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 Mukbang and Villanelle Eating  





At the entrance  
we danced
on tendrils of mist
of mouth,
dare I say, we say
again again!We splashed wet to our kneesWe cried,An orifice an opening!
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Moments, Tastes
There are at least two ways to understand the 
emergence of a desire: one is through a moment, 
when something shi"s and the way you act and 
react, the way you turn things over, is fundamen-
tally altered. The other is through accrual, how 
over time and repetition our histories draw us 
toward certain practices and ways of feeling and 
wanting.
Julietta Singh, No Archive Will Restore You.

The language of eating speaks to me through moments 
of bodily understanding, of feeling. When I see 
someone eat, my body recognises and reacts. Does it 
taste good? I will see it. I might even hear it, their 
eyes rolling back in pleasure, audible sighs. It speaks 
to my body; I begin to salivate. The language of  
eating first spoke to me through such a moment, my 
body understanding another. Inspired by Barthes’ 
fragments, this language functions through similar 
‘figures’: 

These fragments of discourse can be called figures. 
The word is to be understood, not in its rhetorical 



10

sense, but rather in its gymnastic or choreographic 
acceptation; [...] Figures take shape insofar as  
we can recognise, in passing discourse, something 
that has been read, heard, felt. The figure is 
outlined (like a sign) and memorable (like an 
image or a tale). A figure is established if at least 
someone can say: ‘That’s so true! I recognise 
that scene of language’.1

I see these fragments instead as moments found and 
recognised in bodies. These moments form the words 
of this language. They are ‘gymnastic’ and ‘choreogra-
phic’. They bend and change as they resonate accor-
ding to one's own bodily experiences or lack thereof. 
These moments arouse movement of feeling and emo-
tion; they call your body into action.
 The goal of this language is to give voice to hun-
ger —and by hunger, I mean desire. For those whose 
desires have been hidden, either through learned be-
liefs about oneself or through suppression, shame, and 
guilt. I aim to expand the palette and broaden the 
vocabulary of desire. Between the pages of this thesis, 
you will find small mouthfuls. These poems are a trans- 
lation of these moments, lingering tastes.

1 Roland Barthes A Lover's Discourse: Fragments. 



I sat in the brine of church
my blood, yours 
a soup kissed by life’s breath 
heaves me up, sweet man 
and down 
dancing in the sweat of my 
last breath, yours 
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Introduction 
I want to make a language of eating. I want to speak 
it, and I want you to understand. I am a quick eater; 
food disappears, and I disappear into the food.  
My relationship to eating is in its immediacy, the  
moment. I’m not one to savour but rather to engulf.  
There is so much eating to understand; there are so 
many ways to understand it. 
 To Samuel Butler, “eating is touch carried to the 
bitter end,” an intense intimacy, our body enclosing 
another in its embrace, becoming one.2 It is from our 
mouths that we both consume and express. Traditional 
etiquette warns us, “Do not speak with your mouth 
full!” but I must eat to speak. In this thesis, to eat will 
be to speak (express) one’s desire, for to hunger is to 

“have a strong desire or craving for.”3 
French gastronome Jean-Anthelme Brillat-Savarin 
pronounced eating an act of self-confession: 

Dis-moi ce que tu manges, je te dirai ce que tu es. (Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you what 
you are.)4

2 Carolyn Kizer Food of Love.
3 Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. hunger (v.).
4 Jean-Anthelme Brillat-Savarin Physiologie du goût.
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He claims a direct relationship between one’s identity 
and diet. Reminding us of the preconceived notions 
around eating habits that can be used to form percep-
tions of identity, including race, ethnicity, class, culture, 
and gender, and also our desires. 5Savarin’s assumption 
insinuates identity formation is fixed. It leaves us with 
a lack of autonomy, our identity in the hands of others.  
 Theorist Michel Foucault believed: “Identity [...],  
is the product of a relation of power exercised over 
bodies, multiplicities, movements, desires, forces.”6 

He points out how identity is problematic because of 
the control it has over the subject. Foucault provides 
another option, the idea of creation rather than identi-
fication: “We have to understand that with our desires, 
through our desires, go new forms of relationships, 
new forms of love, and new forms of creation.”7 What if 
we did not focus on identifying ‘what we are’ but on 
what we might become? What if we use the exploration 
of desire through the act of eating as “a possibility for a 
creative life?”8

 It will not come as a shock when I say it is hard to 
find representation of women eating in media, and the 
representation you do find, o"en serves a purpose other 
than the woman’s simple desire to eat. This lack brings 
into question, what and how women desire. It must be 

5 Julietta Singh No Archive Will Restore You.
6 Michel Foucault Sex, Power, and the Politics of Identity.
7 See Michel Foucault, 2000.
8 ibid.
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more than mouthfuls of breakup ice cream between 
pitful sobs on the couch. My intention with this thesis 
is to indulge in di$erent ways of eating, biting, tasting, 
slurping and licking. To watch, feel and listen closely as 
if it were a language, an exploration in the name of  
desire. I will also explore the context in which this 
language exists, specifically the history and myths sur-
rounding hunger and desire, especially surrounding 
women and gender roles. 
 Jesus died with the taste of vinegar (and our sins) 
upon his lips he said, “I am thirsty.” [...] so they put a 
sponge full of the sour wine upon a branch of hyssop 
and brought it up to His mouth. Therefore, when 
 Jesus had received the sour wine, He said, “It is fini-
shed!” And He bowed His head and gave up His spirit.”9

As a child, I would drown my chips 10 in vinegar.  
They would transform sponges, no longer chips, but 
vessels. A vessel to deliver the sour taste to my lips. 
This ritual soaking would take place at the local pub. 
My parents and their friends would look on in horror 
or amusement as I doused, someone once exclaiming, 

“Jesus Christ! Do you want some chips with that?!”  
when I wasn’t at the pub, the supermarket carried an 
extremely acidic flavour of salt and vinegar chips.  

