevin Attell 
(Stanford: California University Press, 2003), 80. See also Michel Foucault, The 
Birth of Biopolitics. Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978–1979, transl. Graham 
Burchell (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008). 
81 For a Swedish and northern-European cultural history of the dog see Bernströms 
Bestiarium. En djurens nordiska kulturhistoria, ed. Henrik Otterberg (Stockholm: 
Atlantis, 2008), 142–151; Hunden i kult och religion. På gränsen mellan heligt 
och profant, eds. Jenny Berglund and Ingvar Svanberg (Göteborg: Daidalos, 
2009); and Från renhållningshjon till modeaccessoar. 10 000 år av relationer 
människa-hund i Sverige. Föredrag vid ett symposium i Uppsala 15 februari 2013, 
eds. Anne-Sofie Gräslund and Ingvar Svanberg (Uppsala: Kungl. Gustav Adolfs 
akademien för svensk folkkultur, 2014). The notions I discuss regarding the 
meaning of “dog” are only a few examples from a much broader field. 
82 Staffan Bergsten, Människans äldsta vän. Hundhistorier ur världslitteraturen, 
återberättade av Staffan Bergsten (Mörarp: Hundra % bokförlag, 2012), 11–21. In 
modern, Western literature, the non-human wisdom Argos possesses—the only 
one who recognizes Odysseus as he comes back from his long journey—has an 
echo in the philosophical qualities of the dog in Franz Kafka’s Investigations of a 
Dog (1922). Moreover, in American author Jack London’s The Call of the Wild 
(1903) and Austrian author Marlen Haushofer’s novel The Wall (1963), we find 
two of the twentieth century’s most heartfelt depictions of human-dog 
relationships. 
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camp as humans, in spite of this dehumanizing context.83 According to this 
view, the dog is a companion in life, a Lassie,84 with whom it is possible to 
form a relationship that is just as or even more important than human-
human relationships, the product of a very long-lasting symbiosis, co-
evolution, co-history, co-habitation, and mutual human-dog domestication.85 
  
On the other hand, the dog also comes across as a shameful, violent 
creature more symbolically related to the cowardly hyena and the 
predating wolf than with (hu)man’s best friend. This view is of a deceitful 
monster in the tradition of Greek mythology’s gate-keeper to Hades, 
Cerberus, the three-headed dog who in Hesiod’s version in Theogony (c. 
700 BCE) happily wags its tail and perks its ears to greet visitors but bites 
and eats them once they have entered.86 In modern literature, Sir Arthur 
Conan Doyle’s The Hound of the Baskervilles (1902) clearly follows along 
the lines of this tradition, and as we saw above, this view also dominates 
Strindberg’s writings; indeed, the term chandala is today used as a 
synonym of the derogatory designation “dog-eater” within parts of the 
Hindu movement.87 Moreover, as McHugh notes, dogs have proved to be 
“powerful metaphors in international politics”, employed to indicate both 
shamefulness and insanity in a variety of political leaders but also in 

                                                            
83 Emmanuel Lévinas, “The Name of a Dog, or Natural Rights [1975],” in Difficult 
Freedom: Essays on Judaism, transl. Seán Hand (London: The Athlone Press, 
1990), 151–153. The similarities between Argos and Bobby are considered but 
denied by Lévinas (153). For a discussion of this essay, see Bourke, What It Means 
to be Human, 205–210. 
84 The heroic and intelligent collie who was introduced in British-American author 
Eric Knight’s “Lassie Come Home,” published in the Saturday Evening Post in 
1938 and as a book in 1940.  
85 Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto, passim. See also Karalyn Kendall, 
“The Face of a Dog. Levinasian Ethics and Human/Dog Co-Evolution,” in 
Queering the Non/Human, eds. Noreen Giffney and Myra Hird (Abingdon, Oxon: 
Ashgate Publishing Ltd, 2008), 199–200. 
86 Hesiod’s Theogony, translated with Introduction, Commentary, and Interpretive 
Essay by Richard S. Caldwell (Cambridge: Focus Information Group, 1987), 47, 
69. 
87 Jenny Berglund and Ingvar Svanberg, “Helgon, demon och offerdjur. Hunden i 
kult och religion,” in Hunden i kult och religion. På gränsen mellan heligt och 
profant, eds. Jenny Berglund and Ingvar Svanberg (Göteborg: Daidalos, 2009), 21. 
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photographs and other pictures showing the enemy being eaten by dogs 
after death,88 mirroring the event at the end of Tschandala. 

A relevant aspect of this negative notion of the dog, an aspect that makes 
its stereotypical qualities particularly apt to transfer to human characters as 
“animality”, is the fact that it does not only suggest deceit and violence but 
is often on the verge of becoming something else, like a monster or a 
hybrid. Even in The Odyssey, there are depictions of cynocephali, 
carnivores with human bodies but heads of dogs.89 Such stories make it 
clear that, as Cary Wolfe argues, 
 

… the figure of the “animal” in the West […] is part of a cultural and 
literary history stretching back at least to Plato and the Old Testament, 
reminding us that the animal has always been especially, frightfully 
nearby, always lying in wait at the very heart of the constitutive disavowals 
and self-constructing narratives enacted by that fantasy figure called “the 
human”.90 

 
Commenting on this quote, Karalyn Kendall notes that no animal, in “the 
course of this history […] has been more ‘frightfully nearby’ than the 
oldest domesticated species”, making dogs, she claims, the usual suspects 
in general discussions of “the animal”.91 Resembling the situation 
described by Julia Kristeva in Powers of Horror (1982), where “identities 
(subject/object, etc.) do not exist or only barely so—double, fuzzy, 
heterogeneous, animal, metamorphosed, altered, abject”,92 the course of 
                                                            
88 Susan McHugh, Dog (London: Reaktion Books Ltd., 2004), 193–196. The ways 
in which gender, nationality and social class interact with notions of the “monster 
dog” in contemporary U.S. have been discussed by Harlan Weaver in “‘Becoming 
in Kind’: Race, Class, Gender, and Nation in Cultures of Dog Rescue and 
Dogfighting,” American Quarterly 65 (2013:3), 689–709. 
89 Also Pliny the Elder wrote about cynocephali (Nils Uddenberg, Gränsvarelser. 
Åtta essäer om människan och apan [Stockholm: Natur och kultur, 2009], 76–77). 
90 Cary Wolfe, Animal Rites: American Culture, the Discourses of Species, and 
Posthumanist Theory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 6. 
91 Kendall, “The Face of a Dog,” 191. Also McHugh has discussed “the 
omnipresence of the canine race” in human cultures (Dog, 11). 
92 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror. An Essay on Abjection (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1982), 207. The figure of the horrific human/dog transformation 
(like Jensen’s) reoccurs throughout modern literature. For example, in British 
author H.G. Wells’ novel The Island of Doctor Moreau (1896), there is both 
M’ling, a servant made up of a combination of dog, bear and ox, and Dog-Man, 
who used to be a Saint Bernhard, but as a result of the doctor’s painful experiments 
has turned significantly more human-like. And in 1925, Russian author Mikhail 
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events in Tschandala is clearly a result of the symbolic representations of 
“dog” transferring to human characters as a certain kind of “animality”. 
 
Focusing on this aspect of the novel means that we at this point take a 
somewhat different route through Tschandala, leaving the “animals” 
behind for now but staying with a similar negotiation of the novel’s 
foundational anthropocentrism as in the previous discussion. I will discuss 
the relationship between “animality” and “animals” more thoroughly 
further on, but at this point, I turn to the novel’s characterization of Jensen 
in an attempt to make visible the literary process through which he is 
turned into a dog. 
 
Consistently seen through the eyes of Törner, Jensen immediately comes 
across as an odd-looking, ridiculous and unpredictable character who 
refrains from speaking first but, rather, waits until Törner gives him 
something to respond to.93 This feature of Jensen’s character, along with 
an eagerness to adjust to and please (or deceive, as Törner increasingly 
thinks), means that Jensen stands out as someone without a pre-discursive 
core, an ontological existence. Instead, he tries to create such an illusion 
by responding to Törner’s expectations, a characteristic that becomes more 
pronounced as the story goes along. As early as Törner and his wife’s first 
visit to the estate, the factor amazes them with a little show, in which he 
goes from “humble gardener” to “savage” and ends as “a lovable 
conjurer”.94 But as the plot continues, it becomes apparent that Jensen also 
changes his appearance not merely in order to entertain but also from day 
to day. For example, one day, Törner discovers that Jensen  

                                                                                                                            
Bulgakov wrote a similar yet more satirical story The Heart of a Dog, in which a 
dog-human transformation occurs as the pituitary of a human is surgically 
introduced into the brain of a living dog. The same year, in 1925, Virginia Wolf’s 
novel Mrs. Dalloway was published, in which one of shell-shocked Septimus 
Warren Smith’s recurring and most threatening hallucinations is that of humans 
transforming into dogs. Interestingly, there appears to be an intertextual 
relationship between The Island of Doctor Moreau and the collection of short 
stories by Swedish science fiction author Lars Jakobsson, Berättelser om djur och 
andra [Stories of Animal and Others (2004)]. In one of these stories, the character 
M’ling appears, who spends his days as a human being that rides a wheelchair and 
works at an office, but in his spare time he lives life as a dog. We learn that this 
character, in fact, has arranged his own car crash so that he can walk on all fours. 
Thus he is his own Doctor Moreau, in the creation of a Nordic, twenty-first-
century M’ling. 
93 Strindberg, Tschandala, 22–23. 
94 Strindberg, Tschandala, 29.  
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… had shaved off his beard, revealing full lips around which there was a 
network of playful lines. He was wearing a yellow velvet jacket, blue scarf, 
red stockings and a blond wig, as well as a peculiar cap with a peacock 
feather of the sort normally only worn by horse-traders. He was almost 
unrecognizable.95 

 
In Törner’s eyes, Jensen comes across as a riddle to solve rather than a 
pre-determined human subject to relate to, an important prerequisite, I 
believe, for his transformation into a dog at the novel’s end. For a deeper 
discussion of the process through which this happens, I would like to start 
by looking at the two social and political categories with which Jensen’s 
character seems, in Törner’s eyes, to come into conflict: ethnicity and 
social class. It is particularly difficult for Törner to fit the strange figure of 
Jensen into his own normative expectations of the position Jensen claims 
to have, as a manager in a castle owned by a baroness. During the ride to 
the estate, Törner observes Jensen: 
 

His complexion was too pallid to be Scandinavian and his brown eyes, 
which had extremely dilated pupils, were fixed on the ground or to the 
side. His clothes were so ill-fitting that his tunic protruded above the collar 
of his cloak. Round his neck he wore a red velvet scarf with gold 
embroidery that looked as if it had been cut out of a chasuble or a cushion. 
His deerskin gloves were obviously too big and he pulled them off and on 
as if they embarrassed him; when he had finally taken them off and put 
them in his lap, Törner noticed a large diamond ring on his dirty, unwashed 
hand. The stone in the ring was far too big to be genuine even if the setting 
itself was real gold. His broad-brimmed hat was adorned with a completely 
inappropriate cock’s feather and his wig looked as if it was woven from 
horsehair.96 

 
In a symptomatic reading of this quote, Jensen comes across as an almost 
stereotypical example of what Sara Ahmed has termed “the dirty figure of 
the stranger”, whose dull complexion and brown eyes, explicitly 
contrasted with a Scandinavian stereotype, mean that he appears as “a 
body out of place” in the baroness’s fancy carriage.97 This is underscored 
by the ill-fitting clothes, in particular the scarf that indeed comes across as 
a synecdoche for Jensen himself, in the sense that the scarf is explicitly 
claimed to really be something else (fabric from a pillow), which has been 
taken from its original context to this new one, now displaced. According 

                                                            
95 Strindberg, Tschandala, 34. 
96 Strindberg, Tschandala, 24. 
97 Ahmed, Strange Encounters, 22–23, 55. 
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to this reading, it is moreover possible to conceptualize Törner’s depiction 
of Jensen as a person who tries to appear as if he holds a high position in 
the social order but fails and thus reveals himself as that which only is 
recognizable as being un-recognizable, as being not the norm. To use a 
term from postcolonial research, Törner seems to believe that Jensen is 
trying to pass as a Swedish gentleman but fails.98 
 
However, with the more literal interpretation practice in surface readings, I 
think it is possible to also read this quote as an actualization of that which 
Giorgio Agamben has called the “anthropological machine of humanism”. 
Indeed, as Jensen dresses himself in parts of dead animals—deer-skin 
gloves, a cock’s feather, and a horse-hair wig—this makes visible his 
participation in the “ironic apparatus that verifies the absence of a nature 
proper to Homo”, meaning that “man is the animal that must recognize 
itself as human to be human.”99 The animal parts are thus there to show 
what Jensen is not, a demonstration that according to Agamben’s 
reasoning is necessary precisely because there is no essential difference 
between these two categories, human and animal. But since the animal 
parts that Jensen wears are not selected and combined in a way that is 
recognized as “natural” and, thus, convincing to Törner—who is 
particularly disturbed by the inappropriate cock feather and the ugly horse-
hair wig—and because the deer-skin gloves do not fit Jensen’s hands, 
these aspects appear much in the same manner as the gaudy gold ring and 
the silk scarf: as aspects which demonstrate Jensen’s strangeness rather 
than confirm his membership in a special and superior category. Thus, it is 
clear that Jensen, in Törner’s description, not only fails to pass as a 
gentleman but also as a “human” since the cultural signs that are employed 
to prove this merely underscore what Jensen really is. 
 
What is it, then, that Jensen “is” and that Törner sets out to reveal? 
Throughout the course of events in Tschandala, the answer to this 
question has two different parts, which at the end of the novel come 
together as one. The first part of this answer is given by the increased use 
of the term “gypsy” in the descriptions of Jensen as well as references to 
both myth and reality concerning the Romani ethnic group.100 However, in 

                                                            
98 See, for example, Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter. On the Discursive Limits of 
“Sex” (New York, London: Routledge, 1993), 167–185. 
99 Agamben, The Open, 26, 29. Italics in orig. 
100 As Jacobson notes, the biographical model for Jensen, Hansen, was probably 
not Romani at all, but due to his “non-Swedish” representation Strindberg made 
him a “gipsy” in the novel. The reason for such biographical discrepancies, 
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previous research about the novel, there appears to be different views 
regarding the importance of this aspect. In an early reading of Tschandala, 
Erik Hedén claims that it is because the Romani Chib language stems from 
Sanskrit that Strindberg categorizes Jensen as a tschandala, a descendant 
of the lowest caste in India,101 and that this aspect is thus not insignificant. 
However, Allan Etzler later points out that in Tschandala the terms 
“gypsy” and “tinker” have very little to do with the Roma ethnic group 
and are instead used as synonyms to “criminal” and “pariah”. In 
Strindberg’s depiction of the gipsy there are none of the romantic notions 
characterizing many other narratives about this group in Swedish 
literature, as in, for example, Viktor Rydberg’s Singoalla (1865).102 
Olsson has also reasoned along these lines, claiming that the term “gipsy” 
should not be seen as particularly meaningful in the novel, as its primary 
purpose is to identify Jensen and his sister as lower kinds of creatures, 
representatives of people normally conquered by imperialism. Thus, 
Olsson suggests that Tschandala can be seen as a colonial novel and 
master Törner as Swedish literature’s Kurtz.103 
  

                                                                                                                            
Jacobsen explains, is that the course of events in the novel is largely colored by 
Strindberg’s mental instability at the time (Jakobsen, Digteren og Fantasien, 19–
21, 36, 43). 
101 Erik Hedén, Strindberg (Stockholm: Bokförlaget nutiden, 1921), 195. The 
claim that Romanis originally come from India has been accepted since the 
eighteenth century and was later on proven by linguistic research. Irka Cederberg, 
Född fördömd. Romerna – ett europeiskt dilemma (Stockholm: Leopard förlag, 
2010), 16, 20. 
102 Allan Etzler, “Zigenarmotivet i Strindbergs Tschandala,” Svensk Litteraturtidskrift 
25 (1962), 131–132. This points to a wider problem, namely the relationship 
between the terms “Romani”, “gypsy”,” traveler” and “tinker”. Cederberg has 
discussed this issue and concludes that the relationship between these terms is very 
unclear and, moreover, debated even within the Roma community. Therefore, 
Cederberg chose to speak about “Roma” unless the context calls for a more 
specific term (Cederberg, Född fördömd, 14–16). Since a variety of terms are used 
seemingly synonymously in Tschandala, with no clear distinction made between 
them, I follow Cederberg’s praxis.  
103 Olsson, Levande död, 220–221, 237. In particular, Olsson bases this analysis on 
the part of Tschandala in which Jensen appears as a “savage, with rolling eyes and 
huge flashing teeth” (Olsson, Levande död, 225; Strindberg, Tschandala, 79). 
Although Jensen here certainly stands out as a stereotyped representative for 
African victims of imperialism, I still think that this one occasion (which is 
furthermore part of an act in order to amuse Törner and his wife), does not, so to 
speak, overrule all the references to Romanis that are so abundant in Tschandala. 
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Although Olsson’s reading is interesting and certainly makes Tschandala 
relevant within a larger context than the Nordic, I think that it is a mistake 
to ignore the significance of the reference to Jensen as a “gipsy”, since this 
is an ethnic group with a long and difficult history within the Swedish 
context.104 The first records of Romani in Sweden date back to 1512, and 
for a majority of the time since then, Swedish legislation concerning this 
group has been extremely harsh. In the nineteenth century, modern 
legislation made it harder for its members to practice their traditional 
crafts and trades, and ideas within social Darwinism supported the claim 
that the Romani were an inferior ethnic group.105 Indeed, these exact ideas 
are visible in Törner’s descriptions of Jensen in Tschandala: 
 

Since (Törner) was well aware that the ruling environment, together with 
upbringing, racial predetermination and national character all exert an 
influence on human nature, he was glad to have the chance to study the 
role-play of this pariah who had dragged himself out of poverty and 
achieved a certain social status by forming a relationship with a branch of a 
family that claimed both antiquity and nobility.106 

 
Thus, if there is one group that represents the Other in the late-nineteenth 
century crafting of the Swedish national identity, it is the Romani, and in 
Tschandala, Törner certainly seems to understand this ethnic origin as 
Jensen’s shameful secret. He is determined to let Jensen know that he has 
been exposed, and the opportunity comes when Törner one day amuses the 
baroness and Jensen with writing in invisible ink, made of marigold juice 
that darkens after Törner has put the seemingly blank paper in an 
envelope. He then urges Jensen to open the envelope and read the words 
that now appear: 
 

The gipsy (who actually could read) went ashen-faced when he saw the 
word that emerged very clearly in blue ink. While the baroness tried in 
vain to work out its meaning, the gipsy and Törner exchanged a look that 
did not augur well. 

“But what on earth does it say?” asked the baroness, becoming more 
and more curious. 

                                                            
104 This is a view that is also put forward by Laskar in the forthcoming article, 
“The Construction of ‘Swedish Gender’ through the G-Other as a Counter-Image 
and Threat”. 
105 There is some evidence that there might have been Romanis in Sweden even 
before 1512. Moreover, Charles Darwin himself explicitly refused this 
interpretation of his ideas. Cederberg, Född fördömd, 15, 35–39. 
106 Strindberg, Tschandala, 40–41. 
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“It’s just a Latin word – Romani – which means Romans,” Master 
Törner replied, eyeing the gipsy to make it clear to him that he also knew 
that Romani was the gipsies’ name for themselves.107 

 
With this little malicious spectacle, Törner achieves two goals simultaneously. 
First, he proves to Jensen that his (Törner’s) education gives him an upper 
hand in the power struggle between the two, and, second, he shows Jensen 
that he has seen through Jensen’s disguises and lies and, thus, revealed 
what Jensen really is: Roma. 
 
But there is a second part of the answer to what Jensen “is”, generated by 
the very character of the question; the “notion of essence” it stems from, 
according to David Livingstone Smith, forms the basis for the all-too-
common war strategy of dehumanizing the enemy.108 The manner in which 
Törner describes Jensen is exactly in line with how Livingstone Smith 
describes the process of dehumanization, namely as the gradual 
identification of  
 

… a creature that seemed human – had a human-looking form, walked on 
two legs, spoke human language, and acted in more-or-less human ways – 
but which was nonetheless not human. […] dehumanization is the belief 
that some things only appear human, but beneath the surface, where it 
really counts, they aren’t human at all.109  

 
Thus, Jensen is not only under suspicion for not being Scandinavian and of 
noble descent but, indeed, for not being human altogether, an aspect of 
Tschandala that can be further understood using Diana Fuss’s claim that 
the term “human has functioned as a powerful juridical trope to 
disenfranchise slaves, immigrants, women, children, and the poor.”110 
Reasoning along similar lines of thought, Kalpana Rahita Seshadri has 
pointed out the particularly close relationship between animality, 
dehumanization, and race,111 an idea that is specifically relevant in 
regarding the significance of the definition of Jensen as a “gipsy” in 
Tschandala. Reflecting the influence of Lombroso’s ideas on Strindberg, 

                                                            
107 Strindberg, Tschandala, 49. 
108 David Livingstone Smith, Less Than Human. Why We Demean, Enslave, and 
Exterminate Others (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2011), 7. 
109 Livingstone Smith, Less Than Human, 4–5. Italics in orig. 
110 Diana Fuss, “Introduction. Human, All Too Human,” in Human, All Too 
Human, ed. Diana Fuss (New York, London: Routledge, 1996), 3.  
111 Kalpana Rahita Seshadri, HumAnimal: Race, Law, Language (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2012), ix-xi. 
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the degenerate and, in extension, the less-than-human aspects of Jensen 
reveal themselves in the physiognomy of his face: 
 

It was marked by a deathly pallor, wild lines that seemed at war with one 
another, deep furrows as if hollowed out by sins and passions. His eyeballs 
were large and their shape could be discerned under his eyelids which, 
when closed, concealed the anxiety that lurked behind them. […] Törner 
had studied the man quite long enough to think he had good reason to 
believe the factor to be an out-and-out thief and liar.112 

 
Apart from the influence accounted for above, the course of events in 
Tschandala means that this quote is also interesting, I gather, in relation to 
the concept that constitutes the basis for ethical relations in Levinasian 
humanism. The Other, Lévinas writes, “reveal[s] himself in his face”,113 
which holds the message, “thou shalt not kill”.114 But clearly Törner does 
not recognize Jensen’s face as a “face”, and this is an important 
prerequisite for the novel’s end. But before I move on to discuss how the 
transformation of Jensen comes about, I would like to look further at an 
aspect of Tschandala that stands out as particularly important in this 
process, namely the fact that the simultaneous questioning of Jensen’s 
ethnicity, social class and species is focused on exactly the same arena as 
where the baroness fails to meet the expectations of her social class, 
namely in organizing and taking care of the home. 

… Acting Human. The Significance of Home 

In Tschandala, a large part of Törner’s observations concern the ways in 
which Jensen carries out his position as the manager of the baroness’s 
estate. He constantly notes that Jensen is utterly incapable of keeping this 
place in order and, moreover, seems unable to learn how to do this.115 
Such depictions are recurring: 

                                                            
112 Strindberg, Tschandala, 39. 
113 Emmanuel Lévinas, Totality and Infinity. An Essay on Exteriority [1961], 
transl. Alphonso Lingis (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1969), 81. See 
also Kendall, “The Face of a Dog,” 187. 
114 Emmanuel Lévinas, Ethics and Infinity. Conversations with Philippe Nemo 
[1982], transl. Richard A. Cohen (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1985), 
87. 
115 Strindberg here touches upon the relevance of cognition in relation to the 
human/animal divide, specifically phrased against the background of nationality 
and race, an aspect which can be understood in light of the reasoning in Martha C. 
Nussbaum’s Frontiers of Justice. Disability, Nationality, Species Membership 



To Make Killable: August Strindberg’s Tschandala, 1888 

 

65 

… a gipsy who was a chairmaker, odd-job man, conjurer, gardener and 
farmer but who could not even put a latch on a window, could not do tricks 
properly and did not know when to sow rye; who lied every time he 
opened his mouth; who went round in fancy dress and changed his 
appearance twice a day.116 

 
Törner’s observations of Jensen’s efforts are not without sarcasm: 
 

For some time Törner watched the ridiculous sight of the gipsy in his 
yellow jacket sowing the unploughed field that Ivan had harrowed, leaving 
the thistles lying there with their roots in the air. He walked with a solemn 
gait, making sweeping conjurer’s gestures with his hands as he broadcast 
seed, his lips moving as if he was reciting something. […] It was just 
before midsummer and here was the gipsy sowing an unploughed field 
with two bushels of oats.117 

 
Just as Jensen is depicted as playing the role of a Swedish gentleman in 
the discussion above, so is he in this passage and others described as 
someone who plays the role of taking care of the property he is hired to 
manage rather than actually doing it. At this, Jensen appears as a norm-
breaking figure out of place and, thus, possible to understand within the 
framework of Ahmed’s discussion of the significance of “home” in a 
postcolonial context and in relation to “identity” and “belonging”, 
claiming that the lack of a place to call home is one of the characteristics 
of “the stranger”.118 However, what is special about Jensen is that he has 
not left his home and thus become a stranger. Rather, it appears as if he 

                                                                                                                            
(Cambridge, London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2006); see 
also Jenny Bergenmar et al., “Autism and the Question of the Human. Normative 
Subjects and the Significance of Emotions and Interaction in Research and Life 
Writing,” Literature and Medicine (forthcoming). In The Ghost Sonata, written in 
1907, Strindberg would return to this issue, this time more specifically in relation 
to language. In this play, Amalia plays a crucial part, a character who thinks she is 
a parrot, and whose only speech consists of repetitions. Narratives describing the 
relationship between mental and cognitive capacities, and the significance of home 
and the processes of becoming human and animal, are also found in other Swedish 
authorships of this time, such as Selma Lagerlöf’s The Story of a Countryhouse 
(1899). More recently, within the frame of Nordic literature, the human-animal 
transformation was employed to problematize the relationship between human, 
animal and cognition in Icelandic author Sjón’s The Blue Fox [2003], transl. 
Victoria Cribb (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2013). 
116 Strindberg, Tschandala, 37. 
117 Strindberg, Tschandala, 41. 
118 Ahmed, Strange Encounters, 78. 
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becomes a stranger by gaining a home; since he, as a “gipsy”, is culturally 
recognizable only as a traveller. 
 
In this respect, Tschandala evidently uses notions about “travellers” 
common around the year 1900, and the novel can thus be said to have a 
substantially less spiteful but equally prejudiced counterpart in Swedish 
author Selma Lagerlöf’s short story “A Story from Halland” from 1915 
(Halland is a province of Sweden, just like Skåne, where Tschandala takes 
place).119 In Lagerlöf’s story, we learn about the young man Sigurd and his 
mother, who after his father’s death are left to fend for themselves on an 
infertile and hard-to-manage farm. They are aided by farmhand Jan, whom 
the mother eventually marries, even though she and Sigurd learn that he is 
a gypsy. After the wedding, the previously hard-working Jan becomes 
lazier and more inclined to drinking and playing the violin than before, 
and soon the farm is so mismanaged that the whole family is forced to 
travel the roads, begging and stealing. After having spent a period of time 
in prison, Sigurd returns alone to the farm, where he discovers something 
that he realizes Jan found long before and that would have saved the entire 
family by making the farm far easier to manage: marl, a form of limestone 
with great abilities to improve infertile soils. Sigurd explains that Jan did 
not benefit from this because he is “of another species, and must live in the 
way that his kind prefers. If it rendered him and others happiness or un-
happiness, he still must be such that nature had created him.”120 
 
Just as Jensen in Tschandala, Jan comes across as a character out of place 
in the Swedish farmhouse but also out of time, since his preference for 
begging rather than using the marl to make the farm profitable suggests 
that he engages in such “eccentric economic practices” that Judith Jack 
Halberstam has claimed characterize this figure.121 Read together with “A 
Story from Halland”, the portrayal of Jensen in Tschandala is thus 
anchored in a wider Swedish discourse around 1900, specifically with 
regard to his inability to manage a home (just like Jan) and the cultural 
stranger he becomes in taking the position as manager and gentleman. But 
the above quote from Lagerlöf’s story also suggests that this discussion 

                                                            
119 My transl. Orig.: Selma Lagerlöf, “En historia från Halland” in Troll och 
människor (Stockholm: Albert Bonniers bokförlag, 1915). 
120 Lagerlöf, “En historia från Halland,” 66. My transl. Orig.: “av en annan art, och 
han måste leva så, som hans art bjöd honom. Om det lände till lycka eller olycka 
för honom själv och för andra, så måste han dock vara sådan, som naturen hade 
danat honom.” 
121 Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place, 1. 
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even transcends the categories of ethnicity and social class and, in fact, 
intra-acts with the category of species. Thus, the term “human” refers to a 
category that one must qualify for, someone who, according to Halberstam 
and Ira Livingston, is identified as belonging to “the exclusive club of the 
Human, complete with all the rights and privileges pertaining thereunto”.122 
As a child, Sigurd was warned by his father: 
 

Remember this, never trust a gipsy because they are not of the same breed, 
and they always want to betray us. They are more related to trolls and 
water sprites than to us. […] They are also like trolls in that they gladly 
sneak into villages and smile and establish themselves, so that they are 
given jobs by us farmers and marry our daughters and get to our farms. But 
unhappy is the one who gets one of those in the house because the troll in 
them always comes out eventually.123 

 
In this quote, the discourses of race and non-human intra-act, resulting in a 
literary character that looks human but isn’t. In relation to Tschandala, this 
means that Jensen’s alleged Romani origin and suspicions regarding his 
status as “human” should not be seen as features distinct from or 
independent of each other but, rather, as overlapping and mutually 
constituting aspects of the process of dehumanization that are acutely 
underway in the novel. Indeed, Jensen’s ill-fitting clothes, the dirt (which, 
during the twentieth century, was often connected to groups other than the 
Nordic bourgeois, such as the Romani),124 the inability to take care of the 
farm, and the tendency to lie seem to have been formulated in direct 
opposition to what Frykman and Löfgren have claimed to be Nordic, 
middle-class notions of what human nature is.125 

                                                            
122 Judith Halberstam and Ira Livingston, “Introduction: Posthuman Bodies,” in 
Posthuman Bodies, eds. Judith Halberstam and Ira Livingston (Bloomington, 
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1995), 10. 
123 I discuss this quote also in “Trolls!! – Folklore, Literature and ‘Othering’ in the 
Nordic Countries,” in Rethinking National Literatures and the Literary Canon in 
Scandinavia, ed. Ann-Sofie Lönngren et al. (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, forthcoming). My transl. Orig.: “Kom ihåg detta, att du aldrig ska lita 
på en tattare, för de är inte av vår stam, och de vill alltid svika oss. De är mer släkt 
med troll och strömkarlar än med oss. […] De är lika trollena också i det, att de 
gärna smyger sig ner till bygden och smilar och ställer sig in, så att de får tjänst hos 
oss bönder och blir gifta med våra döttrar och kommer åt våra gårdar. Men 
olycklig den, som får en sådan i huset, för alltid tar trollet hos dem ut sin rätt” 
(Lagerlöf, “En historia från Halland,” 49). 
124 Frykman and Löfgren, Culture Builders, 163. 
125 Frykman and Löfgren, Culture Builders, 6. 
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In spite of the fact that governmental discrimination against Romani has 
increasingly dissipated in Sweden after the 1950s, such depictions have 
continued to appear in Swedish literature well after that, thus clearly 
highlighting who does and does not belong in the post-WWII, Nordic, 
socio-political establishment of the “People’s Home” [folkhem].126 One 
prominent example of this modern-day perpetuation of negative portrayals 
is Birgitta Trotzig’s novel The Marsh King’s Daughter (1985),127 inspired 
by Danish writer Hans Christian Andersen’s well-known fairytale with the 
same name (1858), in which a newborn baby girl displays the unexpected 
characteristic of being a beautiful yet ill-tempered human being by day 
and an ugly yet kind toad by night. In Trotzig’s novel, this metamorphic 
tale is reshaped in psychologically as well as theologically interesting 
ways, but it also introduces ethnicity as an active component.  
 
