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The 1
st
 of December 2007 saw Stirling University’s Department of English Studies host 

the first Global Gothic Symposium, drawing world-class delegates from across Europe. 

The event sparked much inter-disciplinary debate, in a convivial atmosphere congenial to 

both socialising and learning. 

 

The morning kicked off with an introduction by Stirling’s Professor Glennis Byron. This 

was followed by the first keynote address: “Cyborgs, Borders and Stories for Virgins: 

Mexico and the Gothic”, by Professor David Punter of Bristol University. Professor 

Punter’s paper posited that the cyborg represents, simultaneously, the collapse of 

boundaries, but also undreamed-of possibilities. Calling into question ‘legitimate’ and 

‘illegitimate’ identities, the cyborg can be read as a sign of contemporary culture’s 

narcissistic obsession with perfection. The cyborg exposes the myth of an essentialist 

‘self’, and the illusion of security in a world of impermanence.  

Professor Punter went on to cite real-world examples. Reality, it would seem, is 

rapidly outdoing science fiction, making ‘cyberpunk’ writers like William Gibson look 

prescient in hindsight. Mexico furnished Professor Punter with most of his examples, due 

largely to its poverty and proximity to the United States. The cyborg is thus a ‘return of 

the repressed’, emblematic of cultural unwillingness to acknowledge complicity with 

inhumane practices. 

 

The first three speakers were grouped together under the banner ‘Monstrous 

Technologies’. First up was Elizabeth McCarthy of Trinity College, Dublin, with a paper 

entitled “How to Make a Monster: The True-Crime Narrative’s Construction of the Serial 

Killer”. McCarthy found echoes of the confessional rite in true-crime books, and 

discussed this with examples. Subjective Gothic language, McCarthy demonstrated, is as 

present in contemporary accounts of true crime as it was in the works of Lombroso and 

Nordau. The serial killer, for example, is constructed as a figure of monstrosity and 

deformity – for example, the ocular villainy of the so-called ‘evil eye’. In reality, of 

course, part of the serial killer’s monstrosity is usually his seeming ordinariness.  

McCarthy drew attention to the complementary nature of the terms ‘normality’ and 

‘deviance’, including the role of the symbolic Monster in defining normality. McCarthy 

suggested that true-crime narratives work to preserve heterosexist norms by coding 

homosexuality as psychopathy, and ultimately expelling deviance.  

 

Antonio Sanna of Westminster University then presented a paper called “A ‘New’ 

Environment for the Gothic Film: The Cave as a Negation of Postmodernity and 

Globalisation”, which made extensive use of media. Plato, Aristotle and Da Vinci have 

employed caves as metaphors; they are primordial, claustrophobic and allegorical 

settings, the last unexplored frontier on the surface of the earth. As such, they constitute 

the ideal sphere for exploring fears of the unknown. 2005 saw no less than three 

similarly-themed films, one of which (The Descent) lends itself to an intriguing 

psychological reading, a la Hogg and Confessions of a Justified Sinner.  Sanna posited 

that the emergence of the films in question indicates the end of ironic postmodern 



‘cleverness’ in horror films; a trend which frequently characterizes 1990s vehicles like 

Scream.  

 

“Contemporary Cyber Gothic Videogame Culture: The Feminine Sublime in System 

Shock 2”, presented by Stuart Lindsay of Stirling University, suggested that society is 

moving towards a hierarchy based on access to information and technology, and posits 

that ‘Cyber-gothic’ is an articulation of those fears. Ideas such as the physical man versus 

the ‘virtual’ man, and fears of the former being subsumed in the latter, harked back to 

Professor Punter’s keynote address. The game ‘System Shock 2’ abjects the monstrous 

feminine into a man-made maternal deity, who mockingly threatens with the ultimate 

Sublime: death itself. The denial of the female role in procreation recalls Frankenstein, 

and S.H.O.D.A.N. can be read in this light as the revenge of the female, the archaic 

mother which usurps patriarchy. Lindsay claimed that human paranoia stems at least 

partly from insecurities about being a base animal. 

 

The next session’s theme was ‘European Gothic Crossovers’. (N.B. It was noted by all 

that, even by Stirling’s high standards, this panel was exceptionally well chaired.) 

Tracy Fahey of the Carlow Institute of Technology explored the intersection of 

literature and architecture, a somewhat neglected area of scholarship, with her paper “The 

House: Shaping Spaces in Irish Domestic Gothic.” This began with a projection of infra-

red photographs by the Gothic photographer Simon Marsden. Invoking Walpole and 

Beckford, who will be familiar to Gothicists, Fahey presented the half-Classical, half-

Gothick Castleward House as a symbol of Anglo-Irish schizophrenia over identity. As 

Elizabeth Bowen memorably wrote, the Anglo-Irish are “only at home on the boat 

between Dun Laorghie and Holyhead.” 

Fahey went on to discuss examples of real-life Irish Gothic, citing some chilling 

cases worthy of Maturin, LeFanu or Stoker. Tellingly, the Devil was characterized by the 

ordinary people of Ireland as a ‘gentleman’, with the Big House his natural abode.  