9 John 19: 28-30, International Standard Version.
10 In Australia fries are called chips, chippies or hot chips.
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I would buy the ‘family size’ and gorge until the skin 
of my mouth fell away like soggy moths. 
 A couple of weeks before my final high school 
exams. Instead of studying, I sat perched in front of 
my computer, hand deep in the metallic depths of a 
packet of S&V 11 chips, watching the film Raw (2016)
by Julia Ducournau. Raw is a brutal, violent coming-
of-age film about a young girl, Justine, who awakens a 
cannibalistic appetite as she begins her first year of 
veterinary school. It is a film during which you’ll 
spend most of the time wriggling with discomfort and 
feeling slightly nauseous. Luckily, I find it comforting 
to eat when I am nauseous.  
 I’m about halfway through the film as I reach 
the bottom of the bag, my mouth now in a state of silve-
ry numbness. Pinching the final crumbs between my 
greasy fingers, as I resurface —Justine, mouth clamped 
down on her arm, stares into my eyes. Blood overflows 
her lips and runs in red, oily rivulets down her arm as 
she holds my stare. Her face is scrunched tight before it 
relaxes, and her eyes roll back. Together, we let out a 
sigh of relief (?) as she sinks her teeth deeper. 
 Laura Maw shared a similar moment when 
watching Rosemary’s Baby. She was captured by “the 
graceful ease with which Mia Farrow (Rosemary

11 (SMITHS Salt and Vinegar) while still called chips I now mean the thinly sliced packaged kind the Dutch   
equivalent being LAY’s Paprika flavour.
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 Woodhouse) plunges into the [almost raw] steak’s 
fleshy centre with a fork”12: there is something un-
comfortable and enthralling about watching a woman 
devour what she likes with intent.13

 Everything about Justine’s appetite felt monstrous. 
Despite the twisting in my stomach, I was locked in 
her gaze; I felt I was feasting with her. There was a 
moment when I could taste something. I couldn’t 
place it then, but it le" me hungry. While my awake-
ning was Justine, Maw’s was Rosemary. Watching Ro-
semary had awoken a desire and le" Maw “craving 
steak the next day [...] ravenous and repulsed by [her] 
own appetite.” 14

 At the end of last year, a classmate came up to my 
desk and, while checking out my carefully curated  
‘mood board’ featuring a snapshot of Justine mid-bite, 
stopped and pointed to it, saying, “Why do I always 
feel like this? Do you know what I mean? Do you feel 
this, too?” Brimming with excitement, someone else 
had connected to this hungry woman; I admitted it, 
too, had spoken to me. Through this image, I felt a 
moment of mutual understanding, of relief in realising 
we were not alone. It was then my classmate asked, 

“How do I make this feeling stop?”
Justine’s act of self-consumption spoke to us both.  

12 Laura Maw !ere’s Nothing Scarier !an a Hungry Woman.
13 See Laura Maw, 2019.
14 ibid.
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It was a feeling we struggled to put into words but felt 
so clearly through Justine’s bite. It le" me wondering, 
what if I could explore the act of eating as if it  
were a language? By examining how women consume 
in contemporary media, I investigate how the act of  
eating functions as a language for expressing desires 
and how patriarchal narratives work to silence, shame, 
restrict and demonise.  
 The culmination of my classmate’s expression of 
distress, her need for ‘it’ to stop, Laura Maw’s ‘revulsion’ 
to her cravings, and my complicated relationship with 
eating steeped in guilt and shame and my lack of voca-
bulary for my own desires fueled my need to explore 
di$erent narratives. 



still tingling on her lips
taste of G od
G od that plummets.
falling 
onto the countertop 
naked onto her stomach
G od was hungry
G od’s stomach, pained.
G ods her fingers growled 
ripe and sticky
this kitchen?  
empty filled with dust.
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The Bible’s Role In G ender 
Before I look further into the language of eating, let us 
begin in Eden, under the shade of a fruit-laden tree.  In Christian mythology, the first human to desire was Eve: the woman saw the fruit was good for food and 
pleasing to the eye and also desirable for gaining wis-
dom, she took some and ate it.15

 It was not only hunger for food that drove Eve  
to eat the fruit —it was a desire for knowledge, for  
autonomy, for more than she was given. Within this  
narrative, the woman’s first independent act, the biting 
of the fruit, enacting her desire, became symbolically 
linked with disobedience and its consequence: the fall 
of humankind from Eden. G od punished the woman 
and the man, giving them each role to fulfill. 
For the woman:I will make your pains in childbearing very 

severe; with painful labour, you will give birth to 
children. Your desire will be for your husband, 
and he will rule over you.16

15 Genesis 3:6, New International Version.
16 Genesis 3:16, New International Version.
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And for the man:
Cursed is the ground because of you;
through painful toil, you will EAT food from it.
all the days of your life.It will produce thorns and thistles for you,
and you will EAT the plants of the field.
By the sweat of your brow
you will EAT your food
until you return to the ground,
since from it, you were taken;
for dust, you are
and to dust, you will return.17