The child’s division in two is, namely, connected to the fact that she is the 
product of a brief romantic connection between her homeless, black-haired 
father, who comes and goes in the girl’s life, and her hard-working, “real” 
Swedish mother, intensively busy tending to her home and reputation. But 
the girl has inherited her father’s black eyes and hair, and the neighbours 
call her “tinker girl”, suggesting an influence that the mother also 
increasingly sees. The mother notes something in the young girl’s face that 
is not human: “She saw the brown reptile. She saw the black toad.”128 And 
as the girl grows up, it is apparent that she has not just inherited her 
father’s appearance but also his tendency to shy away from a stable home 
life. Eventually, the marsh king’s daughter is wandering the streets as a 
prostitute, and her character is thus made up of a pairing of animality, 
ethnicity and female sexuality, which certainly makes her resemble 
Jensen’s sister Magelone in Tschandala: Magelone kisses Törner “like a 
cat” and is continually described as an animal in heat.129 But in the 
                                                            
126 This concept has been defined as “codifying the idea that the state is a benign 
institution protecting and nurturing the nation”. Andrew Nestingen, Crime and 
Fantasy in Scandinavia. Fiction, Film and Social Change (Seattle, London: 
University of Washington Press, 2008), 11. 
127 My transl. Orig.: Dykungens dotter. 
128 Birgitta Trotzig, Dykungens dotter: en barnhistoria (Stockholm: Bonniers, 
1985), 59, 79. My transl. Orig: “tattarfia”, “det bruna kräldjuret såg hon. Paddan 
den svarta såg hon.” 
129 Strindberg, Tschandala, 95–97. The racialized and animalized gendering of 
both Magelone and Jensen has been discussed by Laskar in forthcoming “The 
Construction of ‘Swedish Gender’ through the G-Other as a Counter-Image and 
Threat”. Both Trotzig’s and Strindberg’s literary characters thus display a similar 
significance of sexuality and gender in the racialized process of animalization, that 
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movement away from the home and the stable life of her mother, the girl 
in Trotzig’s novel also builds on the longstanding cultural concept of the 
gypsy who just does not belong in one place. 
 
Another example of the connection between animality and ethnicity in 
late-twentieth–century Swedish literature is Per Olov Enquist’s novel 
Captain Nemo's Library (1991). The course of events takes place in a 
small village in northern Sweden during the 1940s. One of its residents, 
Sven, has in past times come home with the black-eyed and black-haired 
Alfhild as a wife, and although no one really knows where Alfhild comes 
from, there are rumours that she comes from a family of tinkers. In 
Captain Nemo’s Library, the connection between ethnicity and animality 
is made visible when Alfhild becomes a horse. This event is explicitly 
stated in the novel and happens when she, after two serious strokes, loses 
the ability to speak along with other functions and thus is increasingly 
difficult to take care of at home. In order to keep her out of the hospital, 
her son and husband finally decide to move with her to a secluded cottage, 
where she is walked on a rein and can drink from the stream.130 
 
Although Romani as a group were recognized as a Swedish national 
minority in 2000, there are similar occurrences of gypsies turning into 
animals in Swedish literature, and the connection between this figure and 
the significance of a stable home, well into the twenty-first century. One 
example is Amanda Hellberg’s novel The Nastiness (2008), in which the 

                                                                                                                            
was previously discussed by Mel Y. Chen in Animacies. Biopolitics, Racial 
Mattering, and Queer Affect (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 89–155. 
Similar connections were discussed by Jasbir K. Puar, who reminds us that forcing 
prisoners onto all fours was frequently part of the torture of the Iraqi prisoners by 
U.S. soldiers in Abu Ghraib, 2004. This was a highly sexualized way to cause 
humiliation, invoking associations of both homoeroticism and submissiveness. In 
at least one of the photographs that later on reached Western media, a young 
female soldier even seems to attempt to lead a prisoner by a leash (Jasbir K. Puar, 
Terrorist Assemblages. Homonationalism in Queer Times [Durham, London: Duke 
University Press, 2007], 79–113). Also Jenny Berglund has discussed the images 
from Abu Ghraib in relation to the degrading connotations of calling someone 
“dog” in European and Swedish history (“Hunden i ett mångreligiöst samhälle,” 
Från renhållningshjon till modeaccessoar. 10 000 år av relationer människa-hund 
i Sverige. Föredrag vid ett symposium i Uppsala 15 februari 2013, eds. Anne-
Sofie Gräslund and Ingvar Svanberg [Uppsala: Kungl. Gustav Adolfs akademien 
för svensk folkkultur, 2014], 165–167).  
130 Per Olov Enquist, Captain Nemo’s Library [1991], transl. Anna Paterson 
(London: Quartet Books, 1992). Cpr. with footnote 115. 



Chapter Two 
 

 

70

young girl Singa (who is sometimes referred to as a “tinker-kid” in the 
novel by other characters) and her father travel around Sweden in the 
1940s and 50s with a travelling fair, where they both work. Singa is a 
medium with the amazing ability to channel dead people’s souls. The 
vulnerable social position she inhabits proves dangerous, as she is 
kidnapped by a sadistic pair of siblings, Eva and Bror, and locked in a 
basement for years. When in captivity, the discursive position she ends up 
in is demonstrated when it turns out that she can also channel dead dogs: 
 

“Woehff! WOEHFF!” 
The tinker-kid barked. She was actually lying there barking at Eva. Her 

fangs were showing and glimmering in the dark. 
Eva hit her right on her nose.131 

 
Thus, 120 years after Strindberg’s novel Tschandala, “gypsies” are still 
dogs in Swedish literature, making it clear that the conceptualization of 
this ethnic group as the Other within the Nordic context is far from over. 
Indeed, the disturbing appeal of Tschandala’s grossly offensive discourses 
is shown in the fact that this novel was published in a new Swedish edition 
in 2007 by the nationalist publishing company Nordiska förlaget. On the 
back cover, Tschandala is described as a novel that is “rich and funny” 
and furthermore is said to be one of Strindberg’s “lesser-known but 
nonetheless excellent creations. Here, he shows a side of himself that is 
best characterized as politically incorrect.”132 Thus, Tschandala continues 
to be part of the debate about the human/animal divide, Swedishness and 
social class well into the twenty-first century. 

Precarious (Non-Human) Life 

Based upon the above discussion, it is clear that the investigation Törner 
carries out in Tschandala only to a certain extent aims to reveal that 
Jensen is lying about his origin. In addition, Törner wants to prove that 
behind all his disguises, there is no human core and no human agent but 
rather a non-agent, a non-human, an animal. As the story in Tschandala 

                                                            
131 The translation of the title and the quote are mine. Amanda Hellberg, 
Styggelsen: skräckroman (Umeå: h:ström, 2008), 56. Orig.: “‘Woehff! WOEHFF!’ 
Tattarungen skällde. Hon låg faktiskt där och skällde på Eva. Hörntänderna var 
blottade och glänste i skumrasket. Eva snärtade till rakt över nosen.” 
132 My transl. Orig.: “mustig och lustig”, “mindre kända men icke desto mindre 
utmärkta alster. Han visar här upp en sida som bäst betecknas som politiskt 
inkorrekt”. 



To Make Killable: August Strindberg’s Tschandala, 1888 

 

71 

progresses, the power struggle between Törner and Jensen intensifies, and 
soon the former is no longer amused by the object of study he considers 
Jensen to represent. Rather, Törner’s frustration grows since he never 
unequivocally succeeds in convicting Jensen of lies or dishonesty, even 
though Törner is fully convinced that he is guilty of both. Törner takes 
great pains to prove this, and even at one point goes so far as to report 
Jensen to the police for a burglary, though nothing was stolen, and Törner 
could not even prove that anything had actually taken place. The police 
incident ends when he gets a scolding by the constable: “Törner’s ears 
burned. Many years had passed since he had last been treated like a 
schoolboy.”133 Thus, the shame which Törner hoped would fall on Jensen 
for theft, this emotion that was earlier discussed as an important part of the 
negative notion of the dog, is now, instead, bestowed upon Törner himself. 
At this point, shame emerges as an important motivation for Törner’s 
actions in Tschandala.134 
 
But the shame transferred from Törner to Jensen seems to be part of a 
wider discursive merging between Törner and Jensen in the literary text. 
Indeed, throughout the course of events in Tschandala, Törner notes that 
he increasingly begins to use the same expressions as Jensen and also 
adopts some of his habits. This connection has been discussed by other 
scholars, including Johannesson, who shows that Törner and Jensen merge 
at several points in the story. Johannesson argues that this should be 
understood in Jungian terms: the “gypsy” is Törner’s “double, a repressed 
aspect of his unconscious self.” He claims that such understanding can 
also be applied to, for example, William Shakespeare’s Caliban and 
Robert Louis Stevenson’s Mr. Hyde.135 This reading has been discussed by 
Olsson, who does not find it convincing but, rather, claims that it is 
important to hold onto the “exterior” in the meeting between Jensen and 
Törner.136 I agree with Olsson’s criticism but would also like to suggest 
that the similarities between Törner and Jensen can be understood using 
Ahmed’s claim that one characteristic of the stranger and the strange is 
that they are not completely unfamiliar but, rather, have features 
recognizable as foreign—features sometimes also found within ourselves.137 

                                                            
133 Strindberg, Tschandala, 111–113. 
134 The power of shame has been much discussed within, for example, the queer 
movement. See, for example, Sally Munt, Queer Attachments. The Cultural 
Politics of Shame (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007). 
135 Johannesson, The Novels of August Strindberg, 127–130. 
136 Olsson, Levande död, 454, n. 12. My transl. Orig: “utvändiga”. 
137 Ahmed, Strange Encounters, 55–74. 



Chapter Two 
 

 

72

However, more specifically in relation to Strindberg’s authorship, I have 
previously claimed that similar merges occur in many other of his texts, 
most often as a part of the power struggle between female and male 
characters.138 Thus, the risk of becoming the Other is a constant threat in 
Strindberg’s literary and dramatic texts, circumstances that within the 
frame of human-animal studies point at the possibility of negotiating the 
divide between these two categories. This threat was particularly acute at 
the end of the nineteenth century when Tschandala was written and 
“man”, under the influence of Darwin, was conceptualized as an animal 
among animals.139 Indeed, in Tschandala, I would suggest that the similarity 
between Törner and Jensen can be understood as a demonstration of the 
relational process by which the meaning of “human” and “animal” is 
created as well as the instability and interchangeability in these categories. 
This means that if Törner does not hasten to mediate Jensen’s status as 
non-human, he is at risk of falling into this category himself. 
 
Moreover, a crucial event in the path towards the novel’s ending is the 
visit by Törner’s good friend Professor Bureus, who shows him how a 
gypsy should be handled. When Jensen sits down at their table and politely 
asks if the guest has come a long way, Bureus reacts strongly: “‘Keep your 
mouth shut, you, and go to hell!’ the professor snapped in fury, but then 
decided to have some fun and kicked the gipsy’s crossed legs into the air 
so that he sat down on the summerhouse floor banging his head on a 
stone.” After this, Jensen leaves the party, and a conversation follows 
between the professor and (the somewhat regretful) Törner, in which the 
former ensures the latter that “(r)abble and dogs need thrasing”, and that 
all people are perhaps not equally human, after all.140 In Tschandala, such 
distinctions are significant aspects in the process of Jensen transforming 
into a dog, an event that is carefully planned by Törner and carried out in 
cunning and strategic ways. 
 
One warm and foggy summer night, Törner offers Jensen food and wine, 
after which he convinces the drunken man to sleep in the garden because 
of the heat. Jensen agrees to this, whereupon Törner secretly starts 
projecting images on the thick fog surrounding him. First he shows “the 
figure of a woman dressed in black and wearing a white veil”, then a 
“gigantic shrouded corpse”. Faced with these images, Jensen howls and 
                                                            
138 Ann-Sofie Lönngren, Att röra en värld: en queerteoretisk analys av erotiska 
trianglar i sex verk av August Strindberg (Lund: ellerströms, 2007), 210–215. 
139 See, for example, Fudge, Animal, 18–20. 
140 Strindberg, Tschandala, 79–80. 
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“dances like a bear”, then becomes paralyzed by fear. Törner then projects 
an image of a moving snake onto the fog:  
 

As it slithered through the restlessly billowing smoke the gipsy’s paralysis 
slowly left him, his body began to move in time with the movements of the 
snake and he began to twist his shoulders and back like a swimmer sliding 
through the water.”  

 
Then, the snake turns into a rat, whereupon Jensen sinks “slowly to the 
ground, (draws) his leg up under him and, with squeaking noises, (begins) 
to sniff at all the molehills”. According to the narrative, Jensen’s brain is 
now “locked in a fixed path”, so before Törner displays the next image 
Jensen gets up on all fours and “as the form of a hound emerged from the 
smoke, he began baying horrifically as if this was the moment he had been 
waiting for.” The barking is heard by Jensen’s starving dogs, who come 
running at the same moment as Törner projects the image of the dog on 
Jensen’s own body: “The pack did not hesitate: all eight joined in a raging, 
howling mass that pounced on their master and tore him to death.”141 
 
The fact that the course of events in Tschandala ends with the transformation 
of “the gipsy” Jensen into a dog can on a basic level be seen as a portrayal 
of the process of dehumanization discussed by Livingstone Smith, 
something that ultimately results in a weakening of “our inhibitions 
against behaving cruelly toward our fellow human beings”.142 Indeed, the 
ending in Tschandala reads as a sophisticated way for Törner to commit 
murder without having to carry out the deed himself. However, on a more 
in-depth level this process has been discussed by Judith Butler, who uses 
the concept “precarious life” to point out the fact that there is no difference 
between the body’s ontological status and the social meanings that the 
body adopts. Rather, Butler claims, “to be a body is to be exposed to social 
crafting and form, and that is what makes the ontology of the body a social 
ontology.” The recognition of the body as a life, which is ultimately a 
prerequisite for the understanding of it as worthy of protection and 
maintenance, is, Butler emphasizes, socially determined and therefore 
unmistakably characterized by power. Butler argues that recognizability is 
not a quality of individual humans but, rather, is produced within certain 
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frames, which render some bodies unintelligible and thereby impossible to 
both murder and grieve; they can only be extinguished.143  
 
This means that the structuring feature in the transformation of Jensen into 
a dog in Tschandala can be defined as that which Achille Mbembe has 
called “necropolitics”, a concept that both opposes and is connected to 
“biopolitics”.144 Invoking questions “decoupled from the project of 
living”, it engages with the processes of death concerning those who are 
not subject to the political regulation of life:145 for example, paperless 
refugees, prisoners of war, and members of stigmatized ethnic, social or 
political groups. This concept certainly seems fitting when discussing the 
fate of Jensen in Tschandala, events that come about, I claim, within two 
different frameworks.  
 
The first frame is the racism that, at the end of the novel, results in 
Jensen’s death. Törner does not, as he himself claims, thwart Jensen with 
his superiority and greater intelligence; rather, the racist discourses 
operating in Tschandala (and, by extension, in the society during the time 
it was written) make this possible. And although Strindberg, of course, 
could not anticipate the particularly nasty developments that followed 
during the twentieth century, it is still historically relevant, I think, to read 
Tschandala in this light: Members of the Romani community were banned 
from immigrating to Sweden between the years 1914 and 1954, and while 
there were studies that indicated the contrary, under the influence of the 
ideas about race during the 1930s and 1940s, the Romani group was still 
defined as genetically distinguishable and inferior. Although the situation 
somewhat improved from the 1950s onwards, to be understood as a 
“gypsy” in practice added a threat of sterilization, controlled by Swedish 
legislation in force between 1935 and 1975 and mostly applied to the 
mentally ill, mentally retarded, and criminals. At least at times, the aim 
was explicitly to purify the Swedish race, and during these years nearly 
63,000 individuals were sterilized (some less voluntarily than others); just 
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how many of those were Romani is unknown.146 In Tschandala, we are 
given a unique literary depiction of the processes through which such 
terrible abuse is made possible. 
 
The other frame that I want to highlight is anthropocentrism. In both 
Livingstone Smith’s and Butler’s lines of thought, this appears as the 
underlying cause for the effectiveness of the processes of dehumanization 
depicted in Tschandala. This frame has been explicitly commented upon 
by Butler, who argues that  
 

… the notion of the recognizable human is formed and maintained over 
and against what cannot be named or regarded as the human—a figure of 
the non-human that negatively determines and potentially unsettles the 
recognizably human.147  

 
Indeed, a “human’s” status as a “human animal” is a prerequisite for his or 
her life to be negotiable,148 which in extension means that 
 

… there is no firm way to distinguish in absolute terms the bios of the 
animal from the bios of the human animal. Any such distinction would be 
tenuous and would, once again, fail to see that, by definition, the human 
animal is itself an animal. This is not an assertion concerning the type or 
species of animal the human is, but an avowal that animality is a 
precondition of the human, and there is no human who is not a human 
animal.149 

 
Despite these arguments, where Butler recognizes a fundamental instability 
in the categories “human” and “non-human”, it is apparent that she is 
primarily interested in preventing humans from being “human animals”—
since this is the position where she suffers150—rather than scrutinizing and 
objecting to this kind of hierarchical divide in general. In a world where 
practices of designating someone or some group of individuals a non- or 
subhuman have proved to be terribly efficient, this appears as a dangerous 

                                                            
146 Cederberg, Född fördömd, 39–41; Gunnar Broberg and Mattias Tydén. 
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and unpredictable strategy. After World War II, in which the atrocities 
carried out were, according to Boria Sax, characterized by “illuminating 
parallels and analogies between treatment of the animals and that of 
human beings”,151 the international coalition concerning human rights was 
developed, with the partial aim in preventing a repetition of the 
dehumanizing process that happened to Jews and other minorities (also 
Romani) during the regime of the Nazis.152 Regardless of this effort, 
similar events took place in, for example, Rwanda in 1994.153 Thus, it is 
apparent that when the category “human” itself is negotiable, some 
members of the human species are bound to fall outside its normative 
borders and into the category “bare life”,154 which is exactly what happens 
to Jensen in Tschandala. 

Conflicting Knowledges in Tschandala 

This discussion makes it possible to identify anthropocentrism as the 
normative structure determining the meaning of both actual “animals” and 
the concept of “animality” in Tschandala and, in fact, to conceptualize 
both of these terms as parts of the same anthropological machine, through 
which a potential body is recognized as human—or not.155 But if we leave 
the discussion here, we settle with an ending that does not differ much 
from Törner’s interpretation of the outcome: that the true Swedish man, 
albeit with the support of a racist framework, still outsmarts the gypsy, and 
the “appropriate” hierarchic human-animal relationship at the baroness’s 
estate is reinstalled (as the “human” in the end decides over the life and 
death of the “animal” as well as the characters that represent the borders 
                                                            
151 Boria Sax, Animals in the Third Reich. Pets, Scapegoats, and the Holocaust 
(New York, London: Continuum, 2000), 18. See also Bourke, What It Means to be 
Human, 182–189. 
152 The United Nations, “The Universal Declaration of Human Rights,” accessed 
September 13, 2014, http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/history.shtml; 
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Darwinian paradigm introduced in the nineteenth century and later employed by 
the Nazi government during World War II, is discussed in, for example, Steve 
Baker, Picturing the Beast: Animals, Identity, and Representation [1993], 
(Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2001), 109–110; McHugh, Dog, 194; 
Kendall, “The Face of a Dog,” 186; and Livingstone Smith, Less Than Human, 
154–162. 
153 See Livingstone Smith, Less Than Human, 132–162; Butler, Frames of War, 
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between them). Is there really no way to produce other kinds of meanings 
in Tschandala? I think there is if we attend to the fact that knowledge, 
perspective, reality and power are, in fact, issues that are discussed within 
the novel itself. This was previously noted by Per Arne Tjäder, who 
suggests that Tschandala’s central conflict can be seen as one about 
different concepts of reality, stemming from the adoption of different kind 
of knowledges.156 This was criticized by Olsson, who thinks that Tjäder 
overestimates the conflict between the different kinds of knowledges that 
appear in the novel, based on the argument that the story is entirely viewed 
through Törner.157 Although this is certainly true, I find it interesting that 
Tjäder’s suggestion re-invokes both Jean-François Lyotard’s discussion 
about the strong humanist bias in twentieth-century philosophical 
discussions,158 and Haraway’s claim that all knowledge is embodied and 
situated.159 From these perspectives, I would like to see if there is a way of 
reading Tschandala that questions and undermines Törner’s construct of 
reality, thus paving the way for alternative understandings of the novel’s 
end. 
 
In Törner’s view, the relationship between Jensen and him is structured in 
binary pairs (science/superstition, educated/uneducated, dignified/ridiculous, 
honest/dishonest, modern/pre-modern, moral/amoral), where Törner 
throughout the novel claims that he himself inhabits the higher-valued 
(left) column. But as early as the very first lines of the novel, we learn that 
this is not true; at one of his university lectures, Törner is made a fool of 
by his students, who broke a chair and then loosely glued it together so 
that it looked whole again. Of course, the chair broke when Törner sat in it 
and he fell.160 This is how this “übermensch” is introduced in the novel: 
outsmarted, gullible, ridiculous. I understand this event to mean that 
Törner’s perspective even at the beginning of the novel is questioned and 
undermined, a circumstance which is underscored throughout Tschandala 
and indeed suggests that Törner is what Wayne Booth has called an 
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unreliable narrator.161 Another discrepancy that makes it possible to 
question Törner’s perspective is the fact that although he constantly 
ridicules Jensen for his inability to manage the baroness’s estate, Jensen 
still has a home, while Törner and his family are homeless—which means 
that Jensen, in this respect, has the upper hand in relation to Törner. These 
are just a few examples of how Törner’s version of the course of events in 
Tschandala is revealed as a construct, and before long, Törner transgresses 
the limits between himself and Jensen in all of the dichotomies I listed 
above. 
 
This means that the story through Törner’s eyes is not to be trusted, 
opening up a space for looking elsewhere in order to construct meaning in 
Tschandala. And it is, in fact, Törner who helps us find alternate 
meanings, too. The force with which Törner tries to manifest his own view 
of reality and the fact that he eventually is even willing to have Jensen 
killed to impose this view makes it clear that the knowledges underlying 
Jensen’s acts and character as well as the organization of the baroness’s 
estate are understood as powerful threats to Törner. Thus, these 
knowledges stand out as potentially subversive and can therefore be 
understood as that which Michel Foucault has called “subjugated 
knowledges”, meaning the utterances, statements, acts and phenomena that 
move beyond the established systems of knowledge and therefore do not 
fit within the prevailing discourses.162 We then understand why Törner 
repeatedly claims (as I discussed above) that both the baroness and Jensen 
are mad and, moreover, why he needs to overthrow the threat posed by 
these knowledges if he wants to avoid being forever stuck in the 
“madhouse” that is the life at the baroness’s estate.163 
 
On a general level, Törner’s reaction can be understood as one of the 
characteristics of Tzvetan Todorov’s definition of the Gothic novel as a 
part of the literary genre of the “fantastic”, including a character who 
significantly hesitates before the uncanny or marvellous aspects of the 
reality he is confronted with and often explicitly identifies it as 
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madness.164 In Tschandala, however, this designation is directly linked to 
transgressions of normative notions of the human-animal relationship and, 
thus, possible to understand against the backdrop of other literary 
depictions of the connection between that which is conceptualized as 
insane, and the breaking of a social contract concerning anthropocentrism. 
In A Madman’s Manifesto, Axel at one point tries to convince Maria that 
modern science has proved that excessive care for animals is a sign of 
mental disorientation. At one point, he also compares living with her and 
her dog with being “locked in a lunatic asylum”,165 a phrase certainly 
resembling Törner’s experience in Tschandala. And in later twentieth-
century Nordic literature, being locked up in a mental ward as a 
consequence of having ‘misunderstood’ the stability of the human subject 
along with the hierarchy between animal and human happens in, for 
example, Swedish author Hugo Werngren’s novel The Lost Image (1971), 
and Finnish-Swedish author Pirkko Lindberg’s Berenike’s hair (2000).166 
Moreover, madness in relation to the human-animal relationship has been 
discussed by Jacques Derrida, who in The Animal That Therefore I Am 
claims that when animals are integrated in the philosophical discussion as 
real rather than symbolic, this is what we end up with: insanity.167 
 
Also in Tschandala, the subjugated knowledges constantly threatening the 
“rational” world of Törner largely focus on the human-animal relationship. 
For example, Jensen knows that snakes are sacred and that animals can 
carry messages from higher powers. But together with the baroness, he has 
also opened up his home to all kinds of animals and does not seem to care 
if they destroy material possessions or the expected order of the human 
home. We can view his choices through the lens of an insight that he, at 
one rare occasion, is given the possibility to explicitly express in 
Tschandala: “Animals, Master Törner, they’re so much better than people, 
so much better! They are grateful, they know how to value a good deed. 
Unlike people! Oh, how worthless mankind is!”168 This statement 
contrasts sharply with Törner’s opinions, expressed from the novel’s 
beginning: “I detest dogs.”169 
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This creates yet another dichotomy regarding Törner’s and Jensen’s 
knowledges, one that has not been acknowledged in previous research but 
has ancient roots and can be summed up in the terms anthropocentrism and 
resistance. Törner and Jensen thus appear as nineteenth-century 
representatives of the literary dialogue that I discussed in Chapter One, 
represented by the story about Circe in The Odyssey (c. 700 BCE), who 
transforms Odysseus’s men to pigs, and Plutarch’s depiction in “Bruta 
Animalia Ratione Uti” (c. 100 CE) of how some of these men do not want 
to be turned back to human again; instead, one of them convincingly 
argues that it is much better to be a pig than a human.170  
 
And in this insight, where the knowledge that the border and the hierarchy 
between animals and humans are not once and for all given, and that 
literary animals can thus tell a tale, react, and act, lies the potential to 
create a “wormhole” out of the construction of the humanist reality Törner 
tries to re-install in Tschandala, and, thus, to suggest another 
understanding of the novel’s end.171 If we see Jensen’s transformation into 
a dog as if he is thereby outsmarted and ultimately humiliated by Törner, it 
means we interpret this event according to Törner’s anthropocentric view, 
in which “human” always ranks higher than “animal”. But if we instead 
adopt the view Jensen expresses in the quote above, it is possible to 
instead see the novel’s end as becoming animal, a process which, 
according to Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, can be intensified by going 
down on all fours and barking.172 Indeed, Jensen’s change into a dog 
appears as “a line of escape”,173 in the case of Tschandala, from a human 
world of racism and anthropocentrism, and the transformation can thus be 
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conceptualized as an act of resistance and a logical choice for Jensen 
rather than a defeat. 
 
But as Deleuze and Guattari make clear, a line of escape is no refuge,174 
and when Jensen ceases to be “human” and, rather, becomes “animal”, this 
for a brief moment creates a discursive vacuum in the story, a vacuum that 
proves to be enough to give the starving dogs on the estate the possibility 
to authorize a narrative of their own.175 This story, written with that which 
McHugh has called “literary animal agency”,176 is one of starvation and 
abuse and ultimately of an anthropocentric world order, made up of a 
literary depiction of what Megan L. Renwick has claimed to be the effects 
of the long-term maltreatment of dogs: pack mentality, aggression, eating 
frenzy, and even cannibalism.177 Thus, it is not only Jensen who manifests 
his version of “reality” at the end of Tschandala but also the pack of dogs, 
as they kill their former master. 
 

* 
 
In this chapter, I have taken a different route through Tschandala than the 
one suggested in previous research, one in which “animal” and 
“animality” are not conceptualized as the same thing but, rather, as two 
distinct ideas. This route led me into the animal hoarding and inter-species 
intimacy of the baroness’s home and then through the entire process of 
Jensen’s transformation into a dog. On the way I uncovered the idea that 
although the entire novel is full of violent depictions and acts, there are no 
immediate killings. Rather, what is underway in Tschandala is a slow, 
painful process of making different bodies killable by means of starvation, 
neglect, and oppression, carried out through a constant negotiation with 
different axes of power. In this, anthropocentrism turned out to be the 
structuring principle for the novel’s depiction of both animal and 
animality, thus distributing its lethal effects with no regard for species 
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divides. “Thou shalt not kill”, the Bible’s Fifth Commandment says, but 
after my journey through Tschandala, I would rather accept Haraway’s 
proposition for a more ethical approach, rephrasing this moral law to 
“Thou shalt not make killable”.178 
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CHAPTER THREE 

AALO’S SECRET: 
AINO KALLAS’S THE WOLF’S BRIDE, 1928 

 
 
 
Finnish-Estonian writer Aino Kallas (1878–1956) was born in Finland but 
lived most of her life abroad, including in Estonia, where she moved at the 
age of 23 when she married the Estonian diplomat and folklorist Oscar 
Kallas. The couple lived in London during the years 1922 until 1934, and 
it was there that she wrote her most famous novels. Despite the fact that 
Kallas at the end of the 1920s was the most widely read and 
internationally well-known Finnish author and that she is, moreover, one 
of the most influential Finnish authors of all times, she has been somewhat 
forgotten in Finnish literary historiography. The reason may be that her 
literature in many ways differed from other Finnish literature of her time. 
Although she wrote in Finnish, she set all her later novels in Estonia. In 
addition, she developed a complex, archaic prose imitating both the style 
and perspective of medieval chronicles.1 However, recent research has 
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made efforts to situate Kallas in the modernist literary canon of both 
Finland and Estonia, and, moreover, in conjunction with the Young 
Estonia Movement (Noor Esti) that she was a part of, scholars have 
highlighted her role in placing the cultural expressions of these countries 
into wider European frameworks.2 
 
Kallas’s production is extensive, ranging from literary criticism to diary- 
and letter-writings in addition to fictional works. In the latter category, the 
so-called “Eros the Slayer” trilogy is the most well-known and consists of 
the novels Barbara von Tisenhusen from 1923 (English translation 1924), 
Reigin pappi from 1926 (The Pastor of Reigi 1927) and Sudenmorsian 
from 1928 (The Wolf's Bride 1930). In this chapter, I devote particular 
attention to the last book in this list for two reasons. First, this is the most 
well-known of Kallas’s novels internationally, now and then (indeed, 
listed as one of the novellas of the year in the English journal The 
Observer in 1930),3 and second, The Wolf’s Bride contains one of the most 
enigmatic and complex human-animal transformations in Northern 
European literature in the first decades of the twentieth century.4 
 
The course of events in The Wolf's Bride takes place on Estonia’s second-
biggest island Hiiumaa in 1650, a time when Estonia was ruled by Sweden 
(the reign in the novel represented by Swedish Count de la Gardie).5 The 
relationship between Aalo and the hardworking forester Priidik begins 
when he witnesses a group of women and children washing sheep before 
cutting the wool. Among them is the young, beautiful Aalo, with whom he 
immediately falls in love. Priidik and Aalo marry and initially live 
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5 Throughout, I refer only to the English translation of the text. When there are 
significant differences between this and the original, this is discussed. 



Aalo’s Secret: Aino Kallas’s The Wolf’s Bride, 1928 

 

85 

harmoniously together. Aalo works hard on the farm and soon gives birth 
to a daughter. However, the omniscient narrator tells us that “The Evil 
One” has already chosen this woman to be his: “For as the potter can from 
the same lump of clay fashion a clay vessel or a tile for a stove, so can the 
Devil make a witch a wolf or a cat, or, peradventure a goat.”6 
 
The transformation happens on a Midsummer’s Eve. Answering a strange 
call from the wild, Aalo wanders into the forest until she reaches a marsh, 
and in its centre there is an island where a pack of wolves is waiting for 
her. From under a rock Aalo pulls out a wolf’s pelt, covers herself in it, 
and transforms into a wolf. After this Aalo lives as a wolf by night, a 
woman by day, which works well until the night her husband wakes up 
and misses her next to him in bed. When Aalo returns he forces her to 
confess that she has been running with the pack, whereupon he throws her 
out. Aalo flees to the forest and after this is sometimes seen in the form of 
a wolf (recognizable because she does not quite behave as other wolves), 
sometimes as a human being. 
 