 

Dr Roxana Preda of Edinburgh University, in her paper “The Monk and the Virgin: A 

Gothic View of Hugo’s Notre Dame de Paris”, engaged with critical refusal to 

acknowledge Hugo’s text as Gothic. Dr Preda sought to demonstrate with close analysis 

that Hugo was influenced by Lewis’ The Monk, pointing out favourable circumstances 

such as the immense popularity of Lewis’ novel in nineteenth-century France. On one 

level, there are obvious similarities of plot, including the persecution, rape and ultimate 

murder of a virgin by a priest. But both novels also turn on a concern with legitimate and 

illegitimate regimes of truth, and manifestations of theocratic power.  

 

The conference’s third session concerned ‘American Gothic Connections’, and was 

opened by Dara Downey of Trinity College, Dublin. Downey’s paper, “‘Taking Noiseless 

Turns in the Passage’: Phantoms and Floorplans in Henry James’s The Turn of the 

Screw”, saw issues of power and legitimacy raised once more. Ms Downey argued that 

chasing the supernatural binds the reader inextricably with that phenomenon, rendering 

them similarly Uncanny. Interrogating phallocentric ideology, Ms Downey considered 

the mythic necessity of ghosts and ghost stories to cultures. 

 



Dr Bernice Murphy, also of Trinity College Dublin, discussed the horror movie as a 

nightmare primarily economic in nature in her “The Land is Haunted Because it is Stolen: 

The Amityville Horror and the Suburban Gothic.” The ‘haunted house’ thus becomes a 

site not just of contested ownership, but of class anxieties. The ghosts of The Amityville 

Horror, in all its incarnations, are not a spiritual menace so much as a financial one. The 

success of the book and subsequent films testifies to a persistent anxiety that the 

‘suburban dream’ may well be a nightmare. 

 

Stirling University’s Stephen King specialist, Amy Palko, spoke of the risk of becoming 

a cultural colonist in her paper “Authority and Authenticity in Lars Von Trier’s Riget and 

Stephen King’s Kingdom Hospital.” Like some of the other speakers, Ms. Palko utilized 

media extensively in her talk, which addressed issues of authorial presence and the 

‘return of the repressed’. 

 

The fourth and final session was titled ‘Cross-Cultural Vampiric Infections’. Marc 

Carrigan’s ambitious paper “Sacred Weddings: Our Resurgent Past, Shared Futures, and 

Gods of the Grotesque” was a breathless whirlwind tour of Gothic literature, spanning 

thousands of years. This very dense talk addressed (among other things) the reframing of 

myth by horror; Polidori’s Lord Ruthven was cited as an example of the ‘neo-Platonic’ 

vampire. Indeed, judging by Dr Carrigan’s talk, the vampire is a truly universal myth, 

surfacing in the form of Kali, Lilith, Lamia, the upior and others.  

 

Claire McKechnie of Edinburgh University then delivered a talk entitled “Rabies: A 

Cross-Cultural Gothic Disease in late Victorian England.” Like some of the earlier 

papers, this examined the use of Gothic language and tropes in unexpected places – in 

this case, medical literature. Ms. McKechnie demonstrated how rabies became a 

somewhat allegorical disease to the Victorians, performing varied rhetorical functions.  

 

Stirling’s Aspasia Stephanou presented a provocative and highly visual paper on 

grotesque performance art, examining the fluidity of body and soul in a deconstructed 

post-modern world. Invoking both Bataille and Artaud’s ‘theatre of cruelty’, Ms. 

Stephanou’s “The Blood is the Life: Performance Art and Identity” argued that blood is a 

visceral reminder of our corporeal nature. Looking in depth at the work of such 

performers as Ron Athey and Franko B, this paper explored the rather Nietzschean idea 

that new and transgressive identities can be created through suffering. 

 

The closing keynote address was provided by Professor Fred Botting of Lancaster 

University, with his “Zombie Questions for Global Gothic.” This linked Western Gothic 

figures such as Dracula to Capitalist simulacra in Far Eastern countries – where, 

ironically, local demons rise to combat the invaders rather than join them. Professor 

Botting considered the dialectic of ‘civilisation’ and ‘barbarism’, just as Elizabeth 

McCarthy had earlier examined the inter-dependent nature of ‘normal’ and ‘deviant’.  

Compared to vampires et al, zombies are fundamentally modern monsters, even when 

Old World aesthetics are imposed upon them (as in the Bela Lugosi film White Zombie 

[1932]). They constitute a blank screen onto which racial and sexual Otherness can be 



projected; zombies alternately stand for mindless consumerism (as in Romero’s Dawn of 

the Dead [1978]), dehumanization, or fear of immigrants.  

 

The conference raised so many interesting questions that debate (helped by the 

department’s characteristic hospitality) carried on long into the evening.  

In short, the Global Gothic Symposium was a success which will no doubt be repeated 

before long. Congratulations are due to everyone involved, not least those behind the 

scenes.  
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