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 texts in context

Beauty and 
the Beast by 
Walter Crane 
(1845–1915)

Introduction
The Bloody Chamber is a collection of ten short stories, 
first published in 1979. It opens with the title story, the 
longest and most complex, which introduces many of 
the key themes and concerns of the rest: love, marriage, 
gender roles, sexuality and violence. The title story is set 
in Brittany in northern France, introducing a European 
flavour that becomes central to the stories, some of which 
are set in colder northern European countries, while others 
take place in warmer southern climates. Each story is 
related to a fairy tale or folk tale, and familiar names and 
character types populate the stories — Beauty, the Beast, 
Puss in Boots, the virgin bride — alongside less familiar 
characters.

Cultural contexts

Fairy tales, Freud and political correctness
The stories in The Bloody Chamber are new versions, or retellings, 
of folk tales and fairy tales. Carter maintained that fairy tales ‘make 
sense of events and certain occurrences in a particular imaginative 
way’ (Gamble 2001, p. 112). Two years before the publication of 
The Bloody Chamber, she had made a new translation of fairy tales 
collected and written down by Charles Perrault in late seventeenth-
century France, including ‘Sleeping Beauty’, ‘Little Red Riding Hood’ 
and ‘Puss in Boots’. She was particularly interested in the way in 
which such stories had ‘gone into the bourgeois nursery and therefore 
lost their origins…’, pointing out that ‘many folk tales were… passed 
down from generation to generation by people who were mostly 
illiterate’. We could therefore read The Bloody Chamber as Carter’s 
way of returning these well-known stories to their less refined, more 
brutal origins, the violence and horror of some of the tales reflecting 
the difficult lives of our ancestors: ‘the ordinary men and women who 
created our world’ (Carter 1990). 

Psychoanalysts have also recognised the importance of fairy tales 
for understanding ourselves in their ‘vernacular of motifs that could 
disclose latent and hitherto unacknowledged preoccupations and 
desires…’ (Warner 2014, p. 117). In his influential book The Uses of 
Enchantment (1976), Bruno Bettelheim applied a psychoanalytical 
approach to a detailed analysis of well-known fairy tales. Reading 
Bettelheim’s book alongside The Bloody Chamber reveals how Carter 
responds forcefully to Freudian concepts, foregrounding female 
identity and boldly depicting a range of female experiences and 
destinies. Her boldness can be unsettling for contemporary readers; 
one critic has described how she ‘resolutely refused to conform to any 
kind of what we would now term “political correctness”’. This has 
led to accusations from some readers that in the process of depicting 
problematic behaviours and attitudes towards women — particularly 
rape and predatory male sexuality — Carter has ‘fallen into the trap 
of perpetuating them’ (Gamble 2001, p. 11). 

Social and historical contexts

Feminism and re-examining the Marquis de Sade
Angela Carter wrote The Bloody Chamber as an active participant 
in what is often called ‘second wave feminism’. In the 1970s women 
began to disagree over the direction and desired outcomes of the 
feminist movement. One key area of debate was pornography: some 
radical feminists believed that pornography led to violence against 
women and campaigned for censorship, while others, including 
Carter, felt that pornography required investigation into its depiction 
of gender roles and politics. 

She was commissioned by the feminist publisher Virago to write 
a critical analysis of the work of the Marquis de Sade, which she 
described as ‘the text on sexuality and power’. (De Sade was an 
eighteenth-century French nobleman infamous for his violent 
pornographic writings. The word ‘sadist’, meaning someone who 
achieves sexual pleasure from inflicting pain, is derived from his 
name.) The Sadeian Woman (1979) was highly controversial within 
the feminist movement. Carter’s interest in de Sade and her ongoing 
exploration of the relationship between women and pornography is 
clearly developed in her stories in The Bloody Chamber, published in 
the same year. Occasionally in the collection she also experiments 
with pornographic language for deliberate effect.
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Literary contexts

The Gothic, postmodernist narratives and the short story 
Several Gothic elements are strongly present within the stories of The Bloody Chamber. The new 
young bride of the title story finds her way through the winding corridors of the castle to her 
husband’s torture chamber. It is described in terrifying detail, with the preserved remains of the 
Marquis’ previous wives revealing her inevitable destiny: ‘I could see the blue imprint of his strangler’s 
fingers…’. The narrator of ‘The Erl-King’ describes her internal terror and fear of the unknown: ‘The 
woods enclose… the wood swallows you up… Erl-King will do you grievous harm.’ However, in each 
case these Gothic elements are ultimately subverted by Carter, who rejects the stereotypical helpless 
Gothic female protagonist in favour of women who take matters into their own hands. In ‘Lady of the 
House of Love’, the Sleeping Beauty character is a female vampire, preying on helpless male victims; in 
‘The Company of Wolves’ the teenage Red Riding Hood laughs in the face of the wolf: ‘She knew she 
was nobody’s meat.’ 

The challenge posed to our understanding of the fairy tale and the Gothic by Carter’s stories 
demonstrates her postmodern approach to representations of reality. In addition, her use of the short 
story challenges our expectations and understanding of this literary form. The second and third stories 
in the collection are both versions of ‘Beauty and the Beast’, each creating a different tone, character 
and narrative voice for the female protagonist. Later in the collection there are three stories based on 
‘Little Red Riding Hood’ which again explore different versions of the girl, the wolf and the outcome 
of the story. The recurring motif of the mirror in the final story, ‘Wolf-Alice’, invites the reader to look 
back on all the stories in the collection and to see them not only as separate narratives, but also as 
reflections of each other and parts of a larger, cohesive whole. 
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