The story of Aalo’s transformation spreads in the village, and she is now 
generally called the wolf’s bride, because she is under the influence of the 
big male wolf who is the leader of the pack and also said to be the wood-
demon Diabolus Sylvarum himself. However, at one point Aalo reappears 
in her former home and spends the night with her human husband. Nine 
months later, she comes back with severe labour pains, asks the handmaid 
to warm up the bath hut, and gives birth in there alone. But word about 
where she is staying spreads quickly, and people from the village soon 
gather outside the hut, shouting that she and her “forest whelp” shall be 
burned, a claim spurred into action when Priidik refuses to recognize the 
baby as his: “So Aalo, wedded wife of Priidik, forester of Suuremöisa, 
werewolf and Wolf’s Bride, and with her new-born child, found in the 
bath-hut the death by fire ordained for witches and the children of Satan”.7 

Women Becoming Animals: A Literary Continuum 

In research about The Wolf’s Bride before 1995, Aalo’s identity as both 
human and wolf was, according to Lea Rojola, most often conceptualized 
as a split between good and evil and as a manifestation of “the beast that 

                                                            
6 Aino Kallas, Three Novels, transl. Alex Matson (Helsinki: The Otava Publishing 
Co., 1975), 169. 
7 Kallas, Three Novels, 212. 
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dwells in the human breast”, understood within a psychoanalytic 
framework.8 However, Rojola draws the conclusion that the novel can also 
be read in the context of gender-related conditions in England in the 
1920s, which for a writer like Kallas meant a split between wife/mother 
and artist. In relation to the patriarchal order, Rojola claims, the 
independent woman was seen as a monster and a threat, which is why it is 
significant that Aalo as well as all the other female main characters in the 
Eros the slayer-trilogy die in the novels’ ends. This reading has had a 
strong influence and was followed up by other research conducted by, for 
example, Kukku Melkas, Thomas A. Dubois, Mia Spangenberg and 
Cynthia Jones. Although each scholar has a different analytical focus, Per 
Faxneld has a point when in 2014 he declared that there exists a scholarly 
consensus that The Wolf’s Bride is a feminist work.9 
 
  

                                                            
8 A view that is put forward by Kai Laitinen in 1998, when he claims that in The 
Wolf’s Bride and other works, Kallas comes across as “a revealer of human duality 
and the vital forces that rise from the depths of personality” (Laitinen, A History of 
Finland’s Literature, 126). 
9 Per Faxneld, Satanic Feminism. Lucifer as the Liberator of Woman in 
Nineteenth-Century Culture (Stockholm: Molin and Sorgenfrei, 2014), 274–275. 
In 2000, Kukku Melkas relates Kallas to the emancipatory discussion that was 
central in Finland as well as England in the 1920s, claiming that “The New 
Woman” as a discursive category opens up new possibilities for agency for women 
(“‘Uncontrollable Places’: Negotiations of Gender and Space in Aino Kallas’s The 
Wolf’s Bride,” in Inescapable Horizon. Culture and Context, eds. Sirpa Leppänen 
and Joel Kuortti [Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä, 2000], 73–74). In another 
article in 2007, Melkas developed this argument in relation to the concept of 
knowledge (“A Struggle for Knowledge”). Also Thomas A. DuBois followed this 
line of thought in 2004 and thus claimed that the particularity of Kallas’s status in 
the Finnish literary canon can be explained by the fact that the “powerful, feminist 
critique of patriarchal control” in her 1920s novels broke away from the Finnish 
national agenda of that time (“Writing of Women, Not Nations,” 205–206). These 
perspectives were furthermore developed by Mia Spangenberg in 2008 in an essay 
focusing the “masculinity in crisis” that the feminist context creates in The Wolf’s 
Blood and The Pastor of Reigi (Spangenberg, “And Never the Twain Shall Meet”). 
In 2012, finally, Cynthia Jones discussed the female werewolf in The Wolf’s Bride 
as a metaphor for the modern woman and also for Kallas’s own situation (“The 
Werewolf and Modern Woman: The Metaphor of the Female Werewolf as Modern 
Day Woman in The Wolf’s Bride by Aino Kallas,” in Woman as Angel, Woman as 
Evil. Interrogating the Boundaries, eds. Andrea Ruthven and Gabriela Mádlo 
[Oxford: Inter-Disciplinary Press, 2012], 39–53). 
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I agree that understanding this novel in relation to the feminist 
developments in interwar England is highly relevant. Indeed, as a 
diplomat’s wife, Kallas had access to London’s artistic and feminist circles 
of the time and joined many of the intellectual clubs that were the 
backbone of polite London society. This included fraternizing with 
members of the Bloomsbury group, with Leonard and Virginia Woolf at 
its centre.10 However, I would also like to point out that in a forthcoming 
article, I claim that the presence of the human-animal figure of 
transformation in The Wolf's Bride situates the novel within a far wider 
context than this, namely the ancient, global tradition of narratives about 
women turning into animals in order to escape sexual advances from men 
as well as married life with children.11 
 
Historically, the girl- or woman-into-animal transformation is, as Marina 
Warner notes, a well-known motif in fairy tales,12 sometimes presented 
using folklorist figures such as swan maidens and selkies,13 thus 
highlighting the fact that folklore is a space in which the status of women 
is reflected.14 Within a more specifically Finnish context, the young girl 
Aino’s transformation into a fish in the national age-old epos Kalevala is 
part of this ancient tradition, just like many of the stories written by 
contemporary Finnish-Swedish author Monika Fagerholm.15 Furthermore, 

                                                            
10 Dubois, “Writing of Women, Not Nations,” 209, 211. 
11 Ann-Sofie Lönngren, “Oppression and Liberation. Monika Fagerholm in 
Relation to the Nordic Literary Tradition of Female Human-Animal 
Transformations,” in New Territories of Being. Critical Readings of the Works of 
Monika Fagerholm, eds. Kristina Malmio and Mia Österholm (Helsinki: Svenska 
litteratursällskapet i Finland, forthcoming). The sexual advances that are to be 
avoided might be abusive, which is the case, for example, in Swedish author Sofia 
Rapp Johansson’s prose poem The Silver Fish (2007; my transl. Orig.: 
Silverfisken). 
12 Marina Warner, From the Beast to the Blonde: On Fairy Tales and Their Tellers 
(London: Vintage 1994), 353–356. 
13 Barbara Fass Leavy, In Search of the Swan Maiden. A Narrative on Folklore and 
Gender (New York, London: New York University Press, 1994). 
14 Mary A. Johnson, “Animals in Folklore: A Cross-Cultural Study of Their 
Relation to the Status of Women,” Michigan Academician 18 (1986:2), 175. 
15 Lönngren, “Oppression and Liberation,” passim, and Ann-Sofie Lönngren, 
“Queera animaliteter. Charlotte Inuks roman Store Dyr i relation till en litterär 
tradition,” in Mine drømme har en anden virkelighed. Charlotte Inuk og hendes 
forfatterskab, eds. Marianne Larsen and Moritz Schramm (Odense: Syddansk 
universitetsforlag, 2015), 253–264. Metamorphosis and gender in Monika 
Fagerholm’s authorship was previously discussed by Maria Margareta Österlund, 
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there are apparent intertextual connections between The Wolf's Bride and 
contemporary Finnish literature such as Henrika Ringbom’s The Longing of 
Martina Dager (1998) and Kari Kovalainen’s Wolf’s Blood (2007).16 
 
The reoccurrence of the woman-animal transformation figure in different 
times and places makes it appear to be what bell hooks calls a literary “site 
of resistance”,17 a space shared with other female characters where they 
can resist oppression, expectations and demands based on gender. Indeed, 
this would explain rather well the course of events in The Wolf’s Bride, as 
Aalo is not the only woman who turns into a wolf; she recognizes a 
woman from a neighbouring village in the pack. And in spite of the fact 
that the ancient literary context of human-animal transformations has not 
been acknowledged in previous research about The Wolf’s Bride, Rojola 
reasons along these lines of thought when she claims that “the body of the 
wolf becomes the site of a radical questioning of the patriarchal order” 
and, furthermore, that shifting shape is the only way for Aalo to free 
herself from patriarchal oppression, since her human female body has 
already been given its subordinated value within a male-defined context.18 
Also Melkas argues in line with this as she claims that although the novel 
ends in disaster for the female protagonist, on the way there “a place of her 
own” is created for Aalo, and, thus, the act of becoming wolf is a way “to 
take over places previously forbidden for her”. In this space, a dichotomy 
is created between the home on one hand, and the wild on the other, 
perfectly in line with the nineteenth- and twentieth-century separations of 
public and private spheres which confined women’s ranges of activities to 
the home.19 This argument reoccurs in Faxneld’s claim that Aalo’s 
transformation into a wolf means that she can roam the same space at 
night that her husband, the forester, roams at day.20 
 
                                                                                                                            
Ett flicklaboratorium i valda bitar. Skeva flickor i svenskspråkig prosa från 1980 
till 2005 (Stockholm: Rosenlarv förlag, 2012), 214. 
16 My transl. Orig.: Martina Dagers längtan and Sudenveri. In Sweden, a literary 
text in this tradition is Inger Edelfeldt’s Kamala’s book (1986; my transl. Orig.: 
Kamalas bok). The title apparently alludes to the finding of two feral girls in a 
wolf’s den in India in 1920, one of which was given the name Kamala. 
17 bell hooks, Yearning. Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics (Boston, MA: South 
End Press, 1990), 41–49. 
18 Lea Rojola, “The body which is not one,” in Woman as monster in literature and 
the media, eds. Dorrit Einersen and Ingeborg Nixon (Copenhagen: C.A. Reitzel, 
1995), 49–50. 
19 Melkas, “Uncontrollable Places,” 74–79, 82. 
20 Faxneld, Satanic Feminism, 272. See also Melkas, “Uncontrollable Places,” 78. 
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I would like to develop these arguments with the suggestion that the 
“becoming animal” of the female characters within the literary tradition of 
woman-animal transformations on a general level functions as that which 
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari have called “a line of escape”, that is, as 
a means to resist the oppressive triangular constellations these characters 
suffer under21 (in the case of female figures, most often one of these two: 
the future husband, a male relative, and herself, or a husband, a lover, and 
herself).22 However, a line of escape is far from a refuge,23 and for a lot of 
female literary characters, turning animal comes across as a dangerous and 
un-predictable strategy with a high price.24 Indeed, just as Deleuze and 
Guattari note about Gregor turning into a cockroach in Franz Kafka’s The 
Metamorphosis from 1915,25 both Aalo and the other female characters in 
Eros the Slayer trilogy, in Dubois’ words, “resist the regime of knowledge 
and coercion […] by actively disobeying its directives and placing 
themselves on a collision course that will end in their destruction”.26 
 

                                                            
21 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka. Toward a Minor Literature [1975], 
transl. Dana Polan (Minneapolis, London: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), 
12. 
22 See also Gayle Rubin, “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political 
Economy’ of Sex,” in Toward an Anthropology of Women, ed. Rayna R. Reiter 
(New York, London: Monthly Review Press, 1975), 157–210; and Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1985), 21–27. 
23 Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka, 41. Cf. Rosi Braidotti’s discussion about the 
figuration in Metamorphoses. Towards a Materialist Theory of Becoming 
(Cambridge, Malden: Polity Press, 2002), 3. 
24 Lönngren, “Oppression and Liberation,” passim. 
25 Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka, 36. 
26 Dubois, “Writing of Women, Not Nations,” 231. 
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Acknowledging The Wolf’s Bride 
as part of a literary continuum of 
female literary characters’ 
transformations into animals thus 
strengthens the novel’s gender-
political relevance, but it is 
important to note that this plot is 
also part of a more particular 
tradition of stories about human-
wolf transformations, or 
werewolves.27 This is yet another 
motif with ancient roots and can, 
as Rosi Braidotti claims, be found 
in Greek as well as Scandinavian 
and Teutonic mythologies. This 
heritage means that the “image of 
a human mutated into a furry 
four-legged predator roaming the 
moonlit landscape in a pack, in 

search of prey and population” has 
“a longstanding literary legitimacy”, 
in particular as a metaphor for 

male violence and sexual aggression.28 The specific connection to female 
characters was only established temporarily during the latter part of the 
Middle Ages when, as W.M.S. and Claire Russell note, the werewolf trials 
were part of the great outburst of witch-hunting that developed in intensity 
as the European population crisis widened in the later-sixteenth and early-
seventeenth centuries.29 Thus, during the period of time when the course 
of events in The Wolf’s Bride occurs, the seventeenth century, the figure of 
the werewolf was understood against the backdrop of the Christian 
tradition, where it was deemed to be the work of Satan intimately 
connected to witchcraft. 
 

                                                            
27 Rojola, “The body which is not one,” 43 and Braidotti, Metamorphoses, 129. 
28 Braidotti, Metamorphoses, 128. 
29 W.M.S. Russell and Claire Russell, “The Social Biology of Werewolves,” in 
Animals in Folklore, eds. J.R. Porter and W.M.S. Russell (Cambridge, Totowa: 
D.S. Brewer Ltd and Rowman and Littlefield for the Folklore Society, 1978), 153. 
See also H. Sidky, Witch-craft, Lycanthropy, Drugs, and Disease. An 
Anthropological Study of the European Witch-Hunts (New York: Peter Lang 
Publishing, 1997), 215. 

Lycaon Metamorphosed into a Wolf  
by Bernard Picart, 1733. 
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In practice, this medieval discourse meant a specific targeting of women 
who broke from societal norms of how they were supposed to live as well 
as what kind of abilities, influences and knowledge they were expected 
(and accepted) to have.30 It is in this context that Kallas situates the course 
of events in The Wolf's Bride, and as Dubois notes, the author conducted 
extensive folkloristic and literary investigations of the European witch and 
werewolf trials before writing the novel. Thus, The Wolf's Bride contains 
nearly all aspects belonging to medieval beliefs concerning werewolves 
and witches, and the setting of the narrative is even based on a real event.31 
 
In relation to this historical accuracy, it is relevant to note that there is still 
one prominent aspect of The Wolf’s Bride which differs from medieval 
beliefs about the werewolf: Aalo’s “baptism of blood” as a wolf is not in 
human blood but in the blood of a calf, which she and her fellow wolves 
kill and eat.32 The fact that Aalo does not eat human flesh is quite a 
remarkable omission, as this practice is a foundational belief about 
werewolves. Indeed, murder and cannibalism were crimes committed even 
in the Greek myth about Lycaon, who was transformed into a wolf by 
Zeus, thus giving name to the condition lycanthropy, often used as a 
synonym for being or becoming a werewolf.33 Moreover, the significance 
of eating human flesh is also prominent in the material from the werewolf 

                                                            
30 Sidky, Witch-Craft, Lycanthropy, Drugs, and Disease, 255–265. 
31 Dubois, “Writing of Women, Not Nations,” 226. See also Melkas, “A Struggle 
for Knowledge,” 55, 61. 
32 Kallas, Three Novels, 183. 
33 The term lycanthropy is also used in The Wolf’s Bride (Kallas, Three Novels, 
163). The conceptualization of this phenomenon was changing by the end of the 
sixteenth century, so that people showing the characteristics of lycanthropy were 
increasingly linked to “an unstable mind” (Erica Fudge, Perceiving Animals. 
Humans and Beasts in Early Modern English Culture [Basingstoke: MacMillan, 
2000], 54). In the late-twentieth century, Bernhardt-House claims, the werewolf 
largely appears in popular culture in the Western sphere but also in the medical 
condition “lycanthropy” (Phillip A. Bernhardt-House, “The Werewolf as Queer, 
the Queer as Werewolf, and Queer Werewolves,” in Queering the Non-human, 
eds. Noreen Giffney and Myra Hird [Abingdon and Oxon: Ashgate Publishing 
Ltd., 2008], 162, 171–178. See also Paul E. Keck et al., “Lycanthropy: Alive and 
Well in the Twentieth Century,” Psychological Medicine 18 [1988:1], 113–120). 
In Swedish contemporary literature, there is a depiction of a literary character 
(Sigge’s boyfriend) who seems to suffer from lycanthropy in Kerstin Ekman’s 
novel Make Me Living Again (1996; my transl. Orig.: Gör mig levande igen). 
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trials in the late Middle Ages.34 According to some sources, it was 
believed that just eating a small piece of meat from a human body is 
enough to immediately turn a person into a wolf.35 
 
The fact that Aalo differs from other depictions of werewolves—she does 
not break any major eating taboos and is a beautiful, kind and loving 
person by day, even more so after she starts running with the pack by 
night—has by previous research been highlighted as part of the feminist 
subtext in the 1920s and understood as an attempt to make her likeable in 
spite of her norm-breaking behaviours. Moreover, it has been claimed that 
these non-violent features of Aalo’s wolfhood, differing remarkably from 
those of a predatory beast, suggest an understanding of her that is rather in 
line with the pre-Christian tradition of seeing the female wolf as a symbol 
of divinity and knowledge,36 like the wolf who according to myth fostered 
Romulus and Remus, the founders of Rome.37 
 
I agree that the fact that Aalo does not eat human flesh opens for other 
understandings of her character than the one suggested by the story’s 
explicit narrative, according to which she is entirely condemned and evil, 
but I do not think we have to limit ourselves either to the feminist context 
of the 1920s or to go as far back as the founding of Rome. According to 
Phillip A. Bernhardt-House, in addition to the discourses invoked during 
the trials, there are also many medieval tales in which werewolves are 
depicted as more or less constitutionally so and, moreover, situated as 
heroes and protagonists in their stories. The most prominent example of 
this we find, Bernhardt-House claims, in Marie de France’s famous lais 
Bisclavret (c. 1100s CE),38 a text which was translated into Norwegian as 
early as the first part of the thirteenth century, thus introduced to Europe’s 
northernmost sphere. It was then called Bisclaret and transcribed in the 
collection Strengleikar,39 and was later the probable source of inspiration 

                                                            
34 See, for example, Russell and Russell, “The Social Biology of Werewolves,” 
152–153. 
35 Braidotti, Transformations, 128. 
36 Melkas, “A Struggle for Knowledge,” 61–62. 
37 Braidotti, Transformations, 128. 
38 Bernhardt-House, “The Werewolf as Queer, the Queer as Werewolf, and Queer 
Werewolves,” 165–168. 
39 Strengleikar. An Old Norse Translation of Twenty-One Old French Lais, eds. 
Robert Cook and Mattias Tveitane (Oslo: Norsk Historisk Kjeldeskrift-institutt, 
1979), ix-xv, 85. This Old Norse text was given to Uppsala University, Sweden, in 
1669 by Count Magnus Gabriel de la Gardie, who also features as a fictional 
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for the Norwegian story Tiodielis saga, transcribed in the seventeenth 
century and told in a significantly less courtly way than its model. In 
Europe’s northern part, werewolves were depicted in folk versions of such 
tales collected well into the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. 
 
Thus, Aalo not eating human meat in The Wolf’s Bride makes it possible 
to understand her character against the backdrop of another part of the 
literary tradition of werewolves than that which is usually put forward, but 
it also points to the significance of eating in the “silent socialization” by 
which cultural messages are embedded in the material world.40 In the 
interview “Eating Well” with Jacques Derrida, eating comes across as a 
metaphor for a way of being in the world, and consumption can therefore 
be seen as a social relationship with what we eat, with the bodies 
surrounding us, and with our cultural context.41 A relevant aspect of this, 
which strengthens the gender-political relevance of this novel, is that the 
very fact that Aalo eats raw meat, even if it is from a calf, still renders her 
threatening to the patriarchy. According to both Carol J. Adams and 
Derrida, meat-eating is, namely, both historically and in contemporary 
times, inextricably bound up with notions of normative masculinity.42 

Is the Werewolf a Wolf? Natural History and Christianity 

Thereby, the gender-political relevance of The Wolf’s Bride appears to be 
firmly established in the novel’s different contexts, including the modern 
one in the 1920s, medieval notions of the werewolf, and the ancient 
history of human-animal transformations. I do not, of course, claim that 
these other understandings of The Wolf’s Bride are irrelevant —rather the 
contrary—but would still like to point out that there are aspects of these 
contexts that offer possibilities to understand the novel in additional ways. 

                                                                                                                            
character in The Wolf’s Bride. In the end of Bisclaret the translator has added a 
short section, in which he/she shares his/her own experiences with werewolves. 
40 Jonas Frykman and Orvar Löfgren, Culture Builders. A Historical Anthropology 
of Middle-Class Life [1979], transl. Alan Crozier (New Brunswick, London: 
Rutgers University Press, 1987), 6. 
41 Jacques Derrida, “‘Eating Well’, or the Calculation of the Subject,” in Points … 
Interviews, 1974–1994, ed. Elisabeth Weber, transl. Peter Connor and Avital 
Ronell (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), 255–287. 
42 Carol J. Adams, The Sexual Politics of Meat (The Continuum Publishing 
Company: New York, 1990), 25–38 and Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law: The 
‘Mystical Foundation of Authority,’” transl. Mary Quaintance, Cardozo Law 
Review 11 (1990:5–6), 953. 
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The strong connection between nature, femininity and sexuality in Kallas’s 
texts from the 1920s has previously been understood in line with the 
primitivist work of, for example, D.H. Lawrence,43 but as Melkas has 
claimed, this connection can also be conceptualized as part of new 
ecological ideas arising in the Finnish and Swedish literary fields after 
World War I.44 For sure, such an interest in the significance of the non-
human can be seen in interwar London as well, especially in works by 
David Garnett, who was also part of London’s intellectual circles in the 
1920s and who wrote two novels which have both been discussed in the 
field of human-animal studies at the turn of the second millennium.45 In 
Lady into Fox (1922), which was widely regarded at the time of 
publication and also staged as a ballet in 1939, a human-animal 
transformation takes place, and also in the subsequent A Man in the Zoo 
(1924), transgressions of the human/animal divide are depicted. 
 
The similarities between The Wolf’s Bride and Lady into Fox were 
previously noted by Laitinen, who posits that both of these texts, along 
with Hermann Hesse’s Steppenwolf (1927), are part of “one of the main 
streams of European literature”, in which human duality is portrayed along 
with the great power of love.46 Later, the connection between Kallas’s and 
Garnett’s novels was also discussed by Faxneld, who claims that the 
intertextual relationship between them is shown in the fact that the English 
translation of the former in 1930 was dedicated to the author of the latter, 
David Garnett.47 Although this is not altogether correct—the dedication 
was to Edward Garnett, David Garnett’s father, who was also a part of the 
Bloomsbury group—I still agree with the similarities and possible 
intertextual connections between these two novels. Together, they suggest 
that there was, in the Bloomsbury circles during this period of time, a 
previously only marginally discussed interest in the non-human. Recently, 
                                                            
43 Although here we instead of the forester see his wife acting according to her 
sexual desires. Liisi Huhtala and Ulla-Maija Juutila, “Den dödsbringande Eros. 
Om Aino Kallas och Maila Talvio,” in Nordisk kvinnolitteraturhistoria. Vida 
Världen, 1900–1960, ed. Ebba Witt-Brattström (Höganäs: Bokförlaget Bra Böcker 
AB, 1996), 66. 
44 Kukku Melkas, “From Apocalypse to the New Paradise. Early Ecological 
Thinking and Aino Kallas’ Work in the 1920’s,” in Aino Kallas, Negotiations with 
Modernity, eds. Leena Kurvet-Käosaar and Lea Rojola (Helsinki: Finnish 
Literature Society, 2011), 54.  
45 See, for example, John Simons, Animal Rights and the Politics of Literary 
Representation (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002), 147–153. 
46 Laitinen, A History of Finland’s Literature, 126. 
47 Faxneld, Satanic Feminism, 269; see also 265. 
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however, Virginia Woolf’s own engagement with this topic was 
thoroughly discussed in a special issue of Virginia Woolf Miscellany, 
“Woolf and Animals”, in which the novel Flush (1933) is presented as just 
one example.48 
 
Against this backdrop and also in relation to the literary history of human-
animal transformations I discussed in Chapter One, it is possible to 
understand Aalo’s shift into a wolf in The Wolf’s Bride as something other 
than a representation of the concept of “animality” that it has been 
conceptualized as in previous research—that is, the “animalization” of 
humans that, according to Michael Lundblad, became possible in the wake 
of the writings of Charles Darwin and Sigmund Freud. When opening up 
for the option that in this novel, actual “animals” also might be represented 
(that is, textual depictions of non-human species),49 the human-animal 
transformation in The Wolf’s Bride, rather than an all-human affair, comes 
across as a literary contact zone characterized by the tension between, on 
the one hand, anthropocentrism situating “Man” as the apparent, superior 
centre of the world,50 and, on the other hand, more-than-anthropocentric 
“other worlds”.51 However, such a conceptualization requires that I 
complement the symptomatic reading practices which characterize 
previous research—according to which the “meaning” of the text is hidden 

                                                            
48 “Woolf and Animals,” Virginia Woolf Miscellany, eds. Kristin Czarnecki and 
Vara Neverow 84 (2013). See also Reginald Abbott, “Birds Don’t Sing in Greek. 
Virginia Woolf and ‘The Plumage Bill,’” in Animals and Women. Feminist 
Theoretical Explorations, eds. Carol J. Adams and Josephine Donovan (Durham, 
London: Duke University Press, 1995), 263–289. 
49 Michael Lundblad, The Birth of a Jungle. Animality in Progressive-Era U.S. 
Literature and Culture (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 1–2. 
The distinction between “actual animals” and “the concept of animality” was made 
by Philip Armstrong, What Animals Mean in the Fiction of Modernity (London, 
New York: Routledge, 2008), 5. 
50 This definition of “anthropocentrism” is reoccurring in all the chapters in this 
book and inspired by, among others, Gary Steiner in Anthropocentrism and Its 
Discontents. The Moral Status of Animals in the History of Western Philosophy 
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2005), 1–3; and Steve Baker, The 
Postmodern Animal (London: Reaktion Books Ltd., 2000), 92–95. 
51 As discussed in Chapter One, the idea of non-human animals as “other worlds” 
originates in Barbara Noske, Humans and Other Animals. Beyond the Boundaries 
of Anthropology (Winchester: Pluto Press, 1989), xi; and was later developed by 
Donna J. Haraway in “Otherworldly Conversations, Terran Topics, Local Terms 
[2004],” in Material Feminisms, eds. Stacy Alaimo and Susan Hekman 
(Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2008), 174–182. 
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in its depth—and instead orient myself on the text’s surface, where the 
significance of literary animals and the human-animal relationship is most 
likely to be produced. Indeed, with inspiration from Aalo herself, who 
responds to a call from the non-human and follows it into unknown 
worlds, I think that the method of following the animal trajectory into and 
through the literary text, up metaphorical elevations and into material 
wormholes, in constant dialogue with previous research, might produce 
other meanings of the human-animal transformation in The Wolf’s Bride, 
beyond that of a metaphor for the relationship between the sexes in the 
1920s.52 
 
To follow the animal, we can start with a discussion about what happens to 
the figure of the werewolf in The Wolf’s Bride if we situate it in the 
context of natural history. The belief in werewolves seems to have been 
more persistent in Northern Europe than in many other places,53 and while 
Pliny the Elder as early as in Historia Naturalis (c. 77–79 CE) rejects the 
possibility that werewolves exist in reality,54 the contention was, in fact, 
contradicted in Swedish historian Olaus Magnus’s book Description of the 
Nordic People in 1555, where he claimed that in the Northern part of 
Europe werewolves frequently appeared and were especially active around 
Christmas.55 Regarding The Wolf’s Bride this is particularly interesting 

                                                            
52 This method is outlined in more detail in the first chapter of this book. It was 
inspired by discussions in, among others, Susan McHugh, Animal Stories. 
Narrating across Species Lines (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2011); Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus, “Surface Readings,” Representations 108 
(2009:1), 1–21; Armstrong, What Animals Mean in the Fiction of Modernity; 
Donna J. Haraway, When Species Meet (Minneapolis, London: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2008); Jacques Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am [2006], 
transl. David Wills, ed. Marie-Louise Mallet (New York: Fordham University 
Press, 2008); Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. Touching Feeling. Affect, Pedagogy, 
Performativity, ed. Michèle Aina Barale et al. (Durham, London: Duke University 
Press, 2003), 123–151; Gilles Deleuze, “What Children Say [1993],” in Essays 
Critical and Clinical, transl. Daniel W. Smith and Michael A. Greco (London, 
New York: Verso, 1998), 61–67; and Bruno Latour, Science in Action. How to 
Follow Scientist and Engineers Through Society (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1987). 
53 Sidky, Witch-Craft, Lycanthropy, Drugs and Disease, 217. 
54 Pliny, Book 8, Chapter XXXIV, accessed June 17, 2014,  
http://www.masseiana.org/pliny.htm#BOOK VIII. 
55 Olaus Magnus, Description of the Nordic People. Rome 1555, ed. Peter Foote, 
transl. Peter Fisher and Humphrey Higgens (London: Hakluyt Society, 1996–
1998), Book 18, Chapter 45. 
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since what Olaus Magnus here designates as the North is what we today 
refer to as the Baltic area of Northern Europe56—which is exactly where 
the novel takes place, only about 100 years after Magnus’s book was 
written. Indeed, the view that this part of Europe was particularly haunted 
by werewolves seems to have been remarkably persistent. In an essay 
published as recently as 1922, Hermann von Bruiningk complains about 
unfair rumours claiming that the Baltic area hosts more werewolves than 
any other countries.57 
 
Why was the werewolf myth more persistent in Northern Europe than in 
other places? Certainly, the werewolf is only one example of were-animals 
in folklore all over the world, and in any given region, the species chosen 
is generally the mammal most dangerous to humans and/or their livestock. 
In Europe and northern Asia, this is the wolf, which probably explains 
why this animal in particular is the villain of numerous folk tales and 
reoccurs also in mythologies.58 Russell and Russell, and also H. Sidky, 
have made convincing cases showing that in fifteenth- and sixteenth-
century Europe, werewolves were more often sighted and tried in 
countries that historically had experienced severe onslaughts by wolves 
than in those that had not.59 Moreover, in cases where people have claimed 
to shoot werewolves, actual wolves have been killed.60 This historical fact 
is also represented in The Wolf’s Bride, as Priidik at the end of the novel 
shoots a wolf who he thinks carries his then-dead wife’s soul.61 
 
In Estonia, the significance of wolves is perhaps greater than in many 
other places in Northern Europe, as a relatively sparse human population 
and the vastness of large forests (more than 40% of the country’s area) 
have, both historically and in contemporary times, meant the presence of 
an extensive population of large mammals such as lynx, wild boar, brown 

                                                            
56 Ella Odstedt, Varulven i svensk folktradition [1943] (Stockholm: Malört förlag, 
2012), 28–29. 
57 Odstedt, Varulven i svensk folktradition, 28, n. 30. 
58 Russell and Russell, “The Social Biology of Werewolves,” 157, 159, 171. Also 
Rojola notes that the werewolf motif in The Wolf’s Bride would have connected it 
“very ‘naturally’” to Estonia, since “according to the old chronicles, werewolves 
were said to be particularly numerous” in this country (“The body which is not 
one,” 43). 
59 Russell and Russell, “The Social Biology of Werewolves,” 160–161; Sidky, 
Witch-Craft, Lycanthropy, Drugs and Disease, 220–229. 
60 Sidky, Witch-Craft, Lycanthropy, Drugs and Disease, 223. 
61 Kallas, Three Novels, 215–217. 
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bear and moose. Wolves have also generally been abundant in this country 
(although for different reasons varying over time) and have always caused 
problems for livestock.62 Ever since the time of settlement, Estonia’s 
human population has needed to defend its land and herds from wolves 
and other animals.63 There are also contemporary reports of how flocks at 
upwards of 800 wolves have wandered across the ice from Russia to 
Estonia.64 
 