While Eve’s appetite was restricted, Adam’s was prescri-
bed. These roles can be seen in the way we construct 
and perceive gender today. Through Christianity’s 
widespread influence 18  in Western culture and the
 ‘Anglo-sphere’, the story of Eves’s transgression conti-
nues to resonate through Western cultural conscious-
ness. This generates a narrative that rationalises the 
need for systematic control of feminine desire and, 
therefore, women: “Becoming a woman who desires, 
then, is [...] becoming a woman who destroys.” 19 

17 Genesis 3:17-19, New International Version.
18 +e act of eating as a metaphor for desire can be traced back (before the Bible) to human’s earliest written 
languages. +e Sumerian Love Songs, an Old Babylonian literary corpus, depicts the relationship of the goddess 
Inanna and her lover Dumuzi. +ey sing of each other’s love using metaphors of consuming, preparing, and farming 
food. It is still noticeable that Inanna’s body is the focus of objectification: “My barley in its furrow, filled with sexual 
allure, it is the lettuce he watered! +e barley in the furrow, an opening in the earth in which to plant seed and pour 
water.” Inanna’s body, her vulva, is likened to barley and lettuce; in another verse, her genitals are compared to sweet 
beer. Inanna’s expressions of desire for her lover do not objectify his body. Instead, she speaks of his allure: “Your 
allure is a sweet thing, it is the sweetest honey!” +ese texts also highlight how, even 4000 years ago, “Significantly, it 
is most o"en women who are conceptualised as food to be consumed by her male lover.” (Christie Carr, 2021).
19 Alicia Elliott !e Monsters !ey Made Us: How the Horror Genre Positions Young Female Desire.



Face first I dash
ground myself 
sinking canines 
between blades 
of grass to reach the 
meaty soil its green
flavour so dirty and 
salty tears from my molars
hear them cry 
a clacking teeth song
feel me vibrate, the worms
they have come to say hello
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Barthed in Myth 
Dominant institutions like religion have used myths to 
reinforce cultural beliefs and values on a mass scale. 
The G enesis story is a myth in the original definition20 

very simply; it is “a system of communication, it is a 
message”. It communicates in the most direct sense: 
there are consequences to your actions. 
 In his work Mythologies (1954), Roland Barthes 
creates his definition of myth, bringing it into a 
contemporary context, building on the theory of semio-
tics established by linguist Ferdinand de Saussure. 
Saussure deals with denotation and, specifically, 
semiotics within language (for example, if I speak the 
word apple, why does my mind come up with the 
image of a red apple). In Mythologies, Barthes deve-
lops his idea of ‘myth’ as the semiotics of culture, 
looking at connotation (if we place the apple within 
the hands of a woman, why does it bring to mind for-
bidden desires and transgression). 
 Whether “ancient or not” Barthes, believes “my-
thology can only have a historical foundation; it can-
not evolve from the ‘nature’ of things.”21 Myths work to 

“make social realities that should be up for debate seem 

20 A traditional story, especially one concerning the early history of a people or explaining a natural or social 
phenomenon, and typically involving supernatural beings or events. Or a widely held but false belief or idea. 
21 Barthes Roland Mythologies.
22 See Barthes Roland, 1972.
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perfectly natural”.22 This is because, as Barthes conti-
nues to remind us, these messages o"en serve to rein-
force dominant ideologies within society and o"en 
benefit those who hold power. Therefore, “the aim of 
analysing the myth is to remove that impression of 
naturalness by showing how myths are constructed”, 
therefore exposing the mechanisms of power that 
control our society and possibly allowing us to free 
ourselves from that control.
 I will use Barthes’s theoretical framework in 
contextualising eating as a language to analyse the 
associations and meanings that arise depending on 
who eats what and how.



juice juices
like angels on the throttle
100km an hour
spaghetti saliva ribbons
whiplash across your cheek
in a fluorescent embrace
nobody knows I'm drooling
it's a dash! WE WILL make it
even if 
you can see your reflection in 
the puddleYour eyes
my darling.I promiseI can let go of
spirits in the dark juice waiting



patient, like the smell of waiting
whistling of shit and pine
breathe in
a full ghost
swish it around a little Head back 
G argle Spit 
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The Onion
In Maria Abramovic’s video performance, The Onion (1996), she takes advantage of the connotations we 
have towards certain images to construct her narrative. 
The act of eating communicates her su$ering as a 
woman, an artist, a lover, and a human.23In the per-
formance, Abramovic gazes upwards, her face made up 
with bright red lipstick, holding an onion in one hand 
while she speaks in a voice-over of the hardships she 
has endured throughout her life. As this voiceover be-
gins, she bites into the onion as if it were an apple, 
chewing it while keeping her eyes glued to the heavens 
as if in supplication. The prayer-like pose and eating  
of the onion immediately remind me of Eve and the  
Forbidden Fruit.
 We can feel her su$ering, as she eats, we see the 
tears flow, saliva dripping, and lipstick and makeup 
slough away as she bites, ripping open a wound in the 
onion's skin. Torn open and exposed, the onion trans-
forms as it is taken into her body; it gains power over 
her bodily functions, forcing involuntary secretion, 
tears, salivation, the boundaries between bodies 
dissolve. Abramovic uses recognisable symbols in 

23 Marina Abramović !e Onion 1996.
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combination with her psychical reaction to eating to 
tell a story about the su$ering that comes with being a 
woman, specifically a woman who desires. 



