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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

‘Jack the Ripper’ entered public consciousness in the autumn of 1888
with the murder of