These animal history facts offer the possibility to read The Wolf’s Bride 
from an angle other than the gender-political and, thus, by extension to 
“question and demythologize the idea of animal imagery as a ‘natural’ 
resource for saying-things-about-humans.”65 Certainly, a more literal 
reading of the wolves in the novel is strongly supported even from its 
beginning, which is made up of a lively description of the large presence 
of wolves on Hiiumaa: “For in those days the number of wolves, bears, 
lynxes, and other wild beasts in Estonia and Livonia had increased beyond 
measure, which was a source of wonderment, even to travellers from other 
lands.” Among all these wild animals, the wolves distinguish themselves 
in that they are unafraid and bold and do not refrain from going onto the 
farms and taking sheep or even a farm dog, nor from attacking travellers.66 
 
With such an approach, we can understand The Wolf’s Bride as a literary 
representation of the historical co-existence of humans and wolves in 
Estonia. However, this representation is instantly drawn back into the 
symbolic realm by means of the Christian ideology structuring the 
narrative in the novel, as the conflict between wolves and humans is said 
to be initiated by God himself: “For as the Creator hath set a deathless hate 
                                                            
62 “Estonian Mammals,” accessed June 17, 2014,  
http://bio.edu.ee/animals/Imetajad/imetajalist11.htm. 
63 Gustav Ränk, Old Estonia. The People and Culture, transl. Betty Oinas and 
Felix J. Oinas (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1976), 16–19. 
64 Jon Henley, “Hungry Wolves Invade Estonia,” The Guardian, Feb 1, 1996, A12. 
65 Steve Baker, Picturing the Beast. Animals, Identity, and Representation [1993], 
(Urbana, Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2001), xxxvi.  
66 Kallas, Three Novels, 161–162. The idea of understanding the “wolf” literally in 
The Wolf’s Bride was previously proposed by Rojola, who discusses this against 
the backdrop of Georgio Agamben’s concept “the anthropological machine”. 
Unfortunately, this analysis has not been published in English, nor in any other 
language that I can read. See Lea Rojola, “Kun metafora tulee lihaksi. Aino 
Kallaksen Sudenmorsiamen susi ja antropologinen kone,” in Kirjallisuuden naiset. 
Naisten esityksiä 1840-luvulta 2000-luvulle, eds. Riikka Rossi and Saija Isomaa 
(Helsinki: SKS, 2013), 229–253.  
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between the snake, that old serpent, and Man, so likewise hath He 
ordained eternal war between wolf and Man, that each shall lie in wait for 
the other.”67 The fact that Count de la Gardie, the Swedish ruler of the 
area, arranges numerous hunts for the beasts and even offers rewards for 
each animal killed helps little, since the wolves multiply at such a pace 
that the narrator in The Wolf’s Bride suspects that “Satan himself had been 
their helper.”68 Thus, the human-animal relationship depicted in the novel 
is phrased in accordance with the anthropocentrism of Medieval Christian 
ideology, where animals were understood as creatures that are farther 
away from God than man.69 Within this context the wolf, in particular, was 
conceptualized as a being that signified all that which was seen as standing 
“in a contradictory relation to the rules of civilized human behavior.”70 
According to Diane Antonio, during this time church-sponsored programs 
against wolves were even initiated.71 
 
However, in spite of the fact that humans and wolves are depicted as 
opposites and said to hate each other in The Wolf’s Bride, the risk that the 
boundary between them shall be transgressed is a constant threat, a risk 
that once again invokes the possible literal understanding of “wolves” in 
this story. In the beginning of the novel, the reader learns that the somatic 
presuppositions for transgressions between wolves and humans are already 
there because of the biological similarities between these species: “For so 
cunningly doth Satan fit a wolf-skin to a human body that the claws and 
teeth, likewise the ears, fall severally into their appointed places, as though 
the wearer come into this world from his mother’s womb a Lycanthropus 
of werewolf.”72 Since the material conditions for such transgressions are 

                                                            
67 Kallas, Three Novels, 182. 
68 Kallas, Three Novels, 162. 
69 Steiner, Anthropocentrism and Its Discontents, 112–131. This is a view that still 
is dominant in some religious discourses today, although it has been intensively 
debated since the latter part of the twentieth century (112–113). See also Fudge, 
Perceiving Animals, 34, and S.J. Wiseman, “Hairy on the Inside. Metamorphosis 
and Civility in English Werewolf Texts,” in Renaissance Beasts. Of Animals, 
Humans, and Other Wonderful Creatures, ed. Erica Fudge (Champaign: University 
of Illinois Press: 2004), 51–52: “Of course, in figurative terms wolves consistently 
represent those who had fallen so far from God that it was safe to assume that they 
were damned.” 
70 Wiseman, “Hairy on the Inside,” 52. 
71 Diane Antonio, “Of Wolves and Women,” in Animals and Women. Feminist 
Theoretical Explorations, eds. Carol J. Adams and Josephine Donovan (Durham, 
London: Duke University Press, 1995), 216. 
72 Kallas, Three Novels, 180. 
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there, a gate-keeper guarding the danger of shape-shifting is apparently 
needed, and in The Wolf’s Bride, the Christian faith serves this role. The 
significance of Christianity is even more apparent later in the novel, when 
Aalo’s transformation into a wolf has become known to the villagers. They 
now begin to see signs of witchcraft everywhere, such as the milk going 
sour, a man struck by madness, and a calf born with two heads and three 
pairs of legs: 
 

Wherefore there were many in Hiiumaa who saw in all this confusion only 
a sign that one lost human soul still dwelt with the wolves, keeping 
company with the beasts of the field, and thus forgetting the duties and 
reward of a Christian.73 

 
Very succinctly, the simultaneity of duty and reward in this quote 
highlights the expectations and penalties built into the anthropocentrism of 
the Christian ideology. “Humans” enjoy the privilege of being the image 
of God, having a soul and the chance for eternal life and, in principle, also 
are given unrestricted domination over non-human animals. But in order to 
get all these privileges, it is humans’ responsibility to monitor the 
boundaries between “human” and “animal”, not to question them and, 
above all, not transgress them. If this is a possibility, where does the 
foundation of human exceptionalism lie? According to the omniscient 
narrator in The Wolf's Bride, the worst thing to do is to waver between 
these two categories, as being a wolf sometimes and a human sometimes is 
explicitly claimed to be “an abomination to all Christians, drawing down 
the wrath of God upon Hiiumaa”.74 The shape shift is thus particularly 
dangerous, as it means that not only humans’ superiority over animals is 
questioned but also the very Christian premise that there is a fundamental, 
qualitative difference between humans and animals. 
 
Finally, this interaction between the metaphorical and the literal 
significances of the wolf in The Wolf’s Bride can actually be reconnected 
to the specifically gendered context that I just abandoned—though in 
another way. Indeed, when it is stated in The Wolf's Bride that wolves are 
“creatures of the wilds, whose seed is of the Devil (for is not the Devil 
himself the archilupus or Arch-Wolf?), and who have ever been the 
instruments of witchcraft”,75 a complex pair of oppositions is established 
between, on the one hand, Satan, women (witches) and animals (wolves), 

                                                            
73 Kallas, Three Novels, 197. 
74 Kallas, Three Novels, 200. 
75 Kallas, Three Novels, 162. 
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and, on the other hand (Christianity’s) God, men, and humans. Thus, the 
novel makes visible the connection between wolves and “the wild woman” 
that has been discussed by Clarissa Pinkola Estés, based on what she sees 
as similarities in character as well as relationships to oppressive contexts.76 
This intra-active connection between “wolf” and “woman” has also,77 in 
more general terms, been highlighted in ecofeminism, where it is phrased 
as part of a system of oppression between privileged and oppressed 
groups, such as human/culture/male versus non-human/nature/female.78 In 
The Wolf's Bride, the ways in which these discursive connections are 
structured by the Christian ideology are highlighted. 

The Wolf is a Wolf—Bestiality 

Recognizing the wolves in The Wolf’s Bride as animals rather than as 
manifestations of the concept of animality also has important implications 
for the understanding of the novel’s relationship to cultural restrictions and 
taboos concerning the human-animal relationship. The norm-breaking 
potential in Aalo’s escape from the heterosexual nuclear family has 
certainly attracted attention in previous research, for example from 
Dubois, who points out that the spiritual and sexual needs Aalo has—
needs that threaten her marriage, making her an outcast and finally leading 

                                                            
76 Clarissa Pinkola Estés, Women Who Run With the Wolves. Contacting the Power 
of the Wild Woman (London, Sidney, Auckland and Johannesburg: Rider, 1992). 
77 As I wrote in Chapter One, I chose to employ Karen Barad’s term “intra-
activity” in the intersectional analysis, which I think clarifies the unstable borders 
and mutual constitutions of the categories “human” and “animal” that characterize 
my own project. See Karen Barad, “Posthumanist Performativity. Toward an 
Understanding of How Matter Comes to Matter [2003],” in Material Feminisms, 
eds. Stacy Alaimo and Susan Hekman (Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press, 2008), 132–135. This choice means that I follow Nina Lykke’s 
suggestion in Feminist Studies. A Guide to Intersectional Theory, Methodology 
and Writing (New York, London, Routledge, 2010), 51. For an overview of how 
“species” has been incorporated in the intersectional discussion, see Maneesha 
Deckha, “Disturbing Images: PETA and the Feminist Ethics of Animal 
Advocacy,” Ethics & the Environment 13 (2008:2), 38–40. 
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Ecofeminism. Women, Animals, Nature, ed. Greta Gaard (Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 1993), 1–12. See also Lori Gruen, “Dismantling Oppression. An 
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volume; Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature (London: Routledge, 
1993), 43; and Kate Soper, What is Nature? Culture, Politics, and the Non-Human 
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to her execution—can be understood as analogous to a feminist discussion 
about lesbianism at the time the novel was written.79 Also Rojola notes 
that the novel depicts a female sexuality that is “independent of the male” 
and goes beyond the framework of marriage.80 Furthermore, Melkas 
claims that the disruptive aspects of gender and sexuality in The Wolf’s 
Bride are a consequence of Aalo fulfilling her desire outside the 
heterosexual marriage and the naturalized heterosexual order.81 Thus, 
previous research seems to be perfectly in line with Bernhardt-House’s 
claim that “werewolves have often been used as symbols of the 
uncontrollable and dangerous nature of female […] sexuality.”82 
 
Regarding these discussions, I agree that Aalo fulfils her desires outside 
marriage, but I would like to point out that this does not mean that she, 
necessarily, abandons the heterosexual agenda altogether. Rather, the 
cultural notion that Butler has called the heterosexual matrix—that is, the 
conceptualization of gender as two-fold, distinctive, oppositional entities, 
which are furthermore attracted to one another83—is reproduced in the fact 
that Aalo seems to be attracted to the charismatic male wolf precisely 
because of his conventional, symbolic embodiment of male sexual 
aggression,84 not in spite of it.85 However, Aalo’s desire clearly transcends 
                                                            
79 Dubois, “Writing of Women, Not Nations,” 227. See also Spangenberg, 
“Masculinity in Crisis,” 8. As Alexandra Stang notes in her forthcoming doctoral 
thesis at Helsinki university, Finland, Kallas was well aware of the turmoil 
surrounding the publication of British author Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of 
Loneliness, published (and censored) in 1928 and generally regarded as one of the 
first modern, literary texts about lesbianism. 
80 Rojola, “The body which is not one,” 47. 
81 Melkas “Uncontrollable Places,” 81; and “A Struggle for Knowledge,” 62. 
82 Bernhardt-House, “The Werewolf as Queer, the Queer as Werewolf, and Queer 
Werewolves,” 168. More specifically, Bernhardt-House refers to mainstream, 
contemporary, Western culture, but this is clearly also valid concerning The Wolf’s 
Bride. 
83 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New 
York, London: Routledge, 1990), 23–24. 
84 The male gendering of the leader of the pack (for example, Kallas, The Wolf’s 
Bride, 179) is one point where the English translation of The Wolf’s Bride 
significantly differs from the original text in Finnish, in which a gender-neutral 
pronoun is employed. Although unfaithful to the original, this translation is 
anchored in both historical and contemporary discourses regarding the wolf, the 
werewolf, and masculine sexuality. Sigmund Freud made a connection between 
wolves and male sexuality in his famous description of “The Wolf-Man” in “From 
the History of an Infantile Neurosis [1918],” in The Freud Reader, ed. Peter Gay 
(London: Vintage, 1995), 400–426, and this view appears, thus, to have been 
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the borders between species and thus makes visible the “implied bestiality 
involved in werewolf sex” that has already been pointed out by Bernhardt-
House.86 Indeed, the physical attraction Aalo experiences even the first 
time she encounters the big male wolf is apparent in the admiring and 
sensual description of his body, seen through her eyes as “a great and 
powerful beast with pointed muzzle and a broad forehead, for it was long 
of limb and its body also was long and grey, and its slanting wild eyes 
were full of the fury of the wilds.”87 It is at this point she becomes 
enchanted, the omniscient narrator tells us, and the sexual analogy is fully 
developed when this enchantment is described as if “a dæmon entered into 
her”.88 
 
Continuing the surface reading of The Wolf's Bride, these sexual aspects of 
the relationship between the leader of the pack and Aalo offer an 
additional perspective to the novel, namely, a literary history of sexuality 
that has remained ambivalent, to say the least, to sexual contacts between 
humans and animals. Although such practices throughout the Western 
world have been largely understood in relation to the biblical notion of the 

                                                                                                                            
influential in the first decades of the twentieth century (later, Freud’s interpretation 
was heavily criticized by, among others, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in A 
Thousand Plateaus. Capitalism and Schizophrenia [1987], transl. Brian Massumi 
[London, New York: Continuum, 2004], 29–43). In relation to representations of 
werewolves particularly, their historical connections with (male) sexuality were 
previously noted by Braidotti, Transformations, 128, and by Bernhardt-House, 
“The Werewolf as Queer, the Queer as Werewolf, and Queer Werewolves,” 161. 
Similar understandings of the wolf as a male character are, moreover, often 
suggested in relation to the well-known fairy tale about Little Red Riding Hood 
(for example, in the popular version by Jacob Grimm [1785–1863]; see Bernhardt-
House, “The Werewolf as Queer, the Queer as Werewolf, and Queer 
Werewolves,” 169). In relation to previous research about The Wolf’s Bride, this 
reading means that I differ from Faxneld’s claim that the leader of the pack cannot 
be seen as a masculine force but is rather “intimately tied up with a wild form of 
femininity” (Satanic Feminism, 274). I agree that Aalo and the rest of the wolf 
pack embody this wild femininity, but the leader is, no doubt, explicitly male 
gendered in the English translation of the text.  
85 Thus, Aalo engages in what Alice A. Kuzniar has called “heterosexual 
heterospeciality” (“I Married My Dog,” in Queering the Non-human, eds. Noreen 
Giffney and Myra Hird [Abingdon, Oxon: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2008], 206). 
86 Bernhardt-House, “The Werewolf as Queer, the Queer as Werewolf, and Queer 
Werewolves,” 164. 
87 Kallas, Three Novels, 172. 
88 Kallas, Three Novels, 173. 
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sodomitical sin,89 Midas Dekkert certainly has a point when claiming that 
art and culture are “permeated with physical love for animals”.90 Also 
Wendy Doniger has pointed out that myths about the human-animal 
relationship historically have not been void of sexuality.91 This is perhaps 
particularly the case in human-animal transformations, which seem to be 
the perfect way to respect the taboo against human-animal sexual contacts 
yet represent them. 
 
Barbara Fass Leavy has previously discussed this perspective on human-
animal transformations and notes that although there are many instances of 
animal grooms and brides in mythologies and tales from all over the 
world, the blending of human and animal in one character requires that 
specific narrative strategies must be developed in order to avoid breaking 
the taboo against bestiality. One strategy is to make sure that the figure 
who undergoes a human-animal transformation is always in human shape 
when sexual contact with people occurs.92 In The Wolf’s Bride, the taboo 
against human-animal sexual encounters is respected in exactly this way, 
as Aalo transforms from wolf to human before spending the night with 
Priidik.93 When Aalo meets the male wolf, however, it is the human body 
that is left behind, as she transforms into a wolf in order to be able to run 
at night with him and his pack. Towards the end of the first 
transformation, the sexual attraction between the two reaches its 
heteronormative conclusion, as Aalo discovers that the rest of the pack has 
departed and that she runs alone with the big male wolf. This sets the stage 
for what Rojola has claimed to be “one of the most important events in the 
novel”, the intercourse between Aalo and the male wolf.94 
 
However, at this point the limitations of the strategy chosen in The Wolf’s 
Bride—human turning into wolf in order to make sexual contact with a 
wolf possible—are clear, as it would certainly be equally impossible (in a 

                                                            
89 Jens Rydström, Sinners and Citizens. Bestiality and Homosexuality in Sweden 
1880–1950 (Stockholm: Department of History, Stockholm University, 2001), 2. 
90 Midas Dekkert, Dearest Pet. On Bestiality [1992], transl. Paul Vincent (London, 
New York: Verso, 1994), 1. 
91 Wendy Doniger, “Reflections,” in J.M. Coetzee, The Lives of Animals 
(Princeton, Chichester: Princeton University Press, 1999), 100. See also “The 
Mythology of Masquerading Animals, or, Bestiality,” Social Research: An 
International Quarterly of the Social Sciences 62 (1995:3), 751–772. 
92 Fass Leavy, In Search of the Swan Maiden, 101–155 (esp. 111) and 196–244. 
93 Kallas, Three Novels, 202–203. 
94 Rojola, “The body which is not one,” 45. 
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text of this kind and at this time) to depict sex between animals as between 
animals and humans. This dilemma Kallas solves by letting the big male 
wolf, just as he and Aalo are about to come together, turn into what is said 
to be his “proper guise”, Diabolus Sylvarum, a bodyless being represented 
only by the effect he has on the forest that surrounds them: 
 

Athwart the forest there sped a living and powerful breath, as though giant 
lungs had breathed, and all the forest shook with the tramp of unseen feet, 
and mighty wings, whose span no mortal has ever measured, hid the forest 
in a shadow deeper and more secret than the shade of the spruce.95 

 
Also Aalo’s body dissolves as she and the demon  
 

… melted each into the other, like two dewdrops, and no one could have 
known which was which, or told one from the other. And she melted away 
into the murmur of the forest spruce, was pressed in golden drops of resin 
from the red sides of the pines, and vanished into the green dampness of 
the marsh moss […].96 

 
These depictions can be seen as a way of circumventing the taboo against 
representing animals as sexual creatures, especially in relation to humans, 
yet, at the same time, depicting the eroticism and pleasure that characterize 
the meeting between Aalo and the big male wolf, which is the reason she 
is so eager to answer his call. In this navigation, Aalo—who we see in the 
quote above becoming wolf, water, and forest—engages in what Deleuze 
and Guattari have defined as processes that go beyond the notion of a 
stable, human subject.97 Therefore, Aalo’s becomings can be seen as “lines 
of escape” away from the triangular structure “husband-lover-herself”, 
which would otherwise unavoidably be established as she directs her 
desire outside marriage. 
 
A particularly interesting aspect of Aalo’s line of escape is the way in 
which it, although ultimately lethal, at this stage offers her “a bliss beyond 
measure, too great for mortal enjoyment” and “an overflowing 
entrancement”.98 Indeed, a lust that strong would in some historical 
contexts have been understood as bestial in itself,99 especially, Fudge 
                                                            
95 Kallas, Three Novels, 184. 
96 Kallas, Three Novels, 184. This quote has also been discussed in Braidotti, 
Transformations, 129. 
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claims, during the Renaissance when there were reason-based values that 
rested on the belief that “humans could actually become animals through 
their actions”, and behaviours such as lust, intoxication and gluttony were 
seen as having the potential to “transform humans into beasts”.100 In 
relation to this, it might be suggested that certain aspects of the course of 
events in The Wolf’s Bride should be understood in line with the historical 
context in which the novel is situated rather than the 1920s, when it is 
written. 
 
Moreover, the fact that Aalo’s wonderful experiences with the male wolf 
are said to be all new to her creates a rather queer split in the novel’s 
representation of reproduction and lust. When wanting to procreate, Aalo 
seeks out her human husband, spends the night with him, and becomes 
pregnant. But when wanting pleasure, she seeks out her animal groom, and 
together with him experiences the “melting of boundaries” that does not 
seem to have reproduction as its goal but, rather, pleasure beyond the 
normative script.101 However, the possibility of this alternate order of 
things is explicitly erased in the novel’s end when Priidik shoots the wolf 
he thinks is harbouring his then-dead wife’s soul—with a silver bullet 
made from his wedding ring.102 

                                                            
100 Erica Fudge, “How a Man Differs From a Dog,” History Today 53 (2003:6), 38. 
See also Brian Cummings, “Animal Passions and Human Sciences. Shame, 
Blushing and Nakedness in Early Modern Europe and the New World,” in At the 
Borders of the Human. Beasts, Bodies and Natural Philosophy in the Early 
Modern Period, ed. Erica Fudge et al. (Basingstoke: MacMillan, 1999), 26–50. 
Moreover, Simons has pointed to the fact that sex can be seen as transformational 
in itself, in that it joins previously separate bodies and also might result in 
fertilization (Simons, Animal Rights and the Politics of Literary Representation, 
164). 
101 Braidotti, Transformations, 129. 
102 This was previously noted in Braidotti, Transformations, 129, and also by 
Faxneld, who claims that this is “a symbolic ending if ever there was one: the 
token of marriage is used to slay the woman rebelling against patriarchy’s 
demands” (Satanic Feminism, 264). To this, I would like to add anthropocentric 
demands as well as patriarchal, since these two are surely intertwined in The 
Wolf’s Bride. 
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Is the werewolf a wolf? European wolves, Canis Lupus Lupus, have always been 
abundant in Estonia. Gunnar Ries, 2007.  

Other-Worlding and Agential Realism in The Wolf’s Bride 

In order to reach these understandings of the course of events in The 
Wolf's Bride, it is essential that the wolf is seen as a wolf and not as a 
metaphor for something else. The fact that the course of events in the 
novel can be read so differently, depending on which status its different 
aspects and characters are given, suggests an emergent questioning of how 
to read this novel. The issue has previously been discussed by Melkas, 
who notes the particular relationship between the novel’s explicit story and 
its powerful and convincing subtext. Indeed, Kallas’s peculiar prose, based 
on seventeenth-century books on homiletics and characterized by old-
fashioned vocabulary and Biblical phrasings, situates the story in The 
Wolf's Bride within the framework of the medieval chronicles’ role as 
prestigious and impartial writings. However, as “a particular style can be 
seen as a specific means to produce information”, this should not only be 
discussed in relation to traditional stylistics, Melkas claims, but, rather, 
understood in the context of the European sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries when the Christian tradition functioned as the ultimate foundation 
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for “true” knowledge. Thus, the stylistics of the novel emphasize “the way 
in which a certain discourse has the power to produce legitimate 
knowledge”. But when Aalo changes into a wolf she “slip[s] out of the 
established order of things” and also through the fingers of the chronicle 
narrators. Thus, Melkas claims, both “the knowledge-based dignity and 
assurance characteristic of the chronicle style” are destroyed, resulting in a 
questioning of the very categories “knowledge” and “truth”. However, 
according to Melkas this process would not have been possible unless the 
Christian discourse in the 1920s had lost most of its former authority.103 
 
I agree that Kallas’s simultaneous creation of an allegedly objective, 
explicit narrative and a powerful subtext constructs a strong tension in the 
text and certainly, as Melkas claims, gives the impression that the reader is 
expected to focus on the subtext of the novel and not simply follow the 
seemingly objective truth given by the omniscient narrator. Indeed, it is 
Aalo’s “authorship of action”, Melkas writes, that radically “re-scripts” the 
traditional narratives the novel builds upon.104 I find this method 
inspirational, and I agree with Melkas that a focus on Aalo’s agency 
certainly allows an understanding of her as a woman who fights for and 
enjoys her freedom rather than a witch dedicated to the Devil. However, I 
would like to point out that this reading of The Wolf’s Bride presupposes 
that the wolves are mere metaphors for women’s situations, void of agency 
as well as means to signify themselves. Thus, with this method we only 
partially read the novel’s subtext and therefore gain merely some of the 
new knowledge generated in The Wolf's Bride. Specifically, it is only the 
human “action” that is given the status of “authorship” in Melkas’s 
reasoning, and her arguments thus reproduce the anthropocentric paradigm 
that puts “Man” at the centre of the universe and, moreover, establishes a 
rigid human/animal divide in which the “human” is superior to the “non-

                                                            
103 Melkas, “A Struggle for Knowledge,” 55, 58–61. Faxneld situates The Wolf’s 
Bride within a twentieth-century, Western tradition of what he calls “satanic 
feminism”, in which “Lucifer became reconceptualized as a feminist liberator of 
womankind” (Satanic Feminism, 16, 263–276). See also Jones, “The Werewolf 
and Modern Woman,” 48–49; and Per Faxneld, “Feminist Vampires and the 
Romantic Satanist Tradition of Counter-Readings,” in Woman as Angel, Woman as 
Evil. Interrogating the Boundaries, eds. Andrea Ruthven and Gabriela Mádlo 
(Oxford: Inter-Disciplinary Press, 2012), 55–75. 
104 Melkas, “A Struggle for Knowledge,” 59–63. This has also been discussed in 
Rojola’s “The body which is not one,” 53. 
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human”.105 In order to avoid this, I would like to explore the meaning 
created when the novel’s non-human agency is put at the centre, in the 
same manner Melkas does with Aalo’s. 
 
At an initial state of this discussion, Susan McHugh’s concept “literary 
animal agency” seems to be a useful analytical tool, in that it allows a 
focus on agency rather than subjectivity and thus generates questions 
about how “animal agents appear in literature, and with what material 
effects on the world around them”.106 These are indeed relevant questions 
to ask in relation to The Wolf’s Bride, where the wolves described at the 
novel’s beginning (as I discussed above) definitely display a certain 
amount of agency, in that they reproduce, steal and attack without 
consideration for human will and resistance. But also the English 
translation of the novel’s title, The Wolf’s Bride, can be seen as a 
premonition of the fact that the wolf in this story is something other than a 
passive metaphor. Rather, it is the “Bride” that is the passive component, 
that which is owned, while the “Wolf” is the possessor.107 
 
The relationship between humans and non-humans suggested in the 
novel’s title reoccurs in the depiction of the first time Aalo and the big 
wolf establish contact, during a wolf hunt, an event that the villagers are 
invited to watch. Terrified, the wolves rush across a vast field to escape 
the hunters, but as one of them meets Aalo’s gaze, she hears a distinctive 
calling in her ear: “‘Aalo, little maid Aalo, comest thou with me to the 
marshes?’”108 This is the calling Aalo responds to when later wandering 
into the woods and turning into a wolf,109 thus making the big male wolf 

                                                            
105 This definition of anthropocentrism, which is perfectly in line with the one 
employed throughout this book, is discussed in Wendy Woodward, The Animal 
Gaze. Animal Subjectivities in Southern African Narratives (Johannesburg: Wits 
University Press, 2008), 6. 
106 McHugh, Animal Stories, 1–3. 
107 This argument works also in relation to the original title in Finnish, 
Sudenmorsian, which literally means “wolf’s bride”. 
108 Kallas, Three Novels, 172. As Armstrong notes, the notion that the wolf’s gaze 
has power over humans goes all the way back to Pliny the Elder and was also 
expanded upon by medieval bestiarists. Up until the seventeenth century, experts 
continued to believe in the eye’s capacity to have physical effects on its objects 
(Philip Armstrong, “The Gaze of Animals,” in Theorizing Animals. Re-Thinking 
Humanimal Relations, eds. Nik Taylor and Tania Signal [Leiden and Boston: Brill, 
2011], 178–180.) 
109 The human-animal transformation in The Wolf’s Bride is, thus, initiated during 
a hunt, something that is also the case in, for example, the previously mentioned 
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the initiator of the novel’s entire plot. Consequently, the wolf both 
influences the course of events and defines the theme in The Wolf’s Bride, 
while Aalo—the human character—in the quote above emerges as a 
passive recipient. 
 
Indeed, the potential and effect of the wolf’s gaze in this scene can be 
understood in accordance with Derrida’s discussion about “the animal 
gaze” in The Animal That Therefore I Am, where he describes himself at 
one occasion standing naked in his room and experiencing shame when 
seen by his cat.110 This question opens up a proverbial can of worms for 
the famous philosopher regarding the relationship between “animal” and 
“human”, but regardless of how interesting Donna J. Haraway has claimed 
his discussion to be, she nevertheless thinks that Derrida fails at one 
crucial point: to perceive his cat’s gaze as “a possible invitation, a possible 
introduction to other-worlding.”111 In contrast to Derrida, this invitation is 
fully comprehended by Aalo, who, in fact, reacts strongly to the wolf’s 
gaze:  
  

… she started as though a musketball had pierced her ribs, for she saw not 
by whom these words might have been spoken. But her soul and even her 
body were rudely shaken by a great whirlwind, as though some mighty 
power had borne her up from her foothold into the air, and then a vast 
upheaving whirled her about in a holy tempest, like the smoky down of a 
bird, till her breath was choked and she was nigh to swooning where she 
stood.112 

 
This event in The Wolf’s Bride is so powerful it seems to create what 
philosopher Pär Segerdahl has called a “metaphysical vertigo”, an 
encounter between human and non-human that shakes the foundations of 
the anthropocentric world view.113 However, in the above quote it is also 
clear that the agency of the wolf, which we can perceive only by going 
beyond notions of human exceptionalism and anthropocentrism, by 
extension leads to not only transgressions of the human/animal divide but 
also of humanist conceptualizations on a larger scale. Indeed, when the 
                                                                                                                            
David Garnett’s Lady into Fox (1922) and Icelandic author Sjón’s The Blue Fox 
(2003). Perhaps, then, it could be suggested that also “the hunt” is a literary contact 
zone? 
110 Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am, 3–11. 
111 Haraway, When Species Meet, 20. 
112 Kallas, Three Novels, 172. 
113 Pär Segerdahl, “Being Humans When We Are Animals,” Nordic Wittgenstein 
Review 3 (2014:2), 125–149. 
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wolf’s gaze becomes a message in Aalo’s ears, and when that message 
makes her whole body tremble and shake, a new proposal is constructed 
regarding the notion of “reality” in The Wolf’s Bride. 
 
In order to fully grasp this proposal, I think it is necessary to extend the 
concept of “agency” not only to the animals in The Wolf’s Bride but also 
to its depictions of literary bodies and matter. Perhaps also they will (just 
like the wolf) come across as “authorships” in relation to the novel’s 
subtexts? This means a questioning of the humanist worldview, which, 
according to Karen Barad, is expressed as the conceptualization of matter 
as passive and unchanging and discourse as active and changing. As 
opposed to this, Barad suggests the alternative concept “agential realism”, 
which is the product of intra-actions between human and non-human 
agents.114 This description fits rather well with the inner-literary world 
created in The Wolf’s Bride, with its subversive relationship between 
active and passive, possible and impossible, human and non-human, real 
and symbolic. 
  