He rested his little head  
so gently 
so gently 
against my palm
come close he whispered 
my ear,  a listening mouth 
for your sugared
words dripping 
dance with me in this oiled    
 heat?
feel your feet against my     
 tongue?It’s hot, it burns.
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The Domestic 
G oddess

I have nothing to declare but my greed.
 Nigella Lawson, How to Eat.

I am watching Nigella Express. It’s the end of the 
episode, and Nigella’s empty kitchen is cast in shadow, 
illuminated by a rosy-pink glow. A dark silhouette bobs 
across the screen as if on tiptoe, unmistakably Nigella 
with her perfectly straight nose and signature blown-
out hair. In the darkness, we see her bite down on her 
bottom lip as she swings open the fridge door. We cut 
to the open fridge, the harsh white light exposing two 
food-laden plates choked on all sides by condimental 
clutter. One plate is heaped with rich and heavy choco-
late pudding that seems to collapse in on itself. Atop 
the other, a large, glistening chicken leg, skinless and 
torn apart in places as if it has already been picked at. 
Nigella reaches for the pudding.  
 Nigella Lawson is a celebrity ‘home cook’ and 
national treasure. She lives for good home-cooked 
food and “[doesn’t] believe in guilty pleasures”.24  

24 Suppertime Nigella Kitchen.
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Rising from bed in a black silk robe to prepare her ‘Slut’s 
Spaghetti’, she declares, “I think the only thing anyone 
should feel guilty about is not taking pleasure.”25 Nigella 
expresses desire through moments of confession, fin-
gertips disappearing into her mouth, knowing glances 
at the camera, large spoonfuls eaten and savoured 
while standing at the kitchen counter: her language of 
desire is built through a choreography of gestures.   
 While the finishing touches to her lemon risotto, 
she announces, “I quite like this ritual disembowelling” 
as she twists a wooden citrus reamer 26 deep into the 
flesh of a lemon. She takes pleasure in blurring the 
line between food and sex, describing custard that 
should wobble “like a courtesan’s inner thigh”.27 In the 
name of her desire, she breaks the rules, she cooks 

“enough for two” but confesses she will eat it all herself. 
She li"s the pan right o$ the stove and glides through 
the kitchen to enjoy her dinner in the comfort of her 
bed. She does what a woman should not, and she does 
it well, she desires and acts on those desires without 
restraint, she revels in it.  
 Yet, she’s not cast out. On the contrary, she is put 
on a pedestal, a"er all, she is the ‘Domestic G oddess’. 
Nigella escapes Eve’s fate through her crucial philosophy: 
“You must please yourself to please others.”28 Framing 

25 ibid.
26 A hand-held lemon squeezer carved from wood.
27 Nigella Lawson How to Eat: !e Pleasures and Principles of Good Food. 
28 ibid.
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her pleasure as service, she transforms what could be 
seen as a transgressive appetite into a divine purpose.   
 Becoming the ‘Domestic G oddess’29 is a term she 
coined herself—elevates herself above that of a human 
woman. As Laura Mulvey states in her analysis of the 
male gaze, there are two ways women depicted in media 
can exist without being a threat to the male audience 
through “sadistic voyeurism” punishment of the wo-
man or “fetishistic scopophilia” overvaluation to the 
point the woman becomes no longer human.30 Nigella 
chooses deification. In her series Comfort Food, she 
wears yellow to match her lemon risotto;31 for a ‘Slut’s 
Spaghetti’ —Facebook post, a red silk robe mirrors the 
sauce. She even created a life-sized chocolate statue of 
herself that was displayed and auctioned at Selfridges—
becoming literally consumable. Through these choices, 
Nigella constructs an image of a woman who desires 
while remaining an object of desire. 
 Nigella is almost always seen in the context of her 
kitchen and home. While the audience is allowed in,  
it is still considered a private space and one in which 
women are o"en expected to be. While indulging herself, 
she never fails to simultaneously provide us with a bit 
of ‘herself’, through confessions forming an intimacy 
between herself and the audience.  

29 Nigella Lawson How to Be a Domestic Goddess: Baking and the Art of Comfort Cooking.
30 Laura MulveyVisual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.
31 See Laura Mulvey, 1975.
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Week a"er week, she returns to our screen with perfect 
hair, hourglass shape, and matching figure-hugging 
outfit, simultaneously serving a delicious meal and 
delightful entertainment. The specific context, 
her appearance and performance speaks of the limits 
of how women are allowed to desire and where they 
can be seen doing it.
 Nevertheless, Nigella makes her desires known, 
and we love her for it, her expressions of greed and 
gluttony make room for the idea that women desire 
and deserve pleasure telling us “You are entitled to 
eat.”32 Despite the clear limitations, I do believe Nigella 
achieves something extraordinary. She knows what 
she wants, she has her cake and eats it, too.

