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Posudek oponentky na bakalářskou práci Johany Lajdové 

“Dangerous Crossing: The Gendered Grotesque in the Selected Stories of Joyce Carol Oates” 

 

The grotesque has proved to be a fascinating phenomenon whose rich resources have 

been recently mined for some very valuable material in a range of literary, visual arts, 

cultural, film, and a plethora of other, studies. Ms Lajdová chooses the relatively well-trodden 

track of American literature, however decides to focus on the gendering which the grotesque 

has always seemed to tacitly rely upon, but which has until know been underinvestigated. In 

light of this aspect of the BA thesis, I most appreciate the way Ms Lajdová traces attitudes to 

the grotesque, the history of defining the term, while comparing the approaches of Bakhtin 

and Kayser, surveys their feminist critique by Mary Russo and provides a typology taken over 

from Maria Haar. In the process she manages to clearly and concisely summarise the 

arguments of each of these scholars. However, this survey section takes up a whole two-thirds 

of the thesis.  

The remaining one third is devoted to a discussion of the grotesque in selected five 

short stories written by American author Joyce Carol Oates. These have been carefully 

selected to create a sense of typological difference in the ways the grotesque applied (male 

violence, male mentally disabled violence, and three types of female violence). The 

interpretations are original and well-formulated.  

Overall, the critical approach, erudition and orientation in critical and theoretical 

material is on a very high level. And most of all, the form, style and language of the thesis is 

exceptional: Extremely readable, yet with the right amount of academic style, and flawless in 

presentation. I was able to find only so few errors in the body of the text (“reoccurring” on 

page 37, and perhaps one stylistic awkwardness “precisely like” on page 47), and one in 

referencing (the work by Foucault that Butler quotes from should also be mentioned in 

footnote 106 and 107), which as far as I can remember is a rare case indeed. In this the thesis 

is absolutely remarkable.  

However, for the oral defence, I do have some questions and comments: 

1. It is not clear to me why of all feminist critics writing on gender and preceding Judith 

Butler it was Simone de Beauvoir whose dated book was dealt with so extensively – 

only to conclude that she is not of much value to the current discussion and use only 

one problematic sentence about women not being allowed violence. I can see how it 

links up with the claim on page 37 about violence, but surely a whole subchapter is 

unnecessary.  

2. Could perhaps Luce Irigaray not have been more useful for a discussion of monstrous 

women than Wittig? In her book The Laugh of the Medusa she re-reads the monstrous 

figure of woman.  



3. In her readings Ms Lajdová is perhaps too influenced by Connolly (who seems to 

equate the grotesque with monstrous femininity). There is solid ground for criticising 

Bakhtin etc. as insensitive to gender, but a more nuanced reading of the grotesque 

male and female figure in Oates could have resulted from a combination of all the 

critical sources. What, for example is the relation of the grotesque to comedy? E.g. the 

figure of Arnold Friend is also, to some extent at least, pathetic and ridiculous. Thus 

the layers of effect created are numerous.  

4. One aspect of Kayser’s approach is a problematic dilution of the concept of the 

grotesque to include anything horrific, fantastic. (How would Ms Lajdová distinguish 

these from each other and from the grotesque, or rather, see them in relation?) Kayser, 

however, by drawing attention to the ornaments which became the source for the 

concept, points out the extravagant whimsicality of their representation. Consequently, 

any definition of the grotesque also ought to account for its playfulness. Is there 

playfulness in the gendered grotesque in Oates?  

5. Why and where does she see cisnormativity in Butler’s explanation of drag in Gender 

Trouble? 

6. “Extenuating Circumstances”: the analysis is built around the premise that portraying 

the mother as a person rather than a Mother is a feminist decision. But she does, 

among others, say also “you were not there to stop me”. And one motive to kill the 

baby is that the boy child, when he grew up, would accuse her for his fate and for her 

moral slip. It is, among others, also this shame (sense of guilt, too, perhaps) she wants 

to escape/stifle/ kill. Moreover, the trope of a woman child-killer is ages old. E.g. 

Schiller’s poem Die Kindesmörderin (The Infanticide): she gains tearful sympathy and 

compassion and understanding by her appeal to having been abandoned and that her 

love was dismissed and that she killed because she could not stand the accusing look 

in the eyes of her child when he grows up.  

7. “Heat”: The bond between the two twin girls – what drives the other one to enter, 

although she knows this is life threatening? In the first short story analysed, we have 

the girl behaving like a standard irresponsible teenager, but in this one we have the 

layer of the lure of danger. 

8. “Haunted”: The beating of Melissa with her own willow stick is not only (or even 

primarily) a sexual assault but an act of disciplining. Arguably, women can and do 

become complicit with the order and instigate punishment for subversion and 

trespassing of norms, even if they break them themselves in their monstrosity (“you 

should not have come here”). So, I think that reading the story as transgressing the 

taboo of women not being considered capable of sexual violence, simplifies the 

complexity, when the grotesque female body enacts an act of disciplining on the girl’s 

body driving her back to childhood. Moreover, was the female murderer the result of 

the violence carried out by Mr Minton in his house?   

9. Although I say above that the readings are original etc., they could have been more 

complex and nuanced. Argument about lack of space is rather invalid, because, as also 

said above, some passage in the critical introduction could have been eliminated.  

10. “Premonition”: despite my previous criticism, I appreciate this interpretation. Brilliant. 

 



                                

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ústav anglofonních literatur a kultur  

 
nám. Jana Palacha 2, 116 38 Praha 1 
IČ: 00216208 
DIČ: CZ00216208 

 
Tel./Fax: (+420) 221 619 341 
 

 
ualk@ff.cuni.cz 
http://ualk.ff.cuni.cz 
elena.thomova@ff.cuni.cz 

   
 

 

To conclude, reading this thesis was a pleasure. Clear and precise in formulation, informative 

and well-argued. Moreover, stimulating and sometimes even provocative, but never boring. I 

appreciate the insight into new perspectives for the study of the grotesque in relation to gender 

studies and disability studies and would like to take this opportunity to encourage Ms Lajdová 

to pursue this idea and continue with it in her future research and hopefully later study.  

Despite some of my criticism of the individual interpretations and some disproportions in the 

structure of the thesis, I certainly recommend it for defence with the preliminary grade of  

 

excellent (v ý b o r n ě).  

 

 

 

V Praze dne 24.1.2017                                           ……………………………. 

       PhDr. Soňa Nováková, CSc. M.A. 

       ÚALK     

   