To some extent, such perspectives have been included in previous 
research, in particular by Rojola, who notes that the body is an important 
producer of knowledge in The Wolf’s Bride, something that is apparent 
from the novel’s beginning, when Aalo’s body is depicted as “literally 
marked” by her red hair and the mole under her breast (classic signs of a 
witch). This suggests to Rojola that the knowledge produced in The Wolf’s 
Bride is a “knowledge of the body”.115 I agree that the body carries 
significance in the novel, but in following Barad’s posthumanist reasoning 
above, I would also like to suggest that this body exceeds the notion of 
(silent) matter having to be marked with words and signs in order to be 
communicative.116 According to this reasoning, it seems meaningful that 
the human-wolf transformation that Aalo undergoes at night is continually 
portrayed as discretely expressed by her human body by day: she is paler 
than before, has a deeper look and more luster in her hair.117 On one 
occasion, she is even close to being betrayed when a wound inflicted on 
her paw by night leaves her limping with a bleeding foot by day.118  

                                                            
114 Barad, “Posthumanist Performativity,” 120–121, 129–135. 
115 Rojola, “The body which is not one,” 47, 52–55. 
116 Cf. Barad, “Posthumanist Performativity,” 120–121. 
117 Kallas, Three Novels, 185. 
118 Kallas, Three Novels, 187–188. As Doniger notes, wounded feet often play 
important roles in stories of human-animal transformations (“The Mythology of 
Masquerading Animals,” 753–756). 
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The subversive potential of this bodily narrative is made visible when 
Aalo comes back to her human home to spend the night with Priidik, and 
she starts her visit by breastfeeding her baby, something that Priidik 
reflects upon as impossible after so long time.119 This can be understood as 
if Aalo’s body has left the “natural laws” behind and instead orients and 
expresses itself in accordance with another kind of reality. Or, perhaps, on 
an even more literal level regarding Aalo’s wolf-hood, the breastfeeding 
could be possible because she, in addition to her human daughter, has pups 
in the forest. In the latter case, Aalo would (according to old beliefs, which 
still seem to hold some truth in modern medical science) be to a certain 
degree prevented from pregnancy, suggesting that the night of love-
making with Priidik is not guaranteed or perhaps even likely to result in 
procreation. Yet Aalo shows up nine months later in labour and gives birth 
in the bath hut, to a “child” that we learn is a “forest-whelp”, a “forest 
hound”, a “wolf’s changeling” and a “wolf’s brat”. Is the child a wolf? 
Indeed, this would fit perfectly with the fact that Priidik claims to have 
nothing to do with the baby, and that the old women who have seen it still 
do not hesitate to kill it.120 
 
The radicality of the renegotiation concerning the qualities of the inner-
literary reality in The Wolf’s Bride that are suggested in this reading is also 
visible in the depiction of Aalo’s first time running with the wolves, when 
“in herself and in the world around her she felt a deep change, and all the 
things were strange and new, as though she now saw them for the first 
time with her bodily eyes”.121 The body is the eye and sight, implying the 
possibility of another order of things than the one taken for granted in the 
humanist production of knowledge. This idea is in line with Haraway’s 
reasoning about the metaphor of eyes and vision, typically connected to 
the unspoken category of white, male “objectivity” (claiming the power to 
see and not be seen), but which can instead signify the fact that all 
knowledge is embodied and situated.122 From this perspective, Aalo’s 
bodily eyes in The Wolf’s Bride appear as a further undermining of the 
allegedly objective truth of the chronicle narrator. Moreover, this sequence 
in the novel resembles Barad’s discussion of the brainless and eyeless 
brittle star, which in 2001 was discovered to have a skeletal system that 

                                                            
119 The term “bodily narrative” is from Jay Prosser in Second Skins: The Body 
Narratives of Transsexuality (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998). 
120 Kallas, Three Novels, 208, 210. 
121 Kallas, Three Novels, 180–181. 
122 Donna J. Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature 
(New York, London: Routledge, 1991), 188–196. 
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also functions as a visual system, meaning that these creatures “don’t have 
eyes; they are eyes”. Just as this very fact, according to Barad, challenges 
“our Cartesian habits of mind, breaking down the usual visual metaphors 
for knowing”,123 so new perspectives concerning the relationship between 
having and being, matter and discourse, and, indeed, the very pre-
requisites for “knowing” are also offered in the depiction of Aalo’s bodily 
eyes in The Wolf’s Bride. 
 
Priidik also experiences this bodily sight at one point when Aalo visits him 
at night, an event that for a short, lovely moment makes the subversive 
aspects of the novel’s depiction of matter a reality for one of the novel’s 
male literary characters. The potential of this other world to render 
positive experiences is apparent in that Priidik also feels that “an unearthly 
joy overflowing with bliss possessed him”, not unlike Aalo’s preceding 
experience with the male wolf.124 Here, he, too, is offered a line of escape, 
away from curious villagers and normative scripts for living; it is a gift of 
love from Aalo, firmly refused by Priidik. 
 
Such depictions of another kind of reality, a reality that goes beyond the 
anthropocentric and humanist order of the relationship between matter and 
discourse, active and passive, are reoccurring throughout the novel but are 
perhaps most notable on the night of Aalo’s first transformation into a 
wolf. This happens on a Midsummer’s Eve, which is significant in relation 
to the Christian discourse that structures the novel’s explicit narrative. In 
the Nordic countries this heathen tradition survived the introduction of 
Christianity (ranging from the seventh to the eleventh centuries and dating 
a bit later in the Baltic region), and is still in some places celebrated today. 
At this point Aalo’s husband is temporarily away from home, and the rest 
of the household, fast asleep; Aalo feels that it is time to answer the wolf’s 
call. She takes off her boots and wanders barefoot into the forest until she 
reaches a marsh. Here, Aalo suddenly remembers and casts an ancient 
spell, after which she jumps from tussock to tussock across the swamp to 
come to the island in its centre, where a pack of wolves is waiting for her. 
From under a rock Aalo pulls out a wolf’s pelt: 
 

                                                            
123 Karen Barad, “Queer Causation and the Ethics of Mattering,” in Queering the 
Non/Human, eds. Noreen Giffney and Myra J. Hird (Abingdon, Oxon: Ashgate 
Publishing Ltd., 2008), 319, 324, 329. Moreover, the possible meanings and/or 
subversive potentials of “seeing” in relation to human blindness and guide dogs 
have been discussed in McHugh, Animal Stories, 27–64. 
124 Kallas, Three Novels, 203. 
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So Aalo cast the wolf-skin over her shoulders, and at once she felt her 
body change past all knowing. The white skin of her body became covered 
with tangled fur, her little face sharpened into the long muzzle of a wolf, 
her delicate ears were changed into the uprising ears of a wolf, her teeth 
into fierce fangs, and her fingernails into the crooked claws of a beast of 
the wilds.125 

 
This quote reveals that it is not only the wolves that have the ability to 
execute agency in this novel but also matter—the pelt—has this same 
ability. It illustrates the alternative understanding of the relationship 
between discourse and matter that was initiated by the wolf’s call for Aalo 
during the hunt. Although this kind of transformation was certainly an 
important part of medieval beliefs about werewolves and, moreover, in 
line with early modern beliefs that certain kinds of clothing could, in fact, 
alter the human body,126 in relation to twentieth-century cultural theory it 
also comes across as an example of Deleuze and Guattari’s discussion of 
the “sorcery” that initiates the process of becoming animal. Indeed, this 
concept fits very well with the course of events in The Wolf’s Bride, in that 
this is said to imply, among other things, “an initial relation of alliance 
with a demon”, which functions as “the borderline of the animal pack”.127 
Moreover, the power of the wolf pelt can be conceptualized as a literary 
depiction of that which Jane Bennett has called the “vitality of matter”, 
including the notion of the non-human as an actant, that is, “a source of 
action […] which has efficacy, can do things, has sufficient coherence to 
make a difference, produce effects, alter the course of events”.128 This is 
exactly what happens in The Wolf’s Bride, and the ways in which Aalo’s 
body transforms can thus be seen as a depiction of the process of literary 
materialization, happening in the textual intra-action between human 
discourse and non-human agency.129 Indeed, in The Wolf’s Bride, the 

                                                            
125 Kallas, Three Novels, 179–180. 
126 Erica Fudge, Ruth Gilbert, and Susan Wiseman, “Introduction. The Dislocation 
of the Human,” in At the Borders of the Human. Beasts, Bodies and Natural 
Philosophy in the Early Modern Period, ed. Erica Fudge et al. (MacMillan: 
Basingstoke, 1999), 3.  
127 Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, 265–278, quote on 272. 
128 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter. A Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2010), viii-ix. 
129 See Ann-Sofie Lönngren, “Swelling, Leaking, Merging – a material feminist 
reading of Strindberg’s A Madman’s Manifesto,” NORA – Nordic Journal of 
Feminist and Gender Research (2014:1), 10–12, and “Mellan metafor och litterär 
materialisering – heteronormer och djurblivande i Monika Fagerholms novell 
‘Patricia Kanin’ (1990),” lambda nordica 16 (2011:4), 55–59. 
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move away from a human-centred (and humanist) perception of reality is 
made clear in the fact that right after the transformation, “with a savage 
and joyful howl she entered into the company of the wolves, like one who 
after long search has found her rightful kin, and the others, howling in 
chorus, did welcome her as their sister.”130 Thus, Aalo’s individual, human 
voice is now, under the influence of the wolf pelt, replaced with a 
collective howling.131 

From Metaphor to Figuration—and Back? 

Considering the very somatic aspects of Aalo’s transformation, it is 
apparent that the purely symbolic understandings of the transformation in 
The Wolf’s Bride that characterize previous research ignore the medieval 
discussions about whether the werewolf transformations were literal or 
figurative. As Bernhardt-House points out, this uncertainty played itself 
out in paradoxical ways during the witch trials, where beliefs in 
werewolves were often cited as deluded and heretical, and yet trials of 
suspected and confessed werewolves took place.132 Although many 
relevant readings have been phrased in the previous discussions about 
Kallas’s novel, their joint overlooking of the possibility of material agency 
is in line with Jean-François Lyotard’s discussion about the human-centred 
bias in twentieth-century knowledge production.133 Ultimately, such a bias 
entails the risk of stunting the radical questioning of the entire Christian, 
humanist, and anthropocentric world view that is underway in The Wolf’s 
Bride. 
 
This questioning does not, however, only occur in certain places in the 
novel but, rather, permeates the text from beginning to end. Indeed, I 
would claim that the metaphorical level is, in fact, even abandoned in the 
beginning of The Wolf’s Bride, when it gives way to the agency of the 
figuration, beyond the limits of the humanist and anthropocentric 

                                                            
130 Kallas, Three Novels, 180. 
131 Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka, 17–18, 83. See also A Thousand Plateaus, 32: “In 
becoming wolf, the important thing is the position of the mass, and above all the 
position of the subject itself in relation to the pack or wolf-multiplicity”. 
132 Bernhardt-House, “The Werewolf as Queer, the Queer as Werewolf, and Queer 
Werewolves,” 162. See also Fudge, Perceiving Animals, 51–55.  
133 Jean-Francois Lyotard, Inhuman. Reflections on Time [1988], transl. Geoffrey 
Bennington and Rachel Bowlby (Cambridge, Oxford: Polity Press, 1993), 1–7. 
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production of knowledge.134 When Aalo is introduced in the story, it is 
through the male human gaze, as Priidik watches her washing the sheep 
before cutting the wool. He notes how she handles the animals with 
greater tenderness and consideration than the other women and that they 
still panic, climbing over each other “as though seeking escape from a 
wolf in the flock”.135 Priidik only sees the beautiful and gentle young 
woman, but the sheep know that there actually is a wolf in the flock and 
thus carry knowledge that Pridiik does not have. In this construction of the 
scene, the sheep are both aligned within the anthropocentric tradition of 
animals as messengers136 and positioned as literary animal agents, acting 
with knowledge the human characters do not have. Also, the big male wolf 
seems to recognize the wolf in Aalo, as he later in the novel calls her with 
his gaze, which means that Aalo is no longer defined by Pridiik’s male 
human gaze (the idea acknowledged by many scholars before),137 but, 
rather, the animal’s. As we have seen, the course of events in The Wolf’s 
Bride will prove the sheep right, consequently overturning the notions of 
anthropocentrism and human exceptionalism at the novel’s beginning. 
 
Such a reading is supported by the fact that, in the same way as the 
metaphorical level is abandoned in the beginning of the novel, so it is 
restored in the book’s end. When Aalo and her newborn baby are burned 
alive in the sauna, the possibilities for a world beyond the narrow 
boundaries of the Christian discourse, anthropocentrism and humanism are 
closed. However, this shift is not passed over in silence but mourned 
loudly by the wolves and the forest in a final, emotional protest against, 
once again, being relegated to insignificance and silence: 
 

… scarcely had the bath-hut caught fire, when all those in the yard seemed 
to hear a sound as of a distant howling of wolves, very faint at first, but 
drawing swiftly nearer. And these howls were long and exceedingly 
dismal, a wail as of mourning and lamentation, as though the wolves were 
crying aloud for sorrow. And at the same time a great storm arose and from 
the forest that surrounded the forester’s hut there was heard a loud roaring, 
like the noise of rushing waters in a deep chasm, or like the humming in 
the crowns of the forest spruce when the storm-winds wildly rock them.138 

                                                            
134 See Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs and Women, 149–181, and Braidotti 
Transformations, 2–3. 
135 Kallas, Three Novels, 165. 
136 John Berger, About Looking [1980], (New York: Vintage International, 1991), 4. 
137 See, for example, Spangenberg, “And Never the Twain Shall Meet,” 10–11. 
138 Kallas, Three Novels, 212. 
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This ending of the novel suggests that the alternatives to the 
anthropocentric world view presented throughout The Wolf’s Bride die 
with Aalo, an interpretation which is strengthened by the metaphorical 
quality of the novel’s final words, “homo homini lupus”, “man is man’s 
wolf”.139 This originates from Plautus’ Asinaria (c. 200 BCE) but was 
famously rephrased by Thomas Hobbes in Leviathan (1651), and the 
words are most often understood according to a humanist framework, as 
humans preying upon humans and, as such, widely referenced when 
depicting the horrors of which humans are capable.140 This was previously 
discussed by Giorgio Agamben, who claims that during the seventeenth 
century, the figure of the werewolf created a “threshold” and a “zone of 
indistinction” between humans and animals, which excluded the latter 
category from the law and the city. Thus, “the bandit’s liminal status” was 
underscored “by defining him as a wolf-man”, rendering this figure a 
member of the category “bare life”, possible to kill without committing 
homicide.141 This is exactly the kind of biopolitics142—or rather, in this 
case, the more specific “necropolitics” structuring the non-recognized 
human life143—that seems to be behind the possibility for the events at the 
end of The Wolf’s Bride, when Aalo and her newborn baby are burned to 
death by the villagers. Moreover, a gender-relevant interpretation of 
“homo homini lupus” as not only about mankind in general but, more 
specifically, about women in relation to men has been phrased by 
Antonio,144 making a metaphorical reading of this dicta even more 
significant in relation to the course of events in The Wolf’s Bride. 
 
This discussion supports my claim that the metaphorical level of this novel 
is first abandoned, then reinstalled in The Wolf’s Bride. However, I cannot 
                                                            
139 Kallas, Three Novels, 212. 
140 Diego Rossello, “Hobbes and the Wolf-Man. Melancholy and Animality in 
Modern Sovereignty,” New Literary History 43 (2012:2), 255. 
141 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer. Sovereign Power and Bare Life, transl. Daniel 
Heller-Roazen (Stanford: Stanford University Press), 104–106. This category relies 
on the ancient Greek terms bios (the civic life of the citizen) and zoē (the 
biological existence) that Agamben re-invokes in Homo Sacer, 1–12. 
142 Giorgio Agamben, The Open: Man and Animal, transl. Kevin Attell (Stanford, 
CA: Stanford University Press, 2003), 80; and Homo Sacer, 119–188. See also 
Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics. Lectures at the Collège de France, 
1978–1979, transl. Graham Burchell (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008). 
143 See Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics,” transl. Libby Meintjes, Public Culture 
15 (2003:1), 11–40; and Jasbir K. Puar, Terrorists Assemblages. Homonationalism 
in Queer Times (Durham, London: Duke University Press, 2007), 33. 
144 Antonio, “Of Wolves and Women,” 224–225. 



Chapter Three 
 

 

118

refrain from looking for another way to understand this tragic ending, by 
means of a surface reading of Hobbes’s dictum. Although the word 
“wolf”, as Mircea Eliade reminds us, in European medieval symbolism 
was used for adolescents, immigrants and criminals,145 it also applied, of 
course, to non-human animals. The relevance of “homo homini lupus” 
against the backdrop of the human-animal relationship during the 
Renaissance has previously been discussed by Diego Rossello, who 
criticizes Agamben for making Hobbes’s wolf-man exceptional, rather 
than exemplary. If situated within the discourses of “animal” and “human” 
in his own time, Rossello claims, Hobbes’s dictum can be seen as a 
relaxing of “the human-animal divide in terms that perhaps anticipate, and 
prepare the ground for, Charles Darwin’s own animalization of the human 
being”. Moreover, Rossello thinks that Hobbes’s theories challenge human 
exceptionalism in that they define being human (and thus political) as a 
process in which the human is animalized but the animalistic is non-
political. Thus, lycanthropy is one way in which “the animal returns” into 
the political sphere.146 With such an understanding of the final words in 
The Wolf’s Bride, “homo homini lupus”, a “wormhole” out of the 
construction of humanist reality is created,147 giving the possibility to 
                                                            
145 Mircea Eliade, Zalmoxis, the Vanishing God: Comparative Studies in the 
Religions and Folklore of Dacia and Eastern Europe [1970], transl. William R. 
Trask (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972), 3–4. 
146 Rossello, “Hobbes and the Wolf-Man,” 255, 259–260, 265, 272. Similar 
comments have been made by Michael Lundblad, who claims that although 
Sigmund Freud quotes Hobbes’ dictum (in Civilization and Its Discontents [1930] 
in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud 
21, ed. James Strachey, in collaboration with Anna Freud [London: The Hogarth 
Press, 1961], 111), the two of them do not necessarily have identical 
understandings of the human-animal relationship. Lundblad claims that Agamben 
lacks a “historical distinction in his discussion of the ‘law of nature’” regarding 
Hobbes (The Birth of a Jungle, 1–3, 28 n. 5). Indeed, Rosello’s and Lundblad’s 
criticisms mean that the distinction between “wolf” and “werewolf” that Agamben 
explicitly makes (Homo Sacer, 105) is, in fact, not altogether relevant, an 
observation that I, to a certain extent, agree with, since it certainly seems difficult 
to use the figure of the werewolf in order to say something about the human 
without also saying something about the human-animal relationship. In relation to 
The Wolf’s Bride, it is apparent that becoming wolf is not exceptional but, rather, 
exemplary, as Rossello writes about the wolf-man. Everyone in the novel knows 
that transformations from human to wolf can and do happen, and, as I noted 
previously, Aalo is not the only one running with the wolves, but there is also a 
woman from a neighboring village in the pack. 
147 The term “wormhole” is inspired by the method described in Donna J. 
Haraway, “Game of Cat’s Cradle: Science Studies, Feminist Theory, Cultural 
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escape the resurrection of the novel’s anthropocentric, metaphorical level 
and instead create a possible other-world in which there are no clear-cut 
boundaries between human and animal but where man is, literally, man’s 
wolf. Indeed, such a reading affirms the “realness” and universality of 
Aalo’s experiences throughout The Wolf’s Bride.   

Aalo’s Secret, or What Is It Like to Be a Literary Wolf? 

According to this discussion, it is apparent that going from reading The 
Wolf’s Bride metaphorically toward a more literal reading not only means 
that the non-human agency that structures the novel is made visible but 
that non-human agents can carry knowledge not shared by the human 
character in the novel (nor, sometimes, by the chronicle narrator). Aalo 
also learns something during the course of events in the novel and thus 
gains knowledge held by no other human character in The Wolf’s Bride. 
However, as Melkas notes, “the quality of this knowledge is enigmatic”,148 
and indeed in the novel it is described as something “whereof no word in 
all the tongue of Man can tell”, that goes “past all knowing” and is “a 
secret”.149 And we are not the only ones left wondering. When Aalo 
returns to her human home and goes to the sauna to give birth, the herd 
boy takes word of this to the village, after which “all the old hags who had 
been left at home from the harvesting” come to the yard outside the hut. A 
number of them go into the sauna, and in accordance with old tradition, 
they now try to get Aalo (who just delivered her child) to confess her sins. 
But Aalo does not comply, even though they are tormenting her, and when 
she finally speaks, it is only to tell them, “in a faint voice: ‘Be silent, for I 
will tell you nothing’”.150 Why does Aalo not defend herself? 
 
I suggest that Aalo’s silence is an example of what Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick has called “the speech act of a silence”151—discursive silences 
that mark a violation of norms—thus indicating the lack of a discursive 

                                                                                                                            
Studies,” Configurations 2.1 (1994) 59–71, and Modest_Witness@Second_ 
Millennium.FemaleMan©_Meets_OncoMouse: Feminism and Technoscience 
(New York: Routledge, 1997). See also Ingrid Bartsch et al., “Review of Modest 
Witness,” accessed September 29, 2014, http://voxygen.net/soapbox/review-of-
modest-witness/. 
148 Melkas, “A Struggle for Knowledge,” 62. 
149 Kallas, Three Novels, 179, 184. 
150 Kallas, Three Novels, 207. 
151 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley, Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1990), 3. 
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space to make her story possible to both tell and hear. The kind of 
knowledge gained in The Wolf's Bride can, therefore, be understood within 
the frame of Michel Foucault’s concept “subjugated knowledges”, which 
refers to “insufficiently elaborated knowledges” that do not fit within the 
prevailing discourses.152 But if this might be seen as an explanation for 
Aalo’s silence, we still do not know anything about what norm-breaking 
insight she gains in The Wolf's Bride and which system that this insight 
undermines. 
 
The issue has been extensively discussed in previous research, mostly by 
Rojola and Melkas, who both reach the conclusion that these are insights 
relevant to feminism, insights about equality, empowerment, freedom, and 
pleasure that goes beyond the heterosexual script.153 In Melkas’s reading, 
these ideas are specifically connected to the sequence in The Wolf's Bride 
where the insights Aalo gains are likened to Eve’s eating from the tree of 
knowledge in the Garden of Eden. Drawing on Susan Friedman, Melkas 
claims that this act is a powerful symbol for women’s desire for 
knowledge, a desire which is also sexual. In The Wolf's Bride, the shape of 
the wolf, Melkas continues, makes it possible for Aalo to fulfil both these 
desires simultaneously, which is not possible within the patriarchal order. 
In addition to this, I would like to point out that the expulsion from Eden 
also had important effects on the human-animal relationship. As Gary 
Steiner notes, whereas the prelapsarian condition was “one of peaceful 
coexistence with animals and all of nature” (and includes vegetarianism), 
the postlapsarian human-animal relationship is “one of tyranny” and “a 
state of barbarism” that entails “cruelty to human and animal alike.”154 In 
Genesis, the immediate effect of this new world view is that Adam and 
Eve understand themselves to be naked as animals and thus cover 
themselves, in a gesture clearly pointing towards notions of human 
exceptionalism. 
 
Regarding The Wolf’s Bride, however, the situation is quite different, as 
the narrative starts out in this postlapsarian state but transforms as a result 

                                                            
152 Michel Foucault, “Society Must be Defended,” in Lectures at the Collège de 
France, 1975–1976 [1997], transl. David Macey, eds. Mauro Bertani and 
Alessandro Fontana (New York: Picador, 2003), 7–8. 
153 Rojola, “The body which is not one,” 52–55; Melkas, “A Struggle for 
Knowledge,” 61–62. 
154 Steiner, Anthropocentrism and Its Discontents, 113. See also Keith Thomas, 
Man and the Natural World: A History of the Modern Sensibility (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1983), 287–290. 
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of the meeting between Aalo and the big wolf as well as her subsequent 
transformation into a wolf. What Aalo learns in this counter-story to the 
Biblical “truths” is the opposite of postlapsarian normalcy: that there are 
no clear boundaries between human and non-human animals and that 
human exceptionalism is an illusion. Fittingly, this insight is manifested 
by the same means as Adam and Eve: by dressing, not in clothes in order 
to hide the nakedness of the human body but in a wolf’s pelt in order to 
materialize this new world’s order of things. Indeed, the understanding of 
The Wolf’s Bride as a sort of reversed parallel to the Christian paradigm is 
underscored by the fact that Aalo’s last words, after having been tortured 
by the old women in the bath hut—“Ah, this cup of agony!”155—are similar 
to Christ’s words of prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane prior to the 
Passion.  
 
This turn of events places Aalo’s wolf-hood at the centre of the narrative 
along with the new knowledge she gains. Both Rojola and Melkas have 
previously made claims along exactly those lines of thought, especially 
Rojola, who at one point writes that Aalo’s wolf-hood is strongly 
subversive in that it goes beyond “the binary oppositions man/woman, 
human/animal or nature/culture”.156 Yet both of these scholars draw the 
conclusion that the knowledge Aalo gains is all about her and, in a broader 
sense, about woman’s subordinated position in patriarchy. I would like to 
suggest, however, that wolf-hood in itself is central to this new knowledge, 
and that part of the knowledge Aalo gains is what it is like to be a literary 
wolf. 
 
This reasoning can be related to Thomas Nagel’s famous essay “What is it 
like to be a bat?” (1974), in which he discusses whether or not it is 
possible for humans to ever know what it is like to be another organism. 
Here, Nagel explicitly dismisses metamorphosis as a possible source for 
information, as this would only make it possible to learn what it would be 
like for a human to be or behave like something else, while Nagel rather 
wants to know “what it is like for a bat to be a bat”. Furthermore, Nagel 
claims that the only way that we can try to answer his question is through 
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imagination and empathy, which, however, is based upon our own 
experiences as humans and thus rather useless.157  
 
I think the question Nagel raises is interesting, and I certainly agree with 
Fudge, who claims that his scepticism challenges “humanist assumptions 
about the power of humans to construct and know the world”.158 Still, I 
disagree with almost all of Nagel’s reasoning. From my perspective, it is 
characterized by a simplistic animal/human dichotomy that overvalues the 
specificity of being, while completely overlooking the nature of this being 
as a process. And if being is a process, not a state, Nagel’s argument 
against using metamorphoses as sources for knowledge is less relevant, 
since such changes are then, in fact, part of being. Furthermore, I question 
the ease with which Nagel dismisses imagination and empathy as sources 
of knowledge production. As Harry Wels notes, within the field of human-
animal studies such qualities instead come across as fundamental, not only 
on the level of studying animal empathy but, more generally, as a method 
for doing research. In relation to my own method of following the literary 
animal, it appears as relevant that Wels specifically refers to the practices 
of “tracking” as a methodological approach which functions as “a 
stepping-stone in developing empathy”. When we attempt to walk in the 
footsteps of the Other, Wels claims, this is simultaneously an attempt at 
“becoming Other”,159 a view that certainly does not solve all the problems 
of anthropocentrism and the impossibility of escaping the human mind but 
means that new questions might be posed, in which the process of 
becoming human and animal is conceptualized as meaning-productive. 
 

                                                            
157 Thomas Nagel, “What Is It Like to Be a Bat?” in Analytic Philosophy. An 
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In relation to The Wolf’s Bride, I suggest that Aalo’s transformation into a 
wolf brings to the text something that, in Akira Mizuta Lippit’s words, “is 
not part of language and remains within language as a foreign 
presence”,160 and therefore comes across as that which Derrida calls the 
“end of metaphor”, pressing against the limits of language itself.161 Thus, 
the literary figure of the human-animal transformation creates precisely 
what Nagel says that he wants but cannot get, namely “facts that do not 
consist in the truth of propositions expressible in a human language”.162 
This is why it cannot be phrased but instead must be imagined and 
pictured, which suggests the production of a different kind of knowledge 
in The Wolf’s Bride. 
 
Then what is it like to be a wolf, and how can we understand these 
depictions in The Wolf’s Bride? The most striking aspects are the 
community, equality and freedom that characterize the wolf pack, as well 
as the significance and positive connotations of the body, especially the 
heightened senses. In wolf form, Aalo’s hearing is much better than 
before, and also her sight and sense of smell are greatly improved. This 
goes for the strength of her body as well: 
 

And a new-born strength and hardihood swelled the sinews of her thighs 
and the muscles of her loins, so that no distance was too great for her, but 
over the quagmires and fallen trees she leapt lightly, and her gait was a 
giddy speed, like the blowing of the west wind.163 

I propose that these depictions call for an understanding that is not purely 
metaphorical for women’s situations (the agency of this figuration is much 
too great for that) nor only material, thus related to the behaviour of “real” 
wolves (in which case it fails to account for, for example, the elaborate 
hierarchy that characterizes life in the pack). Instead, these depictions can 
be read according to that which Lippit has called “animetaphor”, 
displaying the “fantastic transversality at work between the animal and the 
metaphor”.164 As such, Aalo’s transformation displays a certain feature 
significant in and of the text itself, providing us with a unique and mind-
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bending depiction of the possible qualities and meanings of literary wolf-
hood. Indeed, this aspect of the novel comes across as all the more striking 
since Aalo, just like many other late-medieval werewolves (perhaps 
especially the “kind” ones), keeps her original mind while shifting shape.165 
 
It is striking that the most prominent features of what it is like to be a 
literary wolf in The Wolf’s Bride are the joy and pleasure that characterize 
these depictions. This fact has been discussed by several scholars before 
me; for example, both Spangenberg and Dubois have discussed the survey 
of the nocturnal revelries and bestial sensations which Aalo enjoys.166 
Also, Braidotti has discussed the “freedom and the exhilaration as well as 
the voluptuousness, of giving up the human form” which characterize 
Aalo’s change.167 Moreover, Melkas notes that Aalo’s transformation 
gives her the opportunity to experience equality, joy and ecstasy,168 while 
Rojola underscores the fact that wolf-hood for Aalo involves experiences 
of freedom, bodily sensations, sexual desire and pleasure.169 These are joys 
that, in the novel, explicitly “are not for humans, but for wolves, and are 
wholly hidden,”170 which Aalo consequently “never in all her human days” 
has experienced.171 For that very reason, it seems, being a wolf is not 
something that Aalo can opt out of or refrain from: 
 

Hear me, Priidik, for my bosom burns as with a furnace. Even though I 
dwell among men in the daytime and wear human shape, my soul yearns 
for the company of wolves as soon as night has come, and only in the wilds 
am I free and have my joy. Therefore must I go, for that I am of the tribe of 
wolves, though I were to burn for it at the stake, for such was I created.172 

 
Indeed, Aalo’s longing for this wolf-hood is so strong that she would 
rather place herself outside the Christian community than refrain from her 
transformation: “even if I were to roam a wolf, and a wolf’s blood to burn 
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in my veins, it concerns not others, for the salvation or damnation of my 
soul is for me alone.”173 
 
In previous research, these aspects have been understood in direct relation 
to women’s emancipation in the twentieth century, a reading that I 
basically agree with and would like to add to by pointing out the positive 
depiction of body, which clearly goes beyond the novel’s explicit 
Christian, late-medieval discourse, especially regarding women. However, 
I also posit that Aalo’s transformation into a wolf can be understood in 
relation to the tension between anthropocentrism and resistance that has 
characterized the human-animal transformation since ancient times. As I 
discussed in Chapter One, this tension is made visible in the dialogue 
between the story of Circe in The Odyssey (c. 700 BCE), where Odysseus’ 
crew cries when turned into pigs by Circe’s magic, and Plutarch’s essay 
“Bruta Animalia Ratione Uti” (c. 100 CE), in which one of these men 
refuses to be transformed back into a human again since he likes life so 
much better as an animal. 
 
In relation to this tradition, it is clear that Aalo’s transformation into a wolf 
in The Wolf’s Bride can be understood in accordance with Plutarch’s 
narrative as something productive and joyful, which, in fact, in the end 
stands out as a better alternative than the human existence. The explicit 
tale of the novel, on the other hand, appears as a Christian version of the 
Circe story, with its rigid human/animal divide and taken-for-granted 
superiority of human over animal. Thus, in The Wolf’s Bride a much 
broader story is told than the one about female emancipation in the 1920s, 
although I hope that my analysis has also shown that the human-animal 
relationship is by no means independent of other categories such as gender 
and sexuality but, rather, intra-acts with them in the production of literary 
meaning. Just like the former human pig Gryllus in Plutarch’s story, Aalo 
has come to the non-anthropocentric conclusion that the boundaries 
between humans and animals can be transgressed, that in this transgression 
lies the possibility for another world order, and that in many ways, being 
an animal is so much better than being a human. This is Aalo’s secret. 
 