32 Charlotte Druckman Nigella Lawson on Food, Feminism, and Men in the Kitchen.



There is nothing I can do!
so you talk to them and
they smell it too, honey, sugar
something long in the dark
expired, trapped a ghost 
of something sharp
under foot
at night.
you
me
a webinar of 
a starry night 
licking around the edges of
of our hands intertwined
the music was playing  
so you place 



your fingers against my lip
draw it down 
strings bark out
they so"en
and 
spread 
buttery over the 
screen
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Mukbang and Villanelle Eating 
and Drinking for 9 Minutes

Nigella’s cooking shows have captivated audiences for 
decades, showing that in the right context and with 
the right performance and appearance, people enjoy 
watching women eat. In Korea around 2008, internet 
streamers began live streaming themselves, eating 
meals and interacting with audiences in a phenomenon 
called Mukbang (eating broadcast).33 Featuring hosts 
consuming large delicious-looking meals while inte-
racting with viewers. What began as a response to lone-
liness due to rising rates of single-person households 
evolved into a cultural phenomenon where watching 
others eat becomes both comfort and catharsis. Like 
Nigella, there was a voyeuristic and fetishistic quality 
to their presence and performance that served these 
lonely men’s needs and desires while these women  
simulatenously indulged themselves.
 In more recent media, the act of women eating 
takes on a more complex role. I recently stumbled 
upon a YouTube video called “Villanelle eating and 
drinking for 9 minutes”, which is a compilation of every 

33 Redzhanna Jazmin !e Whitewashing of Mukbang.
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instance the character Villanelle from Killing Eve (2018-2022) eats over the first three seasons.  
 Villanelle is a psychopathic assassin who loves her 
job, and when she’s not working (killing), she is eating; 
her interactions with others are o"en defined and 
constructed around how she eats. Mid-conversation, 
she turns on a blender to make a smoothie, halting 
dialogue mid-sentence. She stares down her boss, then 
pours herself a cup of purple smoothie, smiling sweetly 
as she sips it down. Unlike Nigella, she eats wherever, 
whenever, and however she wants. Her eating claims 
space and helps us understand her as a character. She 
o"en speaks, her mouth stu$ed with food, mu0ed, 
juices spraying and bits flying.  
 Villanelle eats like she kills, with the same casual 
contentment as if she’s bored, looking for a bit of fun. 
Villanelles’ eating habits give us insight into her charac-
ter and don’t serve to pleasure a specific audience; she 
eats for herself and her enjoyment without any regard 
for those around her. Yet, audiences of the show have 
become obsessed with watching her eat. 
 The fact that the video compilation exists rein-
forces this and again in the comments section, you 
can find statements like “0:07 this! this made me feel 
things I didn’t know I could feel!”34 or “Youtube: 

34 @trusha_tungare, Villanelle Eating and Drinking for 9 minutes.
35 @evieramosi, Villanelle Eating and Drinking for 9 minutes.
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Wanna see Villanelle eat for 9 minutes? Me: yes!”.35 

I am reminded of my strong moment seeing Justine 
and Laura Maw seeing Rosemary. Something is exciting 
about watching a woman eat and for some reason, 
more so in the context of danger.



Blood is there too
she says hello 
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Cum Monster and Crows Feet
The image of the hungry woman as a monster can be 
traced to humanity’s earliest myths. In ancient  
Mesopotamian demonology, female demons emerged 
as mythological embodiments of society’s fears and  
anxieties around womanhood.36 These demons were 
marked by their appetites —for flesh, blood, or sexual 
energy and by depicting these demons as at least part 
woman, this hunger represented unrestricted and  
corrupted feminine desire. 
 The myth of Lilltu —the ghosts of young women 
who died virgins and were cursed to spend eternity 
wandering the world hungry for men’s ejaculation.37 
Another example is Lamashtu, who had an insatiable 
hunger for the blood of babies.38 These ‘demon- 
women’ provided a scapegoat when women were unable 
to fullfil their roles as mothers and wives. Whether 
unable to bring a child to full term, raise a healthy  
family, or keep their husbands faithful, the blame would 
fall on hungry demon women rather than human  
women, allowing them to keep their identity as a mother 
and women intact.  
36 Sarah Clegg Woman’s Lore: 4,000 Years of Sirens, Serpents and Succubi.
37 See Sarah Clegg.
38 Lamashtu is depicted as half woman, half animal, with a lion’s head, bird-like talons for feet and a full 
pregnant belly (despite being unable to give birth), she can also be depicted nursing puppies on her three breasts. +e 
animal-human splice positions Lamashtu in what Kristeva terms the ‘abject’ space, neither human nor fully animal. 
Her inability to give birth despite appearing pregnant connects this apparent failure to this monstrous abject space. 
+e myth tells us that, above all, Lamashtu desired children of her own. However, because she cannot give birth to a 
living child, she must steal and eat other women’s children, and she becomes the antithesis of the maternal mother.
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39 Julietta Singh No Archive Will Restore You.

As Anna Singh states here:
The creation of the monster [...] is a way of craf-
ting an outside so that a collective can imagine 
itself as bounded, cohesive, and impenetrable.  
The monster is a being who will not or cannot  
fit normally, whose existence makes others  
uncomfortable and who, therefore, must be  
shunned and exiled.39



From plump glossy waves
chased by foam
two men pull themselves 
out of the water like a kraken
darkness drips from them
like oil I could only stare, 
slicked
my breath chasing 
to the nape of my neck
their feet followed  

and I flew, on your command 
landing behind my fingers 
pinched on the key
turning, twisting a slushy sound

through the so" marsh



sloughed over my hands
letting breath 
gush in underneath the door
rattling shook the blinds 
drawn against the windows
where shadows rested  
their bodies
arms giggling out as the 
dog barks next door 
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A Vampire’s Bite
How beautiful she looked in the moonlight! Shy 
and strange was the look with which she quickly 
hid her face in my neck and hair, with tumultuous 
sighs that seemed almost to sob, and pressed in 
mine a hand that trembled.  
Her so" cheek was glowing against mine.  

“Darling, darling,” she murmured, “I live in you; 
and you would die for me, I love you so.”
Carmilla, 1872.

The vampire can be seen as a mythological descendant 
of Lamashtu and Lilitu and has been used to cast out 
and alienate those who deviate from the ‘heterosexual 
norm’. Almost three decades before Stoker’s Dracula, 
there was Carmilla, a novel written by Sheridan le Fanu, 
which presents the myth of the ‘lesbian’ vampire. 
Carmilla and immortal vampire who falls in love with 
and grooms a young human girl named Laura. 
 Mainstream feminist critics such as Bonnie Zimmerman have described how the myth of the ‘lesbian’ 
vampire was o"en employed to explain away love 
between women by attributing it to lurid “elements of 
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violence, compulsion, hypnosis, paralysis, and the  
supernatural” at the same time, it was contained within 

“boundaries of sexual violence, to force it into a patriar-
chal model of sexuality. By showing the lesbian as a 
vampire-rapist who violates and destroys her victim, 
men alleviate their fears that lesbian love could create 
an alternate model.40

 We continue to see throughout history how the 
construction of monsters in myths or popular culture 
has been used to cra" an ‘outside’. We see it again in the 
1970s, in the wake of the 1969 Stonewall riots and 
coinciding with the emergence of second-wave  
feminism and the growing visibility of queer women,  
Hollywood released a string of vampire films reproducing 
the myth of the ‘lesbian’ vampire.41 Similar to Carmilla, 
they were portrayed as beautiful and hyper-feminine, 
serving to appease and entertain the heterosexual
male audience while simultaneously being used to 
undermine lesbianism as inherently predatory and 
‘unnatural’. 
 However, more recently, the monster archetype 
has been used as a tool for exploration rather than 
alienation, particularly in reimaginings of the queer or 
lesbian vampire. This deep-rooted historic foundation 
of the myth from gothic literature to Hollywood makes 

40 Giselle Liza Anatol. !e !ings !at Fly in the Night: 
Female Vampires in Literature of the Circum-Caribbean and African Diaspora.
41 From ‘Dracula’s Daughter’ to ‘Carmilla’ Lesbian Vampire Depictions Prove Immortal.
42 See Giselle Liza Anatol, 2015.
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it hard to find representations of queer vampires that 
don’t perpetuate these negative stereotypes.  
As Gizelle Antoal explains: 

Artists face the di2cult prospect of defying the 
stereotypes of the hypersexual female Other or 
else leaving it firmly in place.42 

If we want to explore new narratives and the possibilities 
of desire, we must look past and unravel these myths.



The neighbour has a smoker’s 
cough that could
beat you to sleep, into
dreams of a bullet train, 
through muddy water 
rails of stick 
break bleeding
as the men chase the running
water spitting behind me
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I’ll Eat in your Dreams
My character, G ilda, is a lesbian because I’m  
a lesbian. Even though some lesbian-feminists 
have challenged my choice, suggesting it was too 
negative an idea to connect to lesbians, I feel  I can remake mythology as well as anyone.   
Jewelle Gomez 

In her book, The Things That Fly in the Night (2015), 
G iselle Liza Anatol explores how writers from the 
Circum-Caribbean and African Diaspora expand on 
vampire mythology to explore women’s sexuality. 
An example is Jewelle G omez’ The G ilda Stories (1993), in which G omez unravels negative associations 
of the vampire myth by reimagining vampire feeding 
rituals. The story follows the journey of the girl, who is 
later named G ilda, from her escape from slavery in 
1950s Louisiana through to her birth and life as an 
immortal vampire.
 G omez subverts traditional vampire tropes 
through G ilda’s feeding rituals. Rather than depicting 
vampirism as parasitic or contaminating, G ilda’s 
vampire family emphasises their “connection with life, 
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not death.”p. 45 When comparing G ilda’s approach to that 
of Eleanor, a white vampire who embodies traditional 
vampire mythology, Anatol highlights how Eleanor’s 
feeding emphasises physical dominance: “She felt the 
sharpness of Eleanor’s teeth as she bit her lip and 
continued to press her mouth onto G ilda’s, taking in 
her blood.”p. 97 In contrast, G ilda never uses her teeth, 
instead, “she sliced across the flesh of his neck with her 
fingernail and watched the blood ease slowly to the  
surface [...] she pressed her lips eagerly to the wound.” p. 178 