* 
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In this reading of The Wolf’s Bride, I explored the figure of transformation 
as a site for knowledge production about the human-animal relationship. 
This meant that the symptomatic reading practices characterizing previous 
analyses had to be questioned and to some extent even abandoned; an 
approach to the literary text that made possible the proposal of other 
meanings. Primarily, this method made visible the extent to which the 
gender-political relevance of the novel intra-acts with both the 
anthropocentrism proposed by the novel’s explicit narrative and the more-
than-anthropocentric resistance executed by animals and other non-human 
agents in its subtext. In following the animal through the course of events 
in The Wolf’s Bride, it became clear that other pairs of oppositions in 
addition to human/animal could also be renegotiated, oppositions such as 
active/passive, meaningful/meaningless, metaphor/figuration, surface/depth, 
matter/discourse, and significance/non-significance. Eventually, these 
transgressions made up an “other world”, finally resulting in a unique 
depiction of the qualities of literary wolf-hood. 



 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

A MONKEY IS A MONKEY: 
ISAK DINESEN’S “THE MONKEY”, 1934 

 
 
 

Under the pseudonym Isak Dinesen, Danish author Karin Blixen (1885–
1962) made her literary debut in 1934 with a collection of short stories 
titled Seven Gothic Tales. The book was an immediate success, as was her 
subsequent novel Out of Africa (1937) and her short story Babette’s Feast 
(1953), both of which were adapted into highly acclaimed films. During 
her life, Dinesen lived in Denmark and Kenya and famously toured the 
U.S. in 1959, when she met with Marilyn Monroe and Arthur Miller, 
among others. She wrote many of her works directly in English, and her 
contradictory and spell-binding persona has continued to intrigue scholars 
and readers alike well into the twenty-first century.1 In this chapter, I will 
return to Dinesen’s debut in 1934, the collection of short stories Seven 
Gothic Tales, and, more specifically, to the enigmatic story “The 
Monkey”, which ends with an intriguing human-animal transformation.2 
 
The events in “The Monkey” take place sometime between the years 1818 
and 1845 in one of Northern Europe’s Protestant countries.3 The former 
cloister Seven has been turned into a pension for wealthy, elderly ladies 
and is run with an iron hand by the Virgin Prioress. The Prioress’s dearest 
friend is a little grey monkey from Zanzibar, free to come and leave as it 
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Chapter Four 
 

 

128

likes in the former cloister. One day, the Prioress is visited by her nephew 
Boris, who, the reader learns, has been accused of same-sex sexual 
contacts at the regiment where he is based. This is a great scandal, of 
course, and to stop the rumours Boris has decided to get married. He asks 
the Prioress to choose him a wife, and she instantly knows who this should 
be: the young woman Athena at the nearby castle Hopballehus, whom he 
used to play with as a child. Boris proposes to Athena, who unexpectedly 
declines his offer. But the Prioress does not give up. She invites Athena 
over for dinner and serves her so much wine that she gets rather 
intoxicated. When Athena retreats to her room, the Prioress gives Boris a 
love potion and exhorts him to go after Athena. Back in Athena’s room, 
Boris kisses her against her will, whereupon Athena, before fainting with 
disgust, hits him so hard that he loses two of his teeth. 
 
The day after, the Prioress summons Athena and Boris to her room. She 
urges Athena to accept Boris’s proposal, since she might now be pregnant. 
Athena believes the Prioress’s statement and lets herself be persuaded, 
though with the caveat that she will kill Boris as soon as they are married. 
At that moment, there is a knock on the window, which terrifies the 
Prioress. The window is broken from the outside, and her own little 
monkey comes in. The Prioress tries to escape, but the monkey follows 
her, jumps up on her head and tears off her lace cap, whereupon she 
transforms into the monkey, and the monkey into her. 

Following the Monkey 

As one of the most internationally known Danish writers of all times, there 
is extensive research about Isak Dinesen’s authorship, and a lot of it is 
about Seven Gothic Tales. Regarding “The Monkey” in particular, the 
presence of the monkey in the story and the transformation at its end have, 
as Hans-Göran Ekman notes, mainly been interpreted as a representation 
of irrational, lower, animal aspects of humans, sometimes associated with 
sexuality.4 For example, Annelie van Hees suggests that the monkey is the 
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alter-ego of the Prioress, the aspect of herself she uses when she makes 
unorthodox decisions.5 Dag Heede makes a similar claim when stating that 
the monkey can be seen as a manifestation of the Prioress’s aggressive 
animality,6 and, as Frantz Leander Hansen notes, the Prioress’s ability to 
turn into a monkey includes the capacity “to bring out the animal in Boris, 
enabling him to penetrate Athena’s armour and evoke the animal in her as 
well.”7 Moreover, Susan Hardy Aiken states that, in fact, all the riddles 
and inconsistencies in “The Monkey” can be explained by the fact that the 
Prioress literally has not been herself but a monkey.8 
 
All these readings suggest that the monkey in “The Monkey” can be seen 
as a figure of the Prioress’s resident evil and a metaphor for her 
suppressed erotic desires. When the monkey tears off her lace cap, she 
loses her mask and shows herself as she really is. Such understandings 
presuppose a view of humans as managing “a beast within”, an animal 
side that is most often suppressed or hidden and are, moreover, totally 
consistent with an age-old tradition of having apes and monkeys embody 
erotic passion.9 And in our psychoanalytically influenced, Freudian-loyal 
days, of course, we may be tempted to view a character like the Prioress—
with her position at the former cloister, her virginity, the interest she takes 
in Boris’s plans to marry, and the violence she shows in trying to make 
these plans work—as a character who would harbour suppressed sexuality 
within herself and even an animal brutality that manifests itself as a 
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monkey, one who can bring out the animal in other literary characters as 
well. 
 
However interesting some of these readings are, it is apparent that they are 
built on two different yet overlapping prerequisites. The first is that there 
is no distinction made between the concept of “animality” as a feature of 
the human psyche (possible to understand in the wake of the 
“animalization” of humans in the writings of Charles Darwin and Sigmund 
Freud), and actual literary “animals” (that is, textual depictions of non-
human figures);10 rather, the latter is constantly subordinated and folded 
into the former so that they indeed come to mean the same thing. The 
second prerequisite underlying previous research about “The Monkey” is 
the notion that the “meaning” of the literary text is hidden beneath its 
surface and, thus, needs to be extracted by the skilled interpreter. This 
symptomatic reading practice is largely performed by defining and 
interpreting metaphors,11 which in “The Monkey”, as we saw above, are 
particularly focused on the monkey. 

The consequence of having these two prerequisites as the foundation for 
discussions about possible meanings in “The Monkey” has in previous 
research been that certain aspects of the literary text become invisible, 
most notably the literary animal, the human-animal relationship, and the 
potential that, since ancient times, has been inherent in the human-animal 
transformation: to create a tension between anthropocentrism (the notion 
that “man” is the centre of universe, clearly separate from and superior to 
the animal),12 and more-than-anthropocentric “other worlds”.13 In this 

                                                            
10 As discussed in previous chapters, the distinction between “actual animals” and 
“the concept of animality” in literary representations was introduced by Philip 
Armstrong in What Animals Mean in the Fiction of Modernity (London, New 
York: Routledge, 2008), 5. See also Michael Lundblad in The Birth of a Jungle. 
Animality in Progressive-Era U.S. Literature and Culture (Oxford, New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2013), 1–2. 
11 Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus, “Surface Readings,” Representations 108 
(2009:1), 1–5. 
12 This is the definition of “anthropocentrism” that is frequently employed in this 
book and is inspired by, for example, Gary Steiner, Anthropocentrism and Its 
Discontents. The Moral Status of Animals in the History of Western Philosophy 
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2005), 1–3; and Steve Baker, The 
Postmodern Animal (London: Reaktion Books Ltd., 2000), 92–95. 
13 In Chapter One, I point out that the idea of non-human animals as “other worlds” 
was originally phrased by Barbara Noske, Humans and Other Animals. Beyond the 
Boundaries of Anthropology (Winchester: Pluto Press, 1989), xi; and then 
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chapter, I will attempt a reading of “The Monkey” that does not reproduce 
the interpretational paradigm outlined in the paragraphs above but, rather, 
conceptualizes the figure of transformation as a literary contact zone 
between human and animal and therefore can be understood as a site of 
knowledge about the human-animal relationship. I will try to produce this 
knowledge by following the animal over the text’s surface, in constant 
dialogue with the previous research, up metaphorical elevations and into 
material wormholes, but always bouncing back to the literariness of its 
surface, where the significance of literary animals and the human-animal 
relationship is most likely to be produced.14 

In accordance with this method, I think it is appropriate to let the monkey 
guide us into the story; after all, the story is called “The Monkey”. Where 
does this creature go; what does it do? As Moa Matthis notes, the monkey 
does what monkeys do.15 Among other things, this means that in the 
mornings, Dinesen’s character can be found “on top of the step-ladder in 
the library, pulling out brittle folios a hundred years old, and scattering 
over the black-and-white marble floor browned leaves dealing with 
strategy, princely marriage contracts, and witches’ trials.”16 Aiken has 
related this quote to Dinesen’s own way of writing and claims that it 
“implies that though all constructions of meaning are conditioned by the 

                                                                                                                            
developed by Donna J. Haraway in “Otherworldly Conversations, Terran Topics, 
Local Terms [2004],” in Material Feminisms, eds. Stacy Alaimo and Susan 
Hekman (Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2008), 174–182. 
14 This method is discussed in more detail in Chapter One. Essentially, it draws on 
ideas phrased in Susan McHugh, Animal Stories. Narrating Across Species Lines 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011); Best and Marcus, “Surface 
Readings”; Armstrong, What Animals Mean in the Fiction of Modernity; Donna J. 
Haraway, When Species Meet (Minneapolis, London: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2008); Jacques Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am [2006], transl. 
David Wills, ed. Marie-Louise Mallet (New York: Fordham University Press, 
2008); Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. Touching Feeling. Affect, Pedagogy, 
Performativity, ed. Michèle Aina Barale et al. (Durham, London: Duke University 
Press, 2003), 123–151; Gilles Deleuze, “What Children Say [1993],” in Essays 
Critical and Clinical, transl. Daniel W. Smith and Michael A. Greco (London, 
New York: Verso, 1998), 61–67; and Bruno Latour, Science in Action. How to 
Follow Scientists and Engineers Through Society (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1987). 
15 Moa Matthis, “En Sfinx i historia,” in Att läsa världen. Ny litteraturkritik i 
systemskiftenas värld, eds. Göran Greider and Björn Gunnarsson (Göteborg: 
Daidalos, 1992), 77. 
16 Isak Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales (London: Putnam, 1934), 105–106. 
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subject’s positioning within a web of predetermining discourse, that fabric 
is nevertheless vulnerable to rifts and rearrangement.”17 I find this reading 
interesting but would nevertheless like to add that the fact that it is a 
monkey who tears these human stories apart, thus making possible a 
rearrangement of the established order of things, highlights the 
significance of literary animal agency in “The Monkey”. 
 
“Literary animal agency” is a concept introduced by Susan McHugh and 
implies a disconnect between agency and subjectivity. McHugh has 
convincingly argued that it is helpful to conceptualize agency as a verb, as 
something working within the literary text, in discussions about both 
literary animals and the human-animal relationship.18 In reading “The 
Monkey”, utilizing this concept means that the monkey’s activities can be 
accounted for as meaning-productive, a point which is particularly relevant 
in relation to Aiken’s claim that the monkey is a “trickster” whose 
presence in the story allows for alternative perspectives. The monkey’s 
handling of the books means an invasion and undermining of “the 
dominant symbolic order”, Aiken continues, adding a meta-perspective to 
Dinesen’s story.19 This has also been pointed out by van Hees, who claims 
that the stories about “strategy, princely marriage contracts, and witches’ 
trials”, which are said to be torn apart by the monkey, in fact, are stories 
that sum up the course of events in “The Monkey”.20 
 
In other words, the monkey tears apart and rearranges the story within 
which the monkey appears—clearly laying out the meta-text of this 
sequence, and laying it out, I suggest, as a proposition for a sort of reader’s 
manual for “The Monkey”. When the monkey tears apart the books, their 
symbolic meanings (the semiotics of the stories and the book’s value 
within an economic system) are set aside, and instead, our attention is 
drawn to their material presence, structures and combinations. On a 
personal level, my own rabbit Lennart called similar attention to the 
physical books in my library. This little creature liked chewing on the 
books that were placed on lower shelves. As a result, I now have teeth 
marks on several editions by notable authors, among them the highly 
acclaimed Swedish author August Strindberg, who at that time was the 

                                                            
17 Aiken, Isak Dinesen and the Engendering of Narrative, 141. 
18 McHugh, Animal Stories, 2–3. 
19 Aiken, Isak Dinesen and the Engendering of Narrative, 141–153. The definition 
of the monkey in “The Monkey” as a “trickster” is in line with classical literature’s 
depictions of apes (Janson, Apes and Ape Lore, 287). 
20 van Hees, “Hemmeligheder i Karen Blixens’ ’Apan’,” 11. 
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subject of my dissertation. In spite of the fact that I did not appreciate the 
results of Lennart’s explorations, there was something liberating in the 
way she reframed these texts: A book by Strindberg does not have to entail 
only metaphorical resistance in the shape of an exam to pass or a semiotic 
meaning to decipher but can also be meaningful as literal chewing-
resistance for strong animal teeth. Thus, Lennart’s agency—clearly going 
beyond the idea of the animal as merely a metaphor for human animality 
or existence—made visible a similar alternative perspective concerning 
focusing, story-telling, and meaning-making, as the monkey does in “The 
Monkey”. 
 
In the context of different kinds of reading practices, this suggests a 
conceptualization of the monkey, and perhaps also the other animals 
depicted in Dinesen’s story, as actual, literary animals, with the potential 
to affect the other characters, the plot, the topic, and the story’s course of 
events. Indeed, understanding the monkey’s relevance not primarily as a 
metaphor for aspects of the human seems to be entirely in line with the 
inner-literary reality depicted in “The Monkey”, where the anthropocentric 
foundation for the symptomatic readings carried out in previous research 
has, in fact, been partly overturned. This is suggested when the monkey is 
away on its week-long excursions in Seven’s surroundings. During its 
absence, the Prioress becomes quiet and restless and is “loath to act in the 
affairs of the house” until the animal has returned. Therefore, the other 
ladies call the monkey the Prioress’s “Geheimrat”, which was the title of 
the highest advising officials at the Imperial, royal or principal courts of 
the Holy Roman Empire.21 This circumstance suggests that, in “The 
Monkey”, literary animal agency has reached a level where it can 
significantly affect the execution of human literary agency, to the extent 
that the monkey’s absence puts a stop to decision-making at Seven. 
 
In the opening sequence in “The Monkey”, following the animal also gives 
us another meta-perspective on the complex human-animal relationships in 
this story. We learn that the monkey enjoys watching the Prioress play 
solitaire. When she does this, “the monkey was wont to sit on the back of 
her chair, and to follow with its glittering eyes the course of the cards as 
they were dealt out and taken in.”22 According to an article by William 
Mishler, this sequence shows the binary relationship that structures the 
story, made up of the “Virgin Prioress (order, legitimacy, culture) and the 
                                                            
21 Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales, 106–107, itals. in orig. The English-language 
equivalent to Geheimrat is Privy Councellor. 
22 Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales, 105. 
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monkey (disorder, disregard of human law, nature).” Furthermore, Mishler 
declares that the monkey is the “emptiness” which gives the Prioress’s 
game of cards meaning.23 From a dichotomous view of the relationship 
between human and animal, this argument makes sense, but it does not 
allow any space for animal literary agency; rather, the argument is entirely 
in line with anthropocentric symbolism about monkeys.24 But if we instead 
acknowledge that the monkey is a monkey, the fact that it watches the 
human game highlights the significance of “the animal gaze” previously 
discussed by, for example, Jacques Derrida and Wendy Woodward,25 and 
opens up the question of what would happen if the monkey were to lay 
hands on the cards? 
  
Against the backdrop of the monkey as a being capable of radically 
changing human-centred understandings of important and unimportant, as 
shown in relation to the books, it is apparent that the game and its rules in 
the monkey’s hands are at great risk of dissolving, destroying, becoming 
something else, with different starting points, where what is seen as 
relevant and irrelevant is understood in a completely different manner. 
However, this conclusion is possible only if we conceptualize the monkey 
as signifying itself rather than something else. A similar argument about a 
(non-metaphorical) literary animal’s ability to affect, change or ruin the 
course of events in a text has been made by Derrida in relation to the game 
of cricket in Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland (1865). Here, the clubs 
are live flamingos and the balls are hedgehogs, but these animals flout the 
roles that have been assigned to them in this human game, constantly 
ignoring and disobeying its rules. When the flamingos fly away and one 
hedgehog wanders off to greet another, the game becomes very difficult, 
almost impossible for Alice and the queen to play in what they think are 
consistent and meaningful ways.26 Also Akira Mizuta Lippit has discussed 

                                                            
23 William Mishler, “Parents and children, brothers and sisters in Isak Dinesen’s 
‘The Monkey’,” Scandinavian studies 57 (1985), 415. 
24 Uddenberg, Gränsvarelser, 15–43; and Janson, Apes and Ape Lore, 287. 
25 Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am, 3–6; and Wendy Woodward, The 
Animal Gaze. Animal Subjectivities in Southern African Narratives (Johannesburg: 
Wits University Press, 2008), 1. I will discuss “the animal gaze” more thoroughly 
at the end of this chapter.  
26 Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am, 7–9. Akira Mizuta Lippit has 
connected the animal agency in Carroll’s books with Charles Darwin’s theories of 
the close evolutionary relationship between animals and humans (Electric Animal: 
Toward a Rhetoric of Wildlife [Minneapolis, London: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2000], 136–143). 
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the ways in which words are thrust “into living animal bodies” in Carroll’s 
text, and noted that therefore, “the dynamics of language undergo a 
‘demetaphorization’”.27 This is also true regarding “The Monkey”. If we 
understand the monkey in this text literally, it certainly has the potential to 
undermine notions of human exceptionalism by ruining, reformulating and 
refocusing the human order of things in relation both to the story’s 
narrative and to possible understandings of its significance.28 
 
However, the oversight of the monkey’s independence and agency is not 
only apparent in previous research but also in sequences in the literary text 
itself, which sometimes seem to reproduce the anthropocentric hierarchy 
that places human existence, life and agency as primary in relation to the 
animal’s. For example, when Boris late at night comes back from his 
courtship at Hopballehus, he sees the following: “As he turned into the 
long avenue of Closter Seven, his lamps suddenly shone into a pair of 
glinting eyes. A very small shadow ran across the road and was gone into 
the deeper black shadows of the Prioress’s shrubbery.”29 The monkey has, 
just like Boris, been out on a mission this night, but the reader is not told 
of the purpose of this mission, since the narrative follows Boris (the taken-
for-granted subject) and neglects the animal (the assumed object). 
However, the monkey has had something to do, something that is relevant 
to the monkey itself, an observation which questions the anthropocentric 
foundation both within the literary text and as a structuring principle for 
readings of “The Monkey”. 

Disrupting Gender, Sexuality, and Species 

If the monkey’s actions have thus so far suggested that animal literary 
agency and a questioning of human exceptionalism and the hierarchical 
relationship between human and animal are intrinsic parts of the narrative 
in “The Monkey”, then how do these insights relate to the story’s explicit 
plot, the efforts to marry Boris and Athena? Indeed, there are sequences in 
“The Monkey” which suggest that the monkey affects and has the 
potential to overturn this central aspect of the story, too, most notably in 
the conversation between Boris and Athena during his visit at 
Hopballehus. At this point, Athena asks Boris to tell the Prioress that she 
                                                            
27Akira Mizuta Lippit, Electric Animal, 163. 
28 The notion of human exceptionalism can be defined as the very core of 
anthropocentrism. The term is discussed by Haraway in When Species Meet, 11–
12. 
29 Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales, 135. 
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has seen her little grey monkey “on the terrace of Hopballehus, sitting 
upon the socle of Venus’s statue, in the place where a small Cupid, now 
broken, used to be.”30 Of course, this quote has been much discussed by 
previous scholars including van Hees, who understands it as a display of 
the alternative concept of sexuality and love that characterizes the course 
of events in “The Monkey”.31 
 
I agree with van Hees that in this story, normative concepts of gender and 
sexuality are certainly disrupted, an idea visible, for example, in the fact 
that the rumours about Boris and his homosexuality are never refuted, and 
that their truth appears to be recognized by the Prioress.32 Mishler 
suggests, moreover, that it is, in fact, possible to understand Athena and 
Boris as siblings by birth, making their future marriage a breaking of the 
taboo against incest.33 And as Marianne Juhl and Bo Hakon Jørgensen 
point out, the Prioress on some occasions seems to desire Boris herself,34 
an interpretation which has a counterpart in Aiken’s discussion about how 
Boris at a few points comes across as a substitute for the Prioress’s own 
desire for Athena.35 Considering the complexity of “The Monkey”, I think 
that these are all plausible readings, but I would also like to point out that 
none of them take into account the possibility that the monkey might 
function not only as a metaphor for aspects of the human regarded as 
inappropriate but, also, as a social agent. Thus, not only normative 
concepts of gender and sexuality are disrupted in “The Monkey”, but the 
symbolic order overall seems to be in danger of being overturned, an idea 
clearly suggested by the takeover of the (for humans) so symbolically 

                                                            
30 Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales, 131. 
31 van Hees, “Hemmeligheder i Karen Blixens’ ’Apan’,” 11. See also Rorai, “A 
Whirlpool of Change,” 128. 
32 van Hees, “Hemmeligheder i Karen Blixens’ ’Apan’,” 12–14. Indeed, the 
graveness of this accusation is understood when considering that homosexual acts 
were severely punished in many places in Europe at the time when the course of 
events in “The Monkey” occurs. In fact, homosexuality was decriminalized in 
Denmark as late as 1930, four years before the publication of Seven Gothic Tales 
(Jens Rydström, “Same-Sex Sexuality and the Law in Scandinavia 1842–1999,” in 
Criminally Queer. Homosexuality and Criminal Law in Scandinavia, 1842–1999, 
eds. Jens Rydström and Kati Mustola [Amsterdam: Aksant, 2007], 14). 
33 Mishler, “Parents and children, brothers and sisters,” 426–435. 
34 Marianne Juhl and Bo Hakon Jørgensen, Diana’s Revenge. Two Lines in Isak 
Dinesen’s Authorship [1981], transl. Anne Born (Odense: Odense University 
Press, 1985), 50. This was also discussed by Rorai, “A Whirlpool of Change,” 128. 
35 Aiken, Isak Dinesen and the Engendering of Narrative, 136. See also Rorai, “A 
Whirlpool of Change,” 128. 
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laden Cupid (the god of erotic love in Classical mythology) by an 
independently acting monkey. In extension this undermines not only 
normative concepts of love and sexuality but also anthropocentric notions 
of the dichotomous and hierarchic relationship between humans and 
animals. 
 
The intimate connection between these two spheres (gender and 
anthropocentrism) is undoubtedly made visible in Athena: This bride-to-
be, as many scholars have noted before me, certainly does not come across 
as a soft flower eagerly awaiting love but, rather, in accordance with her 
namesake in Greek mythology, as a goddess of wisdom and warfare.36 
Depicted as strong, tall, broad, hot-tempered, politically interested, and 
explicitly determined to never marry,37 Athena’s character breaks with 
conventions about gender but also, I posit, with anthropocentric notions 
about the human/animal divide. Athena is the one human character in “The 
Monkey” who stands out as most intensively involved in the process of 
becoming non-human, animal. Throughout the story, she is likened to a 
giant, a bear, a bird and a dove and, moreover, described as having eyes 
like those of “a young lioness or eagle”; when engaging in a conversation 
she prefers to stand “on one leg, like a big stork”, and she wears a coat that 
flaps around her body “like a pair of large wings” as she walks.38 
 
In particular these bird-like features of Athena, along with her previously 
mentioned “un-feminine” appearance, have been connected by van Hees to 
a wider range of motifs in Dinesen’s authorship, in which, for example, 
eagles and falcons signify the strong, unbeaten, male-looking witch.39 This 
is a relevant observation, but I would like to suggest that the non-human 
aspects of Athena’s character can also be understood in light of Judith 
Butler’s claim that “the matrix of gender relations is prior to the 
emergence of the ‘human’”,40 highlighting the inter-connectedness of 

                                                            
36 Like in most sources in which this mythological character is mentioned, in “The 
Monkey” we never learn anything about Athena’s mother. 
37 Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales, 130, 133, 137. The traditionally “male” features of 
Athena’s character have been established by several scholars before me, such as 
Aiken, Isak Dinesen and the Engendering of Narrative, 136; Hansen, The 
Aristocratic Universe of Karen Blixen, 18, and Juhl and Jørgensen, Diana’s 
Revenge, 43–47. 
38 Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales, 130–132, 138, 159. 
39 van Hees, “Hemmeligheder i Karen Blixens’ ’Apan’,” 15. 
40 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (New 
York, London: Routledge, 1993), 7. 
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gender and species norms. Moreover, the animal features of Athena also 
make her come across as a part of the literary tradition of the woman-
animal transformation as a means to escape a life of marriage with 
children (as discussed in Chapter Three). Indeed, as the centre of at least 
two triangular constellations (with Boris and her father and with the Virgin 
Prioress and Boris), formed with the explicit aim to get her married, 
Athena’s process of “becoming animal” comes across as a line of escape 
from an oppressive context.41 
 
The role of the monkey in the intra-active processes of breaking with both 
gender and species norms is at one point even commented upon by Athena 
herself,42 when Boris visits Hopballehus. Immediately upon arrival, Boris 
is engaged in a polite conversation with Athena, her father, and her 

                                                            
41 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka. Toward a Minor Literature [1975], 
transl. Dana Polan (Minneapolis, London: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), 
12. See also Gayle Rubin, “The Traffic in Women: Notes on the ‘Political 
Economy’ of Sex,” in Toward an Anthropology of Women, ed. Rayna R. Reiter 
(New York, London, 1975), 157–210; and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: 
English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1985), 21–27. This aspect of “The Monkey” can also be understood against 
the backdrop of Maria Andersson’s research about Swedish fairytales, where 
young girls often pass through a stage of animal/animality before growing into 
fully gendered subjects (Maria Andersson, Att bli människa. Barn, sedlighet och 
kön i Amanda Kerfstedts, Helena Nybloms och Mathilda Mallings författarskap 
1880–1920 [Göteborg, Stockholm: Makadam förlag, 2010], 120–129). Moreover, 
the animal features of Athena have previously made Moa Matthis define her as a 
sphinx, just like the Prioress. Both of these female literary characters are just as 
hard to capture as Dinesen herself with her simultaneously working identities: 
published (almost) parallel in Danish and English, with a male as well as a female 
name as an author, and with connections to both Africa and Europe. See Matthis, 
“En Sfinx i historia,” 70, 76, 78. However, I think that the figure of the sphinx is a 
bit too static to be altogether accurate to employ in relation to “The Monkey”.  
42 As I discussed in Chapter One, I employ Karen Barad’s term “intra-activity” in 
the intersectional analysis to denote the concurrence between phenomena not 
clearly separated from one another. In this, I am inspired by Nina Lykke, Feminist 
Studies. A Guide to Intersectional Theory, Methodology and Writing (New York, 
London: Routledge, 2010), 51. See also Karen Barad’s “Posthumanist 
Performativity. Toward an Understanding of How Matter Comes to Matter 
[2003],” in Material Feminisms, eds. Stacy Alaimo and Susan Hekman 
(Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2008), 132–135. For an 
overview of how species has been incorporated in the intersectional discussion, see 
Maneesha Deckha, “Disturbing Images: PETA and the Feminist Ethics of Animal 
Advocacy,” Ethics & the Environment 13 (2008:2), 38–40. 
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father’s friend, Pastor Rosenquist, during which the topic is, in part, 
monkeys. Athena’s father tells the two younger listeners about the 
Wendish idols, whose goddess of love “had the face and façade of a 
beautiful woman, while, if you turned her around, she presented at the 
back an image of the monkey.” This makes Athena reflect: “But how, 
asked Athena, did they know, in the case of the goddess of love, which 
was the front and which was the back?”43 
 
This line of questioning has been discussed by Aiken, who notes that in 
previous research it has for the most part been taken as naïveté but can, in 
fact, be seen as a positing of both the Goddess and Athena as “disruptive, 
improper female figures.”44 In the monkey, Aiken continues, Dinesen 
found “a peculiarly apt figure for the anti-hegemonic impulses of feminine 
subversion”, thus pointing out an analogy between monkeys and women, a 
connection with a long cultural tradition established in other texts in Seven 
Gothic Tales as well.45 Hansen also reasons along these lines, as he claims 
that what Athena’s line of questioning shows is that she is in possession of 
her two-sided self and, accordingly, is both woman and monkey.46  
 
Although I agree that a gender-political reading of “The Monkey” is 
relevant, I would like to add that, as Aiken notes, Athena’s questioning of 
the other literary characters’ anthropocentric assumptions regarding the 
goddess of love also makes visible the possibilities of an alternate order on 
a larger scale.47 Her comment highlights the potential of the monkey in 
“The Monkey” to question and undermine taken-for-granted truths about 
not only gender but also about the relationship between human and animal, 
subject and object, intelligibility and meaninglessness—front and back.48 
Indeed, as George Lakoff and Mark Johnson have discussed in Metaphors 
                                                            
43 Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales, 132. 
44 Aiken, Isak Dinesen and the Engendering of Narrative, 142. Also Judith Rorai 
notes that previous research has usually attributed this line to Athena’s “naivety”; 
in “A Whirlpool of Change,” 129.  
45 Aiken, Isak Dinesen and the Engendering of Narrative, 142. This connection 
was also noted by Uddenberg, Gränsvarelser, 27–28: during the Middle Ages the 
figure of the ape was often employed to visualize female sexuality. See also 
Janson, Apes and Ape Lore, 266–267, where the connection between apes and 
sexuality in relation to Seven Gothic Tales is briefly discussed. See also Rorai, “A 
Whirlpool of Change,” 124. 
46 Hansen, The Aristocratic Universe of Karen Blixen, 18. 
47 Aiken, Isak Dinesen and the Engendering of Narrative, 142–143. 
48 See also Aiken, Isak Dinesen and the Engendering of Narrative, 143, and Rorai, 
“A Whirlpool of Change,” 128. 
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We Live By, the metaphorical structuring of “reality” into back and front is 
a fundamental aspect of human language.49 But if we together with Athena 
engage in what Tora Holmberg has called a criticism of the politics of 
demarcation,50 it is revealed that the monkey functions as the hub for a 
project that introduces something else, other possibilities and wider 
discursive horizons, in the story’s inner-literary reality. 
 
As discussed above, this complex process centres on Athena and the 
monkey but, in fact, also extends to the other female characters in the story 
as well as to depictions of other literary animals. As early as the story’s 
beginning we learn that Seven harbours 
 

… co-ordinately with its estimable female population, a whole world of 
pets of all sorts, and was well aware of the order of precedence therein. 
There were here parrots and cockatoos, small dogs, graceful cats from all 
parts of the world, a white Angora goat, like that of Esmeralda, and a 
purple-eyed young fallow deer. There was even a tortoise which was 
supposed to be more than a hundred years old.51 

 
Aiken has previously discussed this quote, thus establishing that the 
plethora of animals that dwells at Seven points towards the discursive fact 
that this place, with its female inhabitants and the Prioress in a lead 
position, is outside the patriarchal order and therefore also touches upon 
the borders of humanity.52 This is an interesting point, but it is only really 
possible to make in this way if the animals—the beings—are collapsed 
into animality—the “animal-like” part of human behaviour—and the 
story’s depictions of literary animals thus understood as saying something 
that is primarily relevant for its human characters, something that can be 
directly related to the human reader. But there are other ways to 
conceptualize the relationship between gender oppression and 
anthropocentrism in “The Monkey”.  
 