Further, G ilda is seen “slipping into the minds of her 
donors and seeking out [thoughts] that might benefit 
from her aid.” p. 91 
 G omez emphasises psychological over physical 
penetration, distancing her protagonist from the  
stereotype of the hypersexual female vampire  —a trope 
o"en used to objectify women’s bodies. Similarly, in 
the French Canadian film Humanist Vampire Seeking 
Consenting Suicidal Person (2022), director Ariane 
Louis-Seize reimagines vampire feeding through 
Sasha, who creates intimate end-of-life rituals where 
donors consent to give their blood while she performs 
piano concerts. Like G  ilda, Sasha never bites her  
donors. Instead, she collects their blood via medical 
equipment while playing piano, transforming the 
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traditional vampire’s parasitic feeding into a reciprocal 
exchange. The donors find peace in their final 
moments through her music while she satisfies her 
hunger without causing su$ering.
 There is an absence of fangs in these reimaginings 
 —traditionally the most visible marker of the vampire’s 
monstrosity and the primary tool of their predation.  It is interesting that what could be seen as the most 
important signifier of the vampire is removed, and yet 
these vampires continue to satiate their hunger.  
 Vampires can already be seen as the most ‘human 
passing’ monsters, making them easier to emphasise 
and mostly likely a reason for their popularity in media. 
Going further to remove their fangs makes them more 
human still and highlights the fear associated with the 
idea of women physically penetrating the body.  By removing the penetrating bite from their  
feeding rituals, both Gilda and Sasha reject the violent,  
parasitic aspects of vampire mythology. Yet their stories 
suggest that the real monster was never in the teeth but 
in how those teeth were used to dominate and take.



He thought my smile 
looked like what breathing was
iron red 
hold it 
between your lips 
and your teeth
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Removing the Skin,  
an Urge to Shed

But if flesh plus skin equals sensuality,  
then flesh minus skin equals meat.  

 Angela Carter, 1979, p. 138

Our skin, our outermost layer, receives the world’s eyes, 
the world’s touch. The world’s eyes can make skin 
tighten, stretch, inflate, and bloat. The world’s hands 
on your skin can sting, nettle and burn. Like a woolen 
sweater, it would be a relief to tear o$, feel the cool air 
and stare down at the woven heap from a distance.  It does look intricate, doesn’t it? And beautiful even. 
Crumpled on the floor, you can see the time someone 
has spent. It is heavy with time. How unfortunate, 
then, that it is so uncomfortable to bear. 
 I have spoken of how women carefully navigate 
their desires, positioning them in a certain light to 
avoid the label of ‘monster’, but what about those who 
embrace it? In recent years, there has been a trend  
of films featuring cannibalistic women. They do not 
navigate “[they] symbolically eat/destroy the patriarchal 
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order by devouring her male victim’s body —the body 
of the law.”43 Barbara Creed has coined the term “the 
monstrous feminine” to describe this “liberating and 
transformative figure.” These characters embark on 
what she calls “a journey into the dark night of abjection 
where their sense of a coherent identity is threatened, 
where they encounter male violence and from where 
they emerge changed, o"en reborn.” Some of these 
women44 have begun to turn their violence onto them-
selves, as Julia Ducournau observes:I think the fact that women want to tear up the 

skin is very interesting. I do believe that the skin 
is the recipient of the outside look. When some- 
one looks at you from the outside, they’re going 
to look at your skin. It’s your envelope. I do 
think that somehow, symbolically, women want 
to get rid of that skin that has been sexualised, gla-
morised, and seen as something that is completely 
not relatable for women. They want to tear up 
that skin to be completely raw. No pun intended.45

Tearing away the skin speaks of a desire to turn away  
the objectifying male gaze. This complete rebellion 
and artists’ use of abjection and the monstrous feminine 
is exciting and freeing in many ways. They provide a 

43 Barbara Creed Return of the Monstrous-Feminine.
44 See Raw, 2017  and In My Skin, 2002.
45 Julia Ducournau, interview by Kristen Yoonsoo Kim  
!e Woman Behind Raw, the Horror Movie So Scary It Makes Audiences Pass Out.
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platform from which to express the su$ering and expe- 
riences of womanhood. However, I cannot stop 
thinking about my classmate’s reaction picture of 
Justine: “How do I make it stop.”
 This ‘journey through the dark night of abjection’, 
at times, feels overwhelmingly violent and traumatic. 
Limiting the narrative to the same monstrous story, 
o"en defined by su$ering, violence, trauma and death. 
These women are always living in a state of reaction 
and desperation, leaving little room for expressions of 
pleasure and joy. In Another Place, not Here (Brand, 
1996) alludes to the soucouyant myth, using the 
monstrosity to give her protagonist a heightened sensory 
experience. The soucouyant myth originated in the 
Caribbean in the 1800s. What is special about this  
particular monster is her ability to become incorporeal.  
 Instead of tearing it away, she sheds her skin. 
The soucouyant exists in three states of being. During 
the day, she is an old woman who is described as a ‘hag’ 
with drooping breasts and wrinkled skin, when she 
prowls the night for the blood of the living, she sheds, 
revealing exposed bloody flesh, and a"er she has eaten, 
she then turns into a flaming ball of fire and escapes 
into the night unstoppable and powerful, her ability to 
shed her skin and become incorporeal is what gives 
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her power and freedom. In Another Place, not here, Brand likens her protagonist to a soucayant as a way 
for the character to experience the world di$erently 
and more deeply. Taste, touch and sound give them a 
feeling of freedom and power:

She is laughing and laughing and laughing [...] 
She’s flying out to sea and in the emerald she sees 
the sea, its eyes translucent, its back solid going to 
some place so old there’s no memory of it.  
She’s leaping. She’s tasting her tears and she is 
weightless and deadly.p. 246



landing, landed  I looked up from the dream
on the dark road a storm
pushes headlights towards me 
and I step to the sideI remember  
the dawn breaking 
my heart remembers  
it has teeth
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In the Land  
of Happy Monsters