As Matthis claims, it is possible to see an analogy between “the (African) 
monkey’s situation as the Prioress’ pet in Closter Seven”, and “the 
                                                            
49 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live by (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1980), 25–32. 
50 Tora Holmberg, “Monster och gränsen för det mänskliga—exemplet 
djurmänniskor och tvillingar,” in Ekokritik. Naturen i litteraturen, ed. Sven Lars 
Schulz (Uppsala; Uppsala University, 2007), 78. My transl. Orig.: 
“gränsdragningens politik”. 
51 Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales, 106. 
52 Aiken, Isak Dinesen and the Engendering of Narrative, 135. 
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atmosphere of Closter Seven as a retreat for unmarried ladies of noble 
birth.”53 With this claim, Matthis makes the only reference that I have 
found in previous research to the monkey as a literary animal, rather than a 
representation of animality, an idea that is perfectly in line with the 
practices in surface readings. And when Matthis connects the monkey with 
the ladies living at Seven, in extension she makes it possible to understand 
the “world of pets” kept by the wealthy women at Seven as a somewhat 
excessive variation of “the lady and the lap-dog”, which was a popular 
image of the growing obsession with household pets during the late-
eighteenth century, according to Laura Brown—the time period just before 
the events in “The Monkey” take place.54 In relation to the questioning of 
norms regarding gender and sexuality that run throughout this story, it is 
relevant that the inter-species intimacy inherent in this Western habit of 
pet-keeping has often been seen as not only a substitute for but also a 
threat to heterosexual relationships.55 Indeed, the very fact that the women 
at Seven live with each other suggests the possibility of lesbianism and 
thereby makes visible the existence of other ways of organizing intimate 
relationships than that which is suggested within the frames of the 
heterosexual norm. Moreover, at Seven, living with pets seems to propose 
the development of that which Donna J. Haraway has called “other 
worlds”, arranged according to “other tropes, other metaplasms”, than the 
hierarchic human-animal relationship underlying the anthropocentric 
world view.56 This means that the presence of literary animals in “The 
Monkey” does not merely express or represent the outside or marginalized 
cultural position inhabited by the wealthy ladies living at Seven but, 
instead, is that which in itself determines it. 
 

                                                            
53 Matthis, Take a Taste, 135. 
54 Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 65. 
55 For a discussion about the age-old notion of conceptualizing pets as substitutes 
for human contacts and the threat to normative living this entails, see Chapter Two 
or Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 65; Marjorie Garber, Dog Love 
(New York: Touchstone, 1996), 122–124; Erica Fudge, Pets (Durham: Acumen, 
2008), 20; Alice A. Kuznier, “I Married My Dog,” in Queering the Non-Human, 
eds. Noreen Giffney and Myra Hird (Abingdon, Oxon: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 
2008), 206–209; and Donna J. Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto. Dogs, 
People, and Significant Otherness (Chicago: Prickly Paradigm Press, 2003), 96. 
56 See Haraway, The Companion Species Manifesto, 96, and Haraway, When 
Species Meet, 20. 
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The other-worldly qualities of Seven are apparent even in its very name, 
with its connotations of ancient religious mysticism:57 the place is a sort of 
utopian paradise, into which Boris inserts the destructive force of the 
marital institution, intimately connected to an anthropocentric world view 
(a move that, as we have seen, does not pass without harsh resistance 
executed by, primarily, Athena and the monkey). This invokes the 
importance of religious and mythological references in “The Monkey”,58 
aspects that appear to be highlighted in relation to gender, sexuality, and 
species norms. This can certainly be seen in the above discussions about 
the monkey’s takeover of Cupid’s position and in Athena’s comment on 
the two sides of the Goddess worshipped by the Wendish idols, but both 
Matthis and Heede also see a Biblical reference in Athena’s strong 
reaction when the Prioress tries to convince her to marry Boris because she 
now might be pregnant: “What? She asked. Shall I have a child from 
that?”59 
 
According to Matthis, this sequence is a grotesque handling of the biblical 
story of Joseph, Mary, Jesus and God, and in place of the child that, 
according to the Prioress, the virgin Athena now expects, we end with the 
“birth” of a monkey rather than the son of God.60 Heede also sees this 
intertextual relationship to the Bible but claims that this sequence 
furthermore entails a demonization of heterosexuality, as the different-sex 
alliance the Prioress has encouraged, then forces to happen, results in a 
monstrous birth of herself as a monkey instead of the birth of a saviour.61 I 
agree with both Matthis and Heede about the likely Biblical influence and 
also with the interpretation that this sequence critically examines 
normative understandings of gender and sexuality. But I think that these 
understandings of the text are insufficient when we acknowledge that the 
Bible has served as one of the foundations of Western, anthropocentric 
lines of thought, a tradition which, in fact, is undermined in “The 
Monkey”. Indeed, in symbols from early Christianity and throughout 
Medieval times apes and monkeys have functioned as sinful “figura diaboli”,  
 

                                                            
57 In Langbaum, The Gayety of Vision, 84, the name of Seven is explained with a 
reference to Greek mythology in particular, but I would like to point out that this is 
not the only place where this number is given special significance. 
58 The fact that “The Monkey” is full of mythological and biblical references was 
previously established by Matthis, “En Sfinx i historia,” 81. 
59 Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales, 164. 
60 Matthis, “En Sfinx i historia,” 80–81. 
61 Heede, Det umenneskelige, 51–53. 
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often related to the fall of humans.62 Thus, the proposal for an “other 
world” that is underway in “The Monkey” does not merely entail a 
questioning of the social and political categories concerning gender and 
sexuality that its human literary characters undermine, subvert, subject, or 
relate to; the story also questions one of the Western world’s fundamental 
pre-requisites: the rigid and hierarchical human/animal divide proposed in 
the Christian world view. 

Colonialism, Primatology, and Literature 

In relation to the inter-species intimacy thus highlighted as a structuring 
feature of “The Monkey”, it is relevant to note that the loving relationship 
between the Prioress and the monkey can, in fact, be seen in relation to 
stories from as far back as ancient times, stories about women engaging 
erotically with apes. Such depictions were particularly common during the 
Middle Ages and also part of the story-telling that followed in the wake of 
colonialism, when these depictions, along with portrayals of affective and 
erotic inter-species relationships—such as in Voltaire’s Candide (1759), 
which at one point represents Native American women and apes as 
lovers—also often included representations of big male apes raping or 
abducting human females. Although such stories gradually decreased as 
more scientific discourses formed in the nineteenth century,63 a 
particularly nasty reoccurrence, which stands out as relevant in light of the 
atrocities that would be carried out by European, authoritarian regimes in 
the twentieth century, was phrased in Jörg Lanz von Liebenfels’ 
Theozoology in 1905. Here, this “ariosophist” claims that Jews and 
gypsies are offspring from women coupling with apes in ancient times, 
thus giving rise to so-called “half-humans”. The final strife, Liebenfels 
writes in this book, will be between humans and such half-humans, 
something that inspired Swedish author August Strindberg to propose the 
term “äfflingar” (“apelings”, from the German word for ape, “affe”) in 
Zones of the spirit, a book of thoughts (1907). During WWII, similar 

                                                            
62 Janson, Apes and Ape Lore, 13–71, 107–144. See also Bernströms Bestiarium. 
En djurens nordiska kulturhistoria, ed. Henrik Otterberg (Stockholm: Atlantis, 
2008), 43–44. 
63 Janson, Apes and Ape Lore, 267–270. During the eighteenth century, this was 
sometimes explained by the urge to connect to someone higher up in the Great 
Chain of Being (Uddenberg, Gränsvarelser, 27–29). Mel Y. Chen notes, in relation 
to J.L. Austin, the prevalence of the mocking and racialized figure of the human-
ape marriage in the twentieth century (Animacies. Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, 
and Queer Affect (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012), 89–102. 
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hierarchies within the category “human” in relation to apes were invoked 
by the term used by the Nazi regime, “sub-humans”.64 This was 
retrospectively commented upon in Emmanuel Lévinas writings about his 
time in concentration camp: The Nazis “stripped us of our human skin. We 
were subhuman, a gang of apes”.65 
 
In relation to “The Monkey”, written in 1934 and thus temporally situated 
in the midst of the development of these degrading discourses, it is clear 
that the colonial background not only sheds light on the affective 
relationship between the Prioress and the monkey but also points out an 
important pre-requisite for the story overall. The significance of the 
colonial context in “The Monkey” has been emphasized by Ellen Rees, 
who claims that the entire foundation of this story is made up by “the idea 
of Africa” (and also the Orient) as subordinate Otherness. This idea is 
underscored by the fact that the Tanzanian island Zanzibar—from which 
the monkey has been brought as a gift to the Prioress from her cousin, 
Admiral von Schreckenstein—historically was the site of one of Eastern 
Africa’s largest slave markets.66 It is important to note that this 
connection, in fact, suggests another inter-connected aspect of animality 
than the psychoanalytical view I have already discussed in relation to 
previous research. As Kalpana Rahita Seshadri points out, the concept of 
animality is intimately connected with the racist practices of 
dehumanization,67 occurring in the wake of the colonial exploration of the 
world and resulting in that which Swedish scholar Stefan Jonsson has 
identified as a “problem” for “the centre of the world” (the West) to 
understand about the nature of the people in the “periphery” (the rest of 
the world): “Are they humans? Are they animals? Are they another kind of 

                                                            
64 See, for example, David Livingstone Smith, Less Than Human. Why We 
Demean, Enslave, and Exterminate Others (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2011), 
154–162. 
65 See Emmanuel Lévinas, “The Name of a Dog, or Natural Rights [1975],” in 
Difficult Freedom: Essays on Judaism, transl. Seán Hand (London: The Athlone 
Press, 1990), 153. I also discuss “dehumanization” and “the subhuman” in Chapter 
Two. 
66 Ellen Rees, On the Margins. Nordic Women Modernists of the 1930’s (Norwich: 
Norvik Press, 2005), 20–28. Matthis has pointed out the significance of the 
colonial background to Seven Gothic Tales as a whole (Take a Taste, 18). 
67 Kalpana Rahita Seshadri, HumAnimal: Race, Law, Language (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2012), ix-xi. 
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humans?”68 As I discussed in Chapter Two, dehumanization has been a 
common strategy in war and genocides,69 and also in the practice of 
shipping people from foreign parts of the world to the West animalization 
was an ongoing way to legitimize those acts, whether the purpose was 
labour and slavery or education and entertainment, such as for displays in 
circuses and zoos. The latter was particularly common in the nineteenth 
century but continued well into the twentieth.70 
 
This was also the case in Europe’s Nordic region, where one of the most 
recent examples is an exhibition in Oslo in 1914, opened by the King of 
Norway and created in order to celebrate this country’s 100-year 
anniversary of its constitution. The exhibition ran for five months and, in 
addition to a roller coaster and pantomime theatre, showed 80 African 
men, women and children in traditional dress, living in palm-roof cabins, 
surrounded by indigenous artefacts and going about their daily routines of 
cooking, eating and making handicrafts. Such was the exhibition’s success 
that two-thirds of the country’s population visited the site. In October of 
2014, to mark the constitution’s 200-year anniversary, two artists decided 
to re-stage the event. Despite insistence that the exhibit—this time 
featuring volunteers—was installed to force Norwegians to face their 
country’s questionable past, the news was met with horror by anti-racism 
groups.71 Africans were imported to the North for the exhibition in 1914, 
but there has also been displays of indigenous people from within the 
Nordic sphere in other places, such as Hamburg in 1875 with a group of 
Sámi people (from the historic region Sápmi, stretching over the northern 
parts of Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia, and currently with different 
degrees of autonomy within each nation) and in the subsequent years with 
Inuits from Greenland (a currently autonomous country within the 
                                                            
68 Stefan Jonsson, Världens centrum. En essä om globalisering (Stockholm: 
Norstedts, 2001), 10. My transl. Orig.: “Är de människor? Är de djur? Är de ett 
annat slags människor?” 
69 See, for example, Livingstone Smith, Less Than Human, 7. 
70 See, for example, Nigel Rothfels, Savages and Beasts: the Birth of the Modern 
Zoo (Baltimore, Maryland: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002), 81–142; 
Human Zoos. Science and Spectacle in the Age of Colonial Empires, ed. Pascal 
Blanchard et al., transl. Teresa Bridgeman (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 
2008); and Joanna Bourke, What it Means to be Human. Reflections from 1791 to 
the Present (Berkeley: Counterpoint, 2011), 19–63. 
71 “Artists plan to revisit Oslo’s ‘human zoo’ of Africans, this time with 
Volunteers,” The Independent, accessed September 24, 2014,  
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/artists-plan-to-revisit-oslos-
human-zoo-of-africans-this-time-with-volunteer-exhibits-9271368.html). 
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Kingdom of Denmark). Both of these ethnic groups were imported by the 
command of the dominating figure in animal and human trade in Europe in 
the nineteenth century, Carl Hagenbeck.72 
 
This context to “The Monkey” is further enlightened by Michael Lundblad 
and Marianne DeKoven’s claim in the introduction to Species Matters 
(2011), namely that the human/animal binary has a “violent history in 
relation to constructions of what it means to be ‘human’ or how various 
groups have been granted or denied ‘humanity’.”73 Indeed, if 
understanding the monkey as a metaphor for the colonial slave trade or 
perhaps on a larger scale for the entire conflict arising in the wake of this 
exploitative exploration of the world, it is possible to read “The Monkey” 
as a depiction of the modern, peaceful, enlightened, Western society in 
stark contrast to the un-modern, violent, dark, Southern or Eastern world. 
 
But not only humans were shipped around the globe in the wake of 
colonialism; animals were, too, among them apes and monkeys. In “The 
Monkey”, the historical context of animal trade is visible in the fact that 
the Prioress’s monkey was not the only one moved from south to north-
west but, rather, was one among many. As Athena tells us, “her father’s 
solicitor in Poland had a monkey of the same kind, which had also come 
from Zanzibar,”74 a line that implies an organized shipping of animals 
underway in the story, from Zanzibar to the West. This aspect of “The 
Monkey” stands out as particularly relevant in relation to the fact that this 
Eastern African island not only has a long history as a slave market but is 
also known for its wildlife, including the Zanzibar leopard, possibly 
extinct today, as well as the Zanzibar red colobus, which is one of Africa’s 
rarest primates.75 This historical and geographic context renders the 
monkey significant in relation to the colonial aspects of “The Monkey”, 
not only according to symptomatic reading practices—as “animality” 
connected to the human slave-trade—but, rather, in line with surface 
readings as an “animal” signifying itself. 

                                                            
72 Rothfels, Savages and Beasts, 82–84. 
73 Michael Lundblad and Marianne DeKoven, Species Matters. Humane Advocacy 
and Cultural Theory (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012), 3. 
74 Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales, 131. 
75 Thomas T. Struhsaker, The Red Colobus Monkeys: Variation in Demography, 
Behavior, and Ecology of Endangered Species (Oxford, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2010); Helle V. Goldman and Martin T. Walsh, “Is the Zanzibar 
leopard (Panthera pardus adersi) extinct?” Journal of East African Natural History 
91 (2002:1, 2), 15–25. 
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Even though the information we get about the monkey in “The Monkey” is 
scarce, the context of Zanzibar’s wildlife suggests that it may be some 
kind of greater galago, perhaps a small-eared one, rabbit-sized, with a 
long, densely furred tail, grey or brown fur, relatively short ears and big 
eyes. These primates are nocturnal and more active leapers than many 
other galagos,76 characteristics that fit rather well with the description of 
the monkey in “The Monkey”, who is small enough to sit on the Prioress’s 
shoulder, likes to stay out at night, and can easily climb bookshelves and 
walls as well as take leaps up on statues. Moreover, small-eared greater 
galagos are widely found in Zanzibar, where they are also known to have 
been kept as pets.77  
 
If the animal trade that followed in the wake of colonialism can thus shed 
light on both the presence and significance of the monkey in the Prioress’s 
home in “The Monkey”, the fact that this story is situated in the beginning 
of the nineteenth century also makes it relevant to understand it against the 
backdrop of other depictions of monkey-human relationships situated in or 
written during this period of time. As Brown notes, in eighteenth-century 
England a range of stories were produced featuring the pet monkey as a 
charismatic figure in the ever-so-popular literary marriage plot, with 
Frances Burney’s novel Evelina; or, The History of a Young Lady’s 
Entrance into the World (1778)78 as a particularly relevant example. 
Brown explicitly connects these historical literary facts to the colonial 
animal trade, claiming that although the image of the monkey had 
certainly been  
 

… available as a subject of fable and a source of invective and exempla in 
European print culture from classical times, and actual monkeys became 
visible in Europe in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, when they are 
mentioned as pets in European nunneries and monasteries, as signs of 
prosperity among wealthy clerics, and as performers in popular 
entertainments […] the relatively commonplace presence of the monkey in 
the bourgeois household is a distinctive eighteenth-century phenomenon.79 

                                                            
76 “Small eared greater galago,” The Tasmanian Mammal Atlas Program, accessed 
September 24, 2014,  
http://www.tanzaniamammals.org/content/mammal.php?id=GL2. 
77 M.T. Walsh, “Island Subsistence: Hunting, Trapping and the Translocation of 
Wildlife in the Western Indian Ocean,” Azania 42 (2007), 86. 
78 Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 90–111. 
79 Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 104. See also Janson, Apes and 
Ape Lore, 145–162; Rothfels, Savages and Beasts, 15–16; and Bernströms 
Bestiarium, 43–44. Exactly this circumstance is at one point discussed in “The 
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This was not an exclusively British phenomenon: even the “father of 
taxonomy” himself, Carl von Linnaeus, kept the long-tailed monkey Diana 
in his home in Uppsala, Sweden, for a couple of years in the 1750s.80 
 
In relation to “The Monkey”, it is a particularly relevant fact that the 
connotations given to the monkey in this story largely resemble those that 
Brown points out as characteristic of pet monkeys in the British, 
eighteenth-century literary marriage plots: as a possible replacement for a 
husband, a distorting mirror of human behaviour, a symbol for violence 
and a disruptive element for human conventions.81 Generally, this means 
that the monkey in literature of this time was employed both to “generate 
questions of ontology and at the same time to serve as the imaginative 
basis for an experiment with ideas of intimacy”82—just like the monkey in 
“The Monkey”. According to Brown, the discursive backdrops of these 
depictions were made up of two different yet overlapping historical 
circumstances. 
 
The first one is the eighteenth-century discovery of the hominoid ape, 
which brought about major scholarly interest aimed at systematizing the 
more-or-less human-like creatures that were now encountered or at least 
heard of in different places all over the world.83 In Brown’s discussion 

                                                                                                                            
Monkey”: that although actual monkeys may not historically have been present 
much in the Northern sphere of the world, the figure of the monkey was far more 
widespread (Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales, 131–132). 
80 Uddenberg, Gränsvarelser, 86–87. 
81 Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 90–111. The meaning of the 
Prioress’s place in a social order in relation to this trope can be understood against 
the backdrop of aristocracy as a major topic in Dinesen’s authorship, especially 
visible in Seven Gothic Tales. See Matthis, Take a Taste, 73–79. 
82 Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 105–106. 
83 Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 27–46; see also Londa 
Schiebinger, Nature’s Body. Sexual Politics and the Making of Modern Science 
(London: Pandora, 1993), 75–88; Uddenberg, Gränsvarelser, 66–100; and Janson, 
Apes and Ape Lore, 327, 335–336. The attempt to organize the new findings is 
apparent in, for example, the title of Edward Tyson’s pioneering publication 
Orang-Outang, sive Homo Sylvestris. Or, THE ANATOMY OF A PYGMIE 
Compared with that of a Monkey, an Ape, and a Man. To which is added a 
PHILOLOGICAL ESSAY Concerning the Pygmies, the Cynophelai, the Satyrs, and 
the Sphinxes of the ANCIENTS, wherein it will appear that they are all either 
APES or MONKEYS, and not MEN, as formerly pretended (1699; for a discussion, 
see for example Janson, Apes and Ape Lore, 327, 335–336). Also in Carl von 
Linnaeus’s Antropomorpha (1760) such attempts were made, as the category with 



Chapter Four 
 

 

150

about the impact of these findings and the colonial shipping of monkeys to 
the West in the eighteenth century, she claims that the confusion about the 
human/animal divide and humans’ relationships to apes and monkeys was 
partly due to the fact that today’s distinction between New World 
monkeys (Platyrrhini) and Old World monkeys, apes, and humans 
(Catarrhini) was not yet made. Thus, the special proximity between human 
beings and the hominoid apes was not recognized. In addition, experts of 
the time used “monkey” and “ape” almost interchangeably, with concepts 
like “Monkey Tribe” or “monkey kind” that included the orangutan, the 
baboon, and the Old World monkey. When monkeys for a period of time 
during the eighteenth century became fashionable pets in the bourgeois 
household, it was surely this conflation of the monkey and the hominoid 
ape that enabled the former to be employed in literature in order to re-
invoke questions of human ontology.84 
 
The second circumstance identified by Brown as influential in the role of 
the monkey in the eighteenth-century British literary marriage plot is the 
simultaneousness of the increased shipping of monkeys to the West and 
the rise of the era of bourgeois pet-keeping. As the monkey was 
incorporated among the other newly prominent companion animals of this 
time, the image of “the lady and the monkey” was for a while a central 
figure in such stories.85 I think that both of the contexts Brown identifies 
are relevant, but I would also like to highlight the fact that these two are 
actually brought together by the fact that primatology, as has been 
extensively discussed by Donna J. Haraway, already from the start formed 
as a male-dominated field.86 And as Londa Schibeinger notes, in the 
European discovery of anthropoid apes in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, comparisons between female apes and female humans—
concerning both physiological characteristics such as menstrual cycle, 
shape and size of clitoris, the possible effect on male pleasure by the angle 
of the vaginas, and whether apes have hymen or not; and also gender-
convention aspects such as modesty—attracted particular interest from the 

                                                                                                                            
the same name, “anthropomorpha”, is declared to be made up of four different 
creatures: Troglodyte, Lucifer, Satyrus and Pygmæus (Schiebinger, Nature’s Body, 
83; Uddenberg, Gränsvarelser, 86–91). 
84 Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 105–106. 
85 Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 99. 
86 Donna J. Haraway, Primate Visions. Gender. Race, and Nature in the World of 
Modern Science (New York, London: Routledge 1989), 279–303. 
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(almost exclusively) male researchers.87 Indeed, this historical circumstance 
highlights a fact previously noted by Mette Bryld and Nina Lykke, namely 
that discourses about the “human” are deeply intertwined with “discourses 
on animals, gender and race”.88 This means that the impact of eighteenth 
century primatology can be connected to the pet monkeys’ relationships to 
the spheres of women, femininity and intimacy, all of which were 
previously discussed by Brown and appear as immensely relevant in 
shedding light on the significance of the monkey in “The Monkey”. 
 
If the presence and character of this literary figure can thus easily be 
related to early modern discourses concerning the human/animal divide 
and the rise of bourgeois pet-keeping, against the backdrop of the 1930s—
when the story was written and published—the role of the monkey in “The 
Monkey”, however, stands out as rather anachronistic. As Brown notes, 
there was a rapid decline in keeping monkeys as pets at the beginning of 
the nineteenth century—probably due to their habits of biting89—and over 
the course of this century and the next, the animal trade from the 
South/East to the West was increasingly structured by the establishments 
of zoological gardens.90 Simultaneously, the breakthrough of Charles 
Darwin’s ideas about the close evolutionary relationship between humans 
and apes along with a clearer taxonomy meant that the ontological 
questions were increasingly reserved for the hominoid primates, a category 
that today includes (besides humans) the chimpanzee, the orangutan, the 
bonobo, and the gorilla.91  

                                                            
87 Schiebinger, Nature’s Body, 76, 168–172. This interest also extended to women 
of color and was perhaps most vividly displayed in the abuse of Sara Baartmann, 
the so-called Hottentott Venus, at the beginning of the nineteenth century. 
88 Mette Bryld and Nina Lykke, Cosmodolphins. Feminist Cultural Studies of 
Technology, Animals, and the Sacred (London, New York: Zed Books, 2000), 33. 
89 Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 105. 
90 As Rothfels notes, exotic animals have certainly been on display in major cities 
all over the world since ancient times, but the development of the zoological 
gardens in the end of the nineteenth century meant extensive educational and 
scientific claims (Savages and Beasts, 13–14). See also Stephen St. C. Bostock, 
Zoos and Animal Rights. The Ethics of Keeping Animals (London, New York: 
Routledge, 1993), 7–36. In the Nordic region, part of this development was due to 
the funding of the Copenhagen Zoo in Denmark in 1859 and Skansen in 
Stockholm, Sweden, in 1891, the latter being the oldest animal parks in the 
Northern region open to the public, with both national and imported animals on 
display. 
91 Brown, Homeless Dogs and Melancholy Apes, 105; Uddenberg, Gränsvarelser, 
101–131. 
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Thus, it is these larger apes that during the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries have been employed in the increasing questioning of the 
ape/human divide in Western literature and other cultural expressions—in, 
for example, British author Thomas Love Peacock’s Melincourt; or, Sir 
Oran Haut-ton (1818), American author Edgar Allan Poe’s The Murders 
in the Rue Morgue (1841), Czech author Franz Kafka’s A Report to An 
Academy (1917), and French author Pierre Boulle’s Planet of the Apes 
(1963).92 By the end of the twentieth and beginning of the twenty-first 
centuries, this is often done with a similar focus on the connection 
between the divide between species and the oppression of women or non-
Westerners that also occurs in “The Monkey”, as seen, for example, in 
Danish author Peter Hœg’s much acclaimed novel The Woman and the 

                                                            
92 Other examples include British authors Edgar Rice Burrough’s story Tarzan of 
the Apes (1912; published as a book in 1921) and David Garnett’s A Man in the 
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author Kelpie Wilson’s Primal Tears (2005). 
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Ape (1996) and Swedish author Sara Stridsberg’s Darling river (2010).93 
But monkeys seem to be almost entirely absent from this sphere. Indeed, 
the extent to which they at all appear in Western literature in the twentieth 
century is limited mostly to the genre of children’s books, for example, 
UK authors H.A. Rey and Margret Rey’s books about Curious George (the 
first published in 1941), and Swedish author Astrid Lindgren’s depictions 
of Pippi Longstocking and her monkey Mr. Nilsson (the first book 
published in 1945).94 These circumstances make Dinesen’s greater galago 
in the 1930s rather lonely as a radical underminer of norms regarding 
gender, sexuality, race, and species. But perhaps it can be seen as part of 
the subversive qualities of this literary figure that it still, in the story’s 
end—in spite of the fact that this opposes such human constructions of 
history and genre as the ones I outlined above—does not refrain from 
engaging in one of the most outright questionings of the human/animal 
divide possible to imagine: the transformation. 

The Transformation 

Of course, the dramatic event at the end of “The Monkey”, when the 
monkey transforms into the Prioress, and the Prioress into the monkey, has 
attracted a lot of attention in previous research, where it has often been 
discussed against the backdrop of the genre asserted in the title of the 
collection of short stories: Seven Gothic Tales. For example, Hans-Göran 
Ekman claims that whereas this volume as a whole flows between several 
different genres, and the term “gothic” is thus misleading for many of the 
stories in it, this is not the case with “The Monkey”. Because of its 
fantastic element, the transformation, this short story can be placed within 
the gothic genre, Ekman claims, and also points to the fact that it is 
included in The Oxford Book of Gothic Tales.95 

                                                            
93 Darling river has not been translated into English, but this is the original title. 
See also Swedish authors Kerstin Ekman’s novel Make Me Living Again (1996; 
My transl. Orig.: Gör mig levande igen), Maj Britt Wiggh’s Mister Anue Mal 
(2011; My transl. Orig.: Herr Anue Mal), and Henning Mankell’s A Treacherous 
Paradise (2011). 
94 See also British author Henry Drummond’s The Monkey That Would Not Kill 
(1898). 
95 Ekman, Karen Blixens paradoxer, 60–64. See also Kabell, Karen Blixen 
debuterer, 128; and Johannesson, The World of Isak Dinesen, 55; where it is 
claimed that “The Monkey” is “Dinesen’s finest Gothic tale.” In The Oxford Book 
of Gothic Tales, ed. Chris Baldick (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 
1992), “The Monkey” is on pages 344–385. 
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I agree with Ekman that “The Monkey”, with its setting in a historical 
past, its depictions of dark and impressive castles and wild and mysterious 
nature, is certainly possible to understand against the backdrop of the 
Gothic genre. Also the story’s transgressions of normative concepts of 
gender and sexuality are perfectly in line with this kind of tale, and both 
the Prioress and Boris can, in fact, be seen as “aristocratic sexual 
predators”, which Elisabeth Fay has defined as characteristic for this 
genre.96 Moreover, the relationship between the monkey and the Prioress 
is possible to understand against this backdrop of transgressions of the 
human/animal divide, mirrors and doppelgangers, all common features of 
the Gothic tale which, according to Fred Botting, function as a way to 
represent disturbing aspects of the human identity.97 Certainly, such 
conceptualizations are perfectly in line with previous research about “The 
Monkey”.  
 
Although I do not object to the characterization of “The Monkey” as a 
Gothic story per se, I would still like to refrain from giving this genre 
designation too much significance and, rather, question the degree to 
which it possesses any explanatory potential. The presence of the 
transformation in the story can perhaps be explained by pointing to the 
conventions of the Gothic genre, but this does not clarify how this happens 
or what significance it can be given within the literary text. Moreover, to 
define the story’s depiction of a human-monkey transformation as 
exclusively a display of the Prioress’s inner qualities certainly means 
ignoring the solid presence of literary animal agency I have so far pointed 
out in “The Monkey”. What kind of meaning is generated if this agency is 
taken into account in the discussion of the story’s end? 
 
As I mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, the transformation 
happens as the Virgin Prioress, on the morning after having gotten Athena 
drunk and encouraging Boris to try to rape her, has summoned them both 
to her room and finally managed to coerce Athena’s consent to marriage. 
Just then, the window is first knocked upon, then broken, and the monkey 
comes in. It then jumps up on the Prioress’s head and tears off her lace 
cap: 
           

The old woman with whom they had been talking was, writhing and 
dishevelled, forced to the floor; she was scrunched and changed. Where 

                                                            
96 Elisabeth A. Fay, A Feminist Introduction to Romanticism (Malden, Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishers, 1998), 113. 
97 Fred Botting, Gothic (London, New York: Routledge, 1996), 11. 
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she had been, a monkey was now crouching and whining, altogether 
beaten, trying to take refuge in the corner of the room. And where the 
monkey had been jumping about rose, a little out of breath from the effort, 
her face still a deep rose, the true Prioress of Closter Seven.98 

 
In previous research, this event has largely been understood in terms of the 
effect it has on the human literary characters observing it. For example, 
Ekman has suggested that those who witness the change—Athena and 
Boris—are going through a metaphoric transformation at the same time as 
the monkey goes through a literal one,99 and Heede has established that the 
transformation is the “deus ex machina” that solves the situation and 
unites Boris and Athena.100 These are, of course, relevant understandings if 
we assume that humans are the centre of the story, and the monkey, a mere 
metaphor for humans’ inner lives. However, in relation to the strong 
presence of animal literary agency and the processes of more-than-
anthropocentric other-worlding underway in “The Monkey”, I think that 
the woman-monkey transformation can be understood from at least two 
more angles. 
 
The first one is straightforward: The monkey, having turned into the 
Prioress, is claimed to be “the true Prioress of Closter Seven”. According 
to symptomatic reading practices, this might signify the Prioress’s resident 
evil, but according to surface readings, I instead see it as further proof of 
what I discussed above: In Seven, the power is in the hands of the monkey 
rather than the human literary character.  
 
The second aspect I would like to highlight is the fact that the monkey 
itself, through its courses of action, actually provides us with the tools for 
understanding the Prioress’s transformation from a more-than-
anthropocentric perspective. Right after the change, the monkey “jumped 
in a light and graceful leap on to a pedestal, which supported the marble 
head of the philosopher Immanuel Kant”.101 This scene has been discussed 
by, among others, Aiken, who claims that this act makes “a monkey out of 
Kant—and, implicitly, out of the traditional Western metaphysics and the 
male philosophical genealogy his bust monumentalizes.”102 I agree with 
this idea but would like to point out that German philosopher Immanuel 

                                                            
98 Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales, 169. 
99 Ekman, Karen Blixens paradoxer, 92. 
100 Heede, Det umenneskelige, 52. 
101 Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales, 169. 
102 Aiken, Isak Dinesen and the Engendering of Narrative, 150. 
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Kant (1724–1804) not only represents the Western, male metaphysical 
tradition in relation to women but also, as Gary Steiner notes, was 
immensely influential in the debate about morality and animals in the late-
eighteenth century. In Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785) 
and Critique of Judgment (1790), Kant claims that the difference between 
animals and humans is that humans are rational and can thus rise above 
their desires for pleasure and aversions to pain, characteristics that give 
them moral worth. It is this rationale, Kant argues, that gives humans the 
moral right to dominate and even kill animals, as long as this is done with 
minimal pain.103 This is clearly an anthropocentric view, so when the 
monkey jumps up on Kant’s head, this animal not only, as Aiken claims, 
metaphorically overturns the patriarchal system but also, I believe, 
manifests the potential of animal agency to overthrow the hierarchical 
human-animal relationship in Western philosophy. 
 
A number of scholars have tried to understand the transformation in “The 
Monkey”, and in particular the sequence described above, when the 
monkey sits on the head of Kant, in connection to Dinesen’s life in Kenya 
from 1914 until 1931, especially considering the fact that she often 
included her experiences in Africa in her literary works. Mishler claims 
that “The Monkey” is the story that “most explicitly brings together Isak 
Dinesen’s African and European experiences”,104 and Hansen states that in 
writing this story, “there is no doubt [Dinesen] was inspired by her 
experience of the fantasy and superstition which were a natural element of 
everyday African life.” Moreover, Hansen continues, the African 
inspiration in Seven Gothic Tales means an invitation to the reader to enter 
the hall of mirrors these short stories make up, thus turning “reality upside 
down, distort(ing) and contort(ing), but with the purpose of looking deeper 
into that reality, so that reality will indeed be seen as fantastic.”105 Rees 
reasons along similar lines when she claims that “The Monkey” should be 
placed within the genre of “magic realism”,106 and there are also several 
other scholars that have reached out beyond the European philosophical 
tradition in order to understand certain aspects of Dinesen’s authorship, 
such as the transformation in “The Monkey”.107 

                                                            
103 Steiner, Anthropocentrism and Its Discontents, 154, 166–171. 
104 Mishler, “Parents and children, brothers and sisters,” 421. 
105 Hansen, The Aristocratic Universe of Karen Blixen, 14. 
106 Reese, On the Margins, 22–23. 
107 See, for example, Langbaum, The Gayety of Vison, 119; and Anders 
Westenholz, Den glemte abe. Mand og kvinde hos Isak Dinesen (Copenhagen: 
Gyldendal, 1985), 123–125. 



A Monkey is a Monkey. Isak Dinesen’s “The Monkey”, 1934 

 

157 

On an overall level, I think that these scholars are right in acknowledging 
the influences of systems of knowledge in “The Monkey” other than the 
Western one, but I also think that the gate-keeping of the modern version 
of reality as “true” paradoxically results in the de-legitimization of any 
alternatives. When characterizing the transformation in “The Monkey” as 
fantastic, magical, distortion, and fantasy, previous research about this 
story in fact re-invokes Jean-François Lyotard’s discussion about the 
humanist bias in twentieth-century knowledge production,108 and thus 
functions as the kind of “gate-keepers of reality” that I have discussed in 
relation to Swedish author August Strindberg.109 These are circumstances 
that highlight, I claim, the power inherent in the hermeneutical tradition 
and make it relevant to ask, in relation to “The Monkey”, whose version of 
reality counts: The animal’s or the human’s? The European’s or the 
African’s? The man’s or the woman’s? 
 
In order to move away from such gate-keepers, I would like to continue 
with an investigation into the kind of reality that is then proposed by the 
monkey’s course of actions and in the transformation in the final scene of 
“The Monkey”. This means recalling the discussion about the sequence 
where the monkey is tearing the books in the Prioress’s library apart in this 
chapter’s beginning. I concluded by emphasizing the material aspects of 
the books rather than their semiotic content. These are circumstances that 
reoccur with force in the transformation at the end of the story, in which 
matter—the lace cap, in this case—indeed not only matters, but, moreover, 
seems to possess literary agency itself, thereby eventually coming across 
as that which Jane Bennett has called a non-human actant, with the 
possibility to be efficient as well as coherent, productive and active.110 
Thus, the reality depicted in “The Monkey” can be understood in line with 
Karen Barad’s critique of the humanist production of knowledge, with the 
inherent pre-requisite that matter is conceptualized as passive, unchanging, 
and a-historical, while discourse is understood as active, changing, and 
situated.111 
 

                                                            
108 Jean-Francois Lyotard, Inhuman. Reflections on Time [1988]. Transl. Geoffrey 
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109 Ann-Sofie Lönngren, “Swelling, Leaking, Merging – a material feminist 
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110 Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter. A Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke 
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Rather than seeing the transformation as a fantastic feature of the literary 
text with no significance in and of itself but only as a metaphor for 
something else, I propose that this should be seen as a literary depiction of 
that which Barad has called agential realism, in which human and non-
human factors intra-act in the performative process of creating meaning.112 
This means that the monkey, in initiating the entire change by tearing off 
the Prioress’s lace cap, comes across as the kind of sorcerer that has been 
suggested by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, a sorcerer who, by 
material means, initiates the non-humanist process of becoming-animal.113 
At the end, the transformation in “The Monkey” is thus possible to be 
viewed as an unusually clear depiction of the process of literary 
materialization—in this case, human becoming animal and animal 
becoming human—occurring in the textual intra-action between human 
discourses (as we saw before, concerning race, sexuality, and gender), and 
the agency of non-human factors (such as non-human animals and 
matter).114 

Witnessing 

This discussion makes it possible to understand what is underway in “The 
Monkey” in terms of Michel Foucault’s concept “subjugated knowledges”, 
defined as “naive knowledges, hierarchically inferior knowledges, knowledges 
that are below the required level of erudition or scientificity.”115 Moreover, 
Haraway claims that all knowledge is, in fact, situated and, thus, produced 
from a certain point of view, an idea that makes “eyes” and “vision” come 
across as significant metaphors.116 In relation to the final scene in “The 
Monkey”, this is of particular interest, since the act of gazing indeed 
stands out as one of the scene’s prominent features. 
 
The first literary character to gaze is the monkey, who from the top of the 
statue of Kant “watched, with its glittering eyes, the behavior of the three 

                                                            
112 Barad, “Posthumanist Performativity,” 133–135. 
113 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus. Capitalism and 
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people in the room.”117 According to anthropocentric hermeneutics, this 
might signify that the monkey’s gaze reveals what the human characters in 
the novel have become in their cruel, violent and selfish games: monkeys. 
But the monkey’s intense staring also suggests “the animal gaze” in 
Derrida’s The Animal That Therefore I Am, a gaze from his own cat that is 
directed right at Derrida’s naked body, inflicting a sense of shame, which 
in turn is taken as the point of departure for a discussion about the possible 
significance and effect of the non-human in Western philosophy.118 
However, this sequence has also been discussed by Haraway, who 
understands the cat’s gaze as an invitation to an “other world”,119 and this 
provides a good starting point for understanding the gaze of the monkey in 
“The Monkey”. 
 
When following the animal gaze in the quote above we learn that the 
monkey is in particular observing “the behavior of the three people in the 
room” (my ital.), signalling that the monkey does not, apparently, care 
about its own role within the anthropocentric production of knowledge, 
nor the psychoanalytic processes that, according to all previous research, 
come to a climax in this scene. Instead, the monkey watches the way the 
people in the room act, the way they move their bodies, and what they do 
to the monkey itself and to each other. This focus, not on the presumed 
depth of the human soul or psyche but on the epistemology of the surface, 
is perfectly in line with my methodology and, moreover, resonates with a 
discussion by Matthis in relation to Seven Gothic Tales as a whole. 
Although the cultural and literary inter-texts in this collection of short 
stories seem to encourage allegorical readings, Matthis argues, the 
deceptive appearances in these stories should still not be understood as a 
“surface hiding depth” but rather as if this “deception is the truth”.120 
 
But if this suggestion on how to conceptualize the inner-literary world in 
“The Monkey” has been made over and over again from the story’s 
beginning by the monkey, it is news to Boris and Athena, who have just 
witnessed an event totally unthinkable within the realm of (early) Western 
modernity—and this has a profound effect on them. Indeed, as several 
scholars before me have established, Athena is ready to kill Boris before 
witnessing the change, but afterwards, having also been looked upon by 
the monkey, everything changes: “Now, as out of the terrible tornado 
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which had been reigning in the room, calm was again descending, they 
found themselves close to each other.”121 In previous research, this has to a 
large extent been understood as a happy ending, an acceptance of 
heterosexuality and eroticism between man and woman.122 However, van 
Hees contradicts such understandings, as she sees Athena as a witch and 
the end of the story as a narrative about the inverted Eros, the downside of 
love, and the mocking monkey as a representative of the perverted.123 Also 
Aiken objects to understandings of the story that include a happy, 
heterosexual end and instead claims that this sequence is permeated with 
the insight that the law of the father can be exchanged for the ambivalent 
and forbidden knowledge of “the ‘wild’ space of the prioress/monkey as 
godmother and mother goddess.”124 
 
Although I see the relevance of these readings from a perspective of 
gender politics, and despite the fact that I am, also, opposed to 
understanding the end of “The Monkey” as one of a happy heterosexual 
pairing, I would like to suggest that the insights that strike Athena and 
Boris when they witness the transformation can also be understood in line 
with the “other-worlding” suggested by the monkey throughout the novel 
and, in particular, the significance of the non-human inherent therein. 
When Athena and Boris witness the transformation—an event that to such 
a large degree contradicts the “truths” of Western society—they in fact 
come across as depictions of the figure which Haraway has referred to as a 
“modest witness”. Sharing certain traits with the coyote, the cyborg, and 
other trickster figures, this situated knower, who is never simply 
oppositional but, rather, “suspicious, implicated, knowing, ignorant, 
worried, and hopeful”, can be employed in order to recover a history of 
legitimating processes and the theatrical production of authority, 
innovation, discovery, collaboration and progress.125 In “The Monkey” it 
is, I gather, in particular Athena who is such a “modest witness”, 
throughout the course of events watching, tearing apart and weaving 
together in new manners the anthropocentric, humanist and modern, 
Western discourses’ foundational views on the relationship between 
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subject and object, front and back, man and woman, matter and discourse, 
animal and human.  
  
This definition of Athena is supported by the fact that she is the one who 
determines the rules for living in this “other world”, not Boris. 
Significantly, this authority is established by the same means that the 
monkey uses to suggest its own perspective in the quote above: gazing. In 
staring into Boris’ eyes, right after the transformation Athena was 
 

… in this look, laying down another law, a command which was not to be 
broken: from now, between, on the one side, her and him, who had been 
present at the happenings of the last minute, and, on the other side, the rest 
of the world which had not been there, an insurmountable line would be 
forever drawn.126 

 
The knowledges given to Athena and Boris when witnessing the 
transformation are so thorough they tear the two away from the rest of the 
world, reconciling their inter-mutual conflict at once. But since the 
alternative to the world that has by now been completely overturned in 
“The Monkey” is apparently not chaos but, rather, characterized as 
“another law”, it is relevant to ask what this law might be. Or, put 
differently, if the other world witnessed by Athena and Boris is anything 
else than a negation of Western modernity, under what “command” does it 
function? I suggest that this can be understood in relation to the violence 
which is present on so many levels in this story and that, according to 
Matthis, is indeed a structuring feature throughout Seven Gothic Tales.127 
In “The Monkey”, this violence is largely structured by a hierarchization 
of different kinds of bodies: As we learned previously, even the pets living 
at Seven are well aware of “the order of precedence” among them, and 
while one of the dishes served at the great dinner of seduction is carp, we 
see that this order might be the difference between a (semi-independent) 
life, like the monkey’s, and being caged, killed and eaten, like the carp, or 
even an existence like the animals in Zanzibar that the Prioress tells about, 
where animals are caged and sometimes eaten, sometimes left to die in 
there.128 
 
But these hierarchies include not only animals but also humans, and the 
fact that the human/animal divide is open to negotiation is apparent, for 
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example, in Athena’s intense process of becoming animal (that I discussed 
above), the Prioress’s transformation into a monkey, and the fact that the 
Prioress is said to always have wanted to cage Athena.129 Thus, the risk of 
violence, abuse, and oppression is not species-specific, and its 
metaphorical qualities are not to be trusted. Indeed, what we see in “The 
Monkey” largely comes across as a literary depiction of that which has 
previously been claimed by Cary Wolfe, that the humanist discourse of 
species is always available to countenance violence against the gendered 
and racialized Other of whatever species.130 This discourse is at the very 
core of biopolitics (the disciplining of life, bios)131 with its occasional, 
inevitable slide into necropolitics (applied to those subjects who do not 
qualify as a “life”, zoē)132 and, moreover, has its foundation in a rigid 
anthropocentrism that Athena in her new command objects to. 
 
Also with a historical perspective, the knowledge Athena gains when 
witnessing the transformation can be understood in relation to the tension 
between anthropocentrism and resistance that has characterized the 
human-animal transformation since ancient times. As I discussed in 
Chapter One, this tension is made visible in the dialogue between the story 
of Circe in The Odyssey (c. 700 BCE), where Odysseus’ crew cries when 
turned into pigs by Circe’s magic, and Plutarch’s essay “Bruta Animalia 
Ratione Uti” (c. 100 CE), where one of these men refuses to be 
transformed back into a human again since he likes life so much better as 
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an animal.133 In “The Monkey”, Athena gains similar knowledge as the 
man/pig in Plutarch’s story, namely that the anthropocentric order can be 
overturned, and that this change is potentially for something better. The 
ethical potential of this other-worlding is visible in the fact that right after 
the transformation has occurred, Athena and Boris turn around and look 
“into each other’s faces”. But this is not the same look as before: 
 

This time Athena’s luciferous eyes within their deep dark sockets did not 
exactly take Boris into possession. She was aware of him as a being 
outside herself; even the memory of their fight was clearly to be found in 
her clear limpid gaze.134 

 
The fact that Athena and Boris now for the first time appear to really see 
each other’s faces and, moreover, that Athena now recognizes Boris as “a 
being outside herself” makes the proposal for a new command in the 
ending of “The Monkey”, possible to understand in relation to ethical 
discussions in contemporary theory. “Vision”, “eyes” and “looking” are 
significant aspects in relation to Emmanuel Levinas’s concept “the Face”, 
an idea that is the centre of an ethics that requires a face-to-face 
relationship with the Other. However, such meetings cannot, Levinas 
claims, be characterized by the seeing of oneself in the other but must 
instead include recognition of the other as something else than oneself, the 
face of the Other that says, “Don’t kill me”.135 But whereas Levinas has 
been criticized for pre-defining the Face as human,136 the new world order 
suggested in “The Monkey” seems to abandon such anthropocentric 
claims. Indeed, the very last words in the story are spoken by the Prioress 
right after the change, but as Aiken points out, there is no definite way to 
tell the Prioress from the monkey at this time. Thus, it might just as well 
be the monkey speaking these words,137 words which, in fact, consist of a 
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slightly altered line from the sixth book of the Aeneid:138 “Discite 
justitiam, et non temnere divos”.139  
 
In previous research about “The Monkey”, this has been translated into 
English in two different ways: “Obey the law, and do not hold the gods in 
contempt”140 and “Learn justice, and do not hold the gods in contempt”.141 
Aiken claims that although this quote, with its connection to the Aeneid, 
can be seen as a return to the “rational” and “normal” in the great Western 
philosophical and poetic tradition, this is contradicted by the fact that in 
the original text these words are uttered by the unruly Sibyl, speaking from 
a place associated with “a polylogical womblike space”. Thus, Aiken 
claims, the subversive femininity in “The Monkey” is highlighted even in 
its final line.142 Although I agree that the feminine is a strong force in this 
story, I would also like to posit that this line can be understood as the new 
command of its proposal of an “other world”. In Ovid’s Metamorphosis (c. 
0 CE) we learn that Sibyl has negotiated with the gods and gained eternal 
life, but forgetting to ask for eternal youth, her body shrinks with age and 
finally consists of no more than a voice. Thus, having also gone through a 
bodily transformation, just like the monkey and the Prioress, Sibyl has 
gained the same kind of subjugated knowledges as the literary characters 
in “The Monkey”. It is the joint wisdom, stemming from the dynamics of 
the transformation, that is phrased in the story’s end, making up a pledge 
for a more ethical, less violent relationship between different kinds of 
bodies. 
 
  

                                                            
138 In the original this quote reads: “Discite justitiam moniti et non temnere divos” 
[Learn justice from this warning and do not hold the gods in contempt]. See van 
Hees, “Hemmeligheder i Karen Blixens’ ’Apan’,” 23, n. 11. 
139 Dinesen, Seven Gothic Tales, 170. 
140 Langbaum, The Gayety of Vision, 88. 
141 Aiken, Isak Dinesen and the Engendering of Narrative, 146–147. 
142 Aiken, Isak Dinesen and the Engendering of Narrative, 151. 
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* 
 

“When men by way of their conventions have got themselves into difficulties, then 
let the monkey in, he will find the unattainable solution.”143 

 
This is Isak Dinesen’s assertion in an often-quoted letter, one which 
essentially sums up the ambitions behind this chapter. In following the 
animal through “The Monkey”, thus complementing previous 
symptomatic understandings of this text with a reading on the surface, I 
had the chance to explore a textual “other world”, with subverted notions 
of the relationship between man and woman, matter and discourse, here 
and there, African and European, passive and active, human and animal. In 
the end, I was led to a place where all these differences dissolved, and, by 
the monkey and others, I was taught new laws to obey in order to counter 
violence, suffering, and death. 

                                                            
143 Quoted from Langbaum, The Gayety of Vision, 88; see also Aiken, Isak Dinesen 
and the Engendering of Narrative, 133. 





 

 

CHAPTER FIVE 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 
 
 
The desert locust Schistocerca gregaria has two different genetic instructions 
packed in one single genome. When alone, it is a small, green, peaceful 
and solitary grasshopper that prefers to hide in the vegetation. But when 
forced by desert rains to crowd with other locusts, it rapidly and 
dramatically transforms into a bigger version of itself, darker-coloured, 
strong, aggressive, mobile, and with a preference for swarming. It is this 
latter version of the locust that can become a plague, devastating entire 
crops. In 2009, researchers discovered that what causes this change is 
touch on the insect’s hind legs—the part of it that is likely to be stroked if 
it is forced into close quarters with other grasshoppers. But if this touch, 
which gives a supplemental boost of serotonin, decreases, the change can 
be reversed.1 
 
This is a very striking example of a physical and mental transformation, 
one whose cause was just recently discovered. But such changes are long-
established phenomena in the animal world, in particular regarding the 
butterfly, which ever since ancient times has been a highly metaphorically 
loaded figure—for humans. Because in spite of the fact that such 
transformations are certainly material realities for the bodies they affect, in 
human culture they are regarded more often than not on a metaphorical 
level—frequently occurring in myths and poetry, legends and stories from 
around the world, and throughout all times— seen within the frame of 
their relevance to human existence. 
 
However, such metaphorical understandings are not the only ways in 
which bodily and mental changes can appear as meaningful and produce 
knowledge. In this book, I have argued that literary human-animal 
transformations even in ancient times created conditions for a tension 
between different world views: on the one hand, the anthropocentric, where 
 
                                                            
1 Michael L. Anstey et al., “Serotonin Mediates Behavioral Gregarization 
Underlying Swarm Formation in Desert Locusts,” Science 323 (2009), 627–630. 
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Schistocerca gregardia in both its gregarious and its solitary state.  Tom Fayle, 
University of Cambridge, 2009. 
 
 “Man” is situated as the apparent, superior centre,2 and on the other hand, 
more-than-anthropocentric “other worlds”.3 And this is, I claimed, a 

                                                            
2 This definition of “anthropocentrism” is reoccurring in all the chapters in this 
book and inspired by, among others, Gary Steiner, Anthropocentrism and Its 
Discontents. The Moral Status of Animals in the History of Western Philosophy 
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2005), 1–3; and Steve Baker, The 
Postmodern Animal (London: Reaktion Books Ltd., 2000), 92–95. 
3 As discussed in Chapter One, the idea of non-human animals as “other worlds” 
originates in Barbara Noske, Humans and Other Animals. Beyond the Boundaries 
of Anthropology (Winchester: Pluto Press, 1989), xi; and was later developed by 
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tension that is perhaps even more likely to come about within the realm of 
Western modernity, an era in which a rigid human/animal divide is crucial 
yet, paradoxically, also has proven to be negotiable.4 Indeed, in modern 
society, being defined as human or animal can be a question of life and 
death.5 
 
Against this backdrop, I set out to discuss three highly acclaimed, literary 
texts produced within the region of Northern Europe at the decades around 
the turn of the 1900s: Tschandala (1888) by Swedish author August 
Strindberg (1849–1912), in which a man turns into a dog; The Wolf’s Bride 
(1928) by Finnish writer Aino Kallas (1878–1956), in which a woman 
turns into a wolf; and the short story “The Monkey” (1934) by Danish 
author Isak Dinesen (pen name for Karen Blixen, 1885–1962), in which a 
woman and a monkey turn into one another. I discovered that, just as in the 
ancient literary tradition, the figure of transformation in these texts turned 
out to provide a space in which a tension was created, between 
anthropocentrism on the one hand, and resistance and other-worlding on 
the other. Apart from the general contexts sketched above, this tension was 
also highly structured by more specific literary, societal, political and 
cultural conditions of the texts’ own times and places. Power was one of 
the most prominent features of the figures of transformation that I studied, 
meaning that the categories human and animal were clearly intra-acting 
with others, such as gender, sexuality, social class and race.6 Another 

                                                                                                                            
Donna J. Haraway in “Otherworldly Conversations, Terran Topics, Local Terms 
[2004],” in Material Feminisms, eds. Stacy Alaimo and Susan Hekman 
(Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2008), 174–182. 
4 See Cary Wolfe, Animal Rites. American Culture, the Discourse of Species, and 
Posthumanist Theory (Chicago, London: The University of Chicago Press, 2003), 8. 
5 See, for example, Giorgio Agamben, The Open: Man and Animal [2002], transl. 
Kevin Attell (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004), 80, and Homo Sacer. 
Sovereign Power and Bare Life [1995], transl. Daniel Heller-Roazen (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1998), 119–188. 
6 As explained previously, I employ Karen Barad’s term “intra-activity” to 
conceptualize the relationship between the different categories addressed in the 
intersectional analysis. See Nina Lykke, Feminist Studies. A Guide to 
Intersectional Theory, Methodology and Writing (New York, London: Routledge, 
2010), 51; and Karen Barad “Posthumanist Performativity. Toward an 
Understanding of How Matter Comes to Matter [2003],” in Material Feminisms, 
eds. Stacy Alaimo and Susan Hekman (Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press, 2008), 132–135. For an overview of how species has been 
incorporated in the intersectional discussion, see Maneesha Deckha, “Disturbing 
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significant feature was agency, mostly executed by the literary animals 
but, in extension, also by other representations of the non-human such as 
bodies and matter.7 
 
Thus, the method I proposed in Chapter One—following the animal8—
ultimately turned out to be a relevant one in order to conceptualize the 
literary figure of transformation as a multi-facetted site of knowledge 
about the human-animal relationship, on general as well as specific levels. 
However, this knowledge was also produced on a meta-level,9 and I would 
like to end this book by making a few final remarks about the results of 
this method and its relationship to literary scholarship as a whole. As the 
dialogue with previous research that I conducted throughout this book 
makes clear, the extent to which literary scholars can rely on “common 
sense” in choosing material, formulating questions, and drawing 
conclusions, is apparently very limited—at least if other than a certain 
kind of result is aimed for. I have, in fact, been surprised at the high degree 
to which humanist and anthropocentric biases (extensively discussed in 
Chapter One) generally structure literary readings and, thus, the meanings 
created in fictional texts. Although I want to make it clear that many of the 
previous studies of the fictional texts I have discussed in this book are, of 

                                                                                                                            
Images: PETA and the Feminist Ethics of Animal Advocacy,” Ethics and the 
Environment 13 (2008:2), 38–40. 
7 See Susan McHugh, Animal Stories. Narrating Across Species Lines 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011), 1–3; and, for example, Jane 
Bennett, Vibrant Matter. A Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2010), passim. 
8 This method is discussed in more detail in Chapter One and is also employed in 
previous analysis in this book. Essentially, it was inspired by ideas phrased in 
McHugh, Animal Stories; Best and Marcus, “Surface Readings”; Philip Armstrong, 
What Animals Mean in the Fiction of Modernity (London, New York: Routledge, 
2008); Donna J. Haraway, When Species Meet (Minneapolis, London: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2008); Jacques Derrida, The Animal That Therefore I Am 
[2006], transl. David Wills, ed. Marie-Louise Mallet (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2008); Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. Touching Feeling. Affect, 
Pedagogy, Performativity, ed. Michèle Aina Barale et al. (Durham, London: Duke 
University Press, 2003), 123–151; and Gilles Deleuze, “What Children Say 
[1993],” in Essays Critical and Clinical, transl. Daniel W. Smith and Michael A. 
Greco (London, New York: Verso, 1998), 61–67. 
9 With influence from, among others, Bruno Latour’s discussions about the 
assumptions underlying the production of knowledge in a certain field. In Science 
in Action. How to Follow Scientists and Engineers Through Society (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1987). 
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course, highly relevant from their own points of departure, and, moreover, 
that one can always accuse me of kicking in already-open doors (as these 
scholars have never declared the attempt to go beyond the humanist 
paradigm), I still want to point out the inherent value in illuminating the 
basis for the scholarly production of knowledge, especially when it is 
taken for granted and made invisible to such a degree as anthropocentrism 
is. Indeed, at least if the discussions I have conducted in this book about 
Strindberg’s, Kallas’s, and Dinesen’s texts are seen as significant for 
larger trends within this field, the anthropocentric bias in literary 
scholarship certainly makes relevant a discussion about speciesism, 
phrased by Cary Wolfe as the “systematic discrimination against an other 
solely based on a generic characteristic – in this case, species.”10  
 
This highlights, I think, the degree to which the knowledge produced in 
this book can be seen in relation to other efforts made within the field of 
critical research. Just as feminist, queer, and postcolonial research have 
shown how different structures of power not only affect the results of 
different studies but what in general is seen as a “survey” and “results”, I, 
along with scholars before me, have highlighted the anthropocentric 
hegemony within the modern, Western production of knowledge, in 
particular in relation to literary scholarship. As we have seen, this resulted 
in discussions about “truth” and “reality”, in which Michel Foucault’s 
concept “subjugated knowledges” and Donna J. Haraway’s discussion 
about “situated knowledges” turned out to be crucial.11 Surely, these 
concepts are what make it possible to suggest that literary scholarship in 
general, at least the part which is devoted to questions about reading, 
meaning, and interpretation, ultimately risk functioning as “gate-keepers 
of (humanist) reality”.12 This demonstrates, I think, the fact that 
knowledge is always power and that all research is always inherently 
political. Of particular interest is the fact that the genre designation 

                                                            
10 Wolfe, Animal Rites, 1. See also Lucinda Cole et al., “Speciesism, Identity 
Politics, and Ecocriticism: A Conversation with Humanists and Posthumanists,” 
The Eighteenth Century 52 (2011:1), 87–106. 
11 Michel Foucault, “Society Must Be Defended,” in Lectures at the Collège de 
France 1975–1976, transl. David Macey, eds. Mauro Bertani and Alessandro 
Fontana (New York: Picador, 1997), 7–8; Donna J. Haraway, Simians, Cyborgs 
and Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New York, London: Routledge, 1991), 
188–196. 
12 Ann-Sofie Lönngren, “Swelling, Leaking, Merging – a material feminist reading 
of Strindberg’s A Madman’s Manifesto,” NORA – Nordic Journal of Feminist and 
Gender Research (2014:1), 9. 
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“Gothic”, which all three of the texts that I studied at one point or another 
were labelled as, also appeared to be such a gate-keeper, in that it, rather 
than enlightening intriguing aspects of these literary texts (such as 
transformations), rather seemed to serve as a pretence for explaining away 
their potential significances. 
 
Finally, I want to mention a few words about something that has 
increasingly dawned on me during the process of writing this book, as it 
assumed proportions that I could not initially imagine: the terrible violence 
inherent in an anthropocentric regime. This has made Kari Weil compare 
animal studies with trauma studies,13 and as Anat Picks notes, although 
animal life is not absolutely bare, the vulnerability of this category is still 
such that it is justifiable to speak about an “outstanding position in the 
judicial, political, and moral order.” 14 In trying to describe that position, 
“oppression” is too weak a word, because we are not looking only at the 
circumscription of personal mobility, political and social rights and a lack 
of position from which to speak, but, rather, a more or less total “thing-
ification” of bodies, which through complex power processes ends up as 
the category “animal”. These are “things” we lock up, kill, flay, eat, and 
then we carry their body parts as trophies, not because we need them for 
survival but because we can. This is the ultimate consequence of 
“necropolitics”.15 
  
Thus, it seems that in writing this book, I have gained knowledge about 
the same thing that Fiver did before me, the bunny with a sixth sense that 
alerts him to danger in Richard Adams’s popular book Watership Down 
(1972). During Fiver’s adventurous life, he at one point finds himself near 
a farm, where the rabbits are free to come and go as they like in a great 
burrow with a roof made of roots, and where they are also regularly fed on 
a nearby field. However, there is something creepy about the place that 
makes Fiver’s warning bells ring, and eventually he finds out that the price 
the rabbits pay for their comfortable lives is that one or more of them 
suddenly might disappear, snared by the farmer. Fiver gets a premonition 
of this horrible result as he wakes up after his one-night stay in the lethal 

                                                            
13 Kari Weil, “A Report on the Animal Turn,” differences: A Journal of Feminist 
Cultural Studies 21 (2010:2), 4. 
14 Anat Picks, Creaturely Poetics. Animality and Vulnerability in Literature and 
Film (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 15. 
15 Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics,” transl. Libby Meintjes, Public Culture 15 
(2003:1), 11–40; Jasbir K. Puar, Terrorist Assemblages. Homonationalism in 
Queer Times (Durham, London: Duke University Press, 2007), 33. 
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burrow and looks up at the roof, which for a moment appears not to be 
made out of roots at all: “It was cold, it was cold and the roof was made of 
bones.”16 So have I, while working on this book, gained the insight that the 
anthropocentric world, although, to those qualifying as “humans”, nice and 
comfortable enough on its polished surface, is a cold one, and that its 
building blocks are the bones of non-human animals. 
 

* 
 
I pulled on the rug. Walked along the trails of literary animals. Found 
myself, and something else. 

                                                            
16 Richard Adams, Watership Down [1972] (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 
1976), 115. 
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