A small child leaps through the air.  
He is wearing a white onesie that resembles a wolf, with 
tall ears and a long, dark, flu$y tail. His face peeks out 
from the hood, a look of pure mischief and delight on 
his face. His feet and hands look unnaturally huge and 
sharp despite being made of fabric. He is gripping a 
large fork almost bigger than his head, inches away 
from his white flu$y pet dog, who looks back with
terror in his eyes. His mother called him “Wild 
thing!”And Max said, “I’ll eat you up!” He was sent to 
bed without supper. Max’s bedroom begins to sprout, 
and tall trees grow. They grow more and more until 
his bedroom becomes nothing but a window framing 
the bright moon amongst a cluster of trees. Max pulls a 
mischievous grin, raises his claws above his head and 
steps into the wild forest. He travels through forest and 
over sea, and he meets monsters—wild things. Huge 
creatures with big teeth and long claws. But little Max 
is the scariest of them all; he is crowned king of all wild 
things. A wild rumpus begins. For days and nights, 
they dance and sing and laugh. When Max grew tired, 
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the wild things cried: “Oh please don’t go  —We’ll eat 
you up —We love you so!”46

For a moment, I want to remain within the land of 
monsters. To wander further under the light of the 
moon. I want to dance and sing and laugh. 
 When I first began my research, I was reminded 
of books from my childhood, specifically Where the 
Wild Things Are (Sedak, 1963) —little Max in his wolf 
suit trying to eat his mum and pet dog with a large fork 
and was sent to bed without supper. Now I reflect,  I can’t help but think again of Max.47 Through my 
research, I began to read women’s bodily expressions 
across media, developing a sensitivity to their moments 
of desire, pain, and liberation. 
 Even  in works that actively challenged patriarchal 
constraints, I found bodies predominantly speaking 
through a vocabulary of su$ering. The language of the 
body seemed most fluent in pain —even in moments of 
rebellion and liberation, the expression o"en emerged 
through violence and trauma. As Anne Carson notes in 
her essay On the gender of sound, “Aristotle tells us that 
the high-pitched voice of the female is one evidence of 
her evil disposition.”48 I initially focused on Barbara 
Creed’s theories of the monstrous feminine and  
abjection as a means of revolt, but this began to feel 

46 Maurice Sendak Where the Wild !ings Are.
47 My parents named me a"er Max.
48 Anne Carson !e Gender of Sound; in Glass, Irony, and God.
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limiting because of its foundation in violence.  If this is a language we can understand, and we prima-
rily see pain being expressed, what vocabulary are we 
le" with for pleasure? Barbara Creed described liberation 
through the monstrous feminine as a violent “rebirth”.49  
 But what if, instead, we looked for liberation as a 
reimagining? Like Max, whose confinement to his 
room led him to imagine a world where his monstrous 
behaviours were celebrated, where he was allowed to 
dance and laugh and sing with his monster friends all 
day and all night. If we are monsters, at some point, 
can we not be happy monsters?
 Through examining how women eat, consume, 
and desire, I have begun to pick up on dialects within 
the language of eating. It is a feast of possibilities.  
Nigella speaks her desire through confessions, looking 
at us knowingly as she savours moments of indulgence 
wrapped neatly in cashmere and so" kitchen light.   
Others speak through red ripping and tearing, exposing 
and devouring, others through taste, experiencing  
the world through flavours, textures, temperatures and 
sound. Each moment/taste adds to my vocabulary;  
this body of experience spoke to me through physical 
sensation, the possibilities enticing me forward.
This multi-sensory approach to understanding desire 

49 See Barbara Creed, 2022.
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and sexuality could open new possibilities for artistic 
expression. If we only see monsters/women/bodies 
su$er, maybe our body only has the vocabulary for 
su$ering. We must look for and create bodies in 
expressions of joy, satisfaction, and pleasure. By seeing 
another body in a moment/taste, could we learn and 
become more fluent in our desire?
 What interests me now is not just how bodies can 
tell stories but how they might teach us new ways of 
feeling, of pleasure sought for its own sake. At the same 
time, the vocabulary of pain and su$ering is vast and 
has its place within understanding human experience. I believe we need to expand our languages for pleasure. Expressions of desire are not only born from the pres-
sure cooker of patriarchal violence and constraint. But 
with the simple question: what do I truly want? What 
is possible? When Laura Maw reflected on her reaction 
to Rosemary and her juicy steak, I believe she was 
searching for a similar place:

But maybe what I was feeling was not so much 
the desire to eat steak but the desire to be allowed 
to desire. The desire being met, being recognised, 
something clearly being given in to.
An appetite satiated, without complication.



I was the first to realiseI was hungry.Maybe,
you looked at me and saw 
drooling eyes
dangling over the edge
of the bridge 
so blue that
it creaks. 

It cries
the seaweed has hands!It is waiting to be touched! 
 
to hold an embrace
long enough, to hold breath,



to sigh, into a hug That could have been.

I lean my head
through diamonds 
of ropeFraying fingers, curling And brushing against my cheek
whispering
of something sharp 
pressed against her lips.Rolling in the snow heat
tearing plump skin
into a warm liquid 
on ice



eroded and yellow and quietIt was in that cool burn she
lowered herself into something
akin to a pool of blood and
like a cigarette’s birthday 
she dropped onto the ground 
in a rain of ash 
laughing, gargling
sinewy lengths of night 
from the brackish moats  
of her dreams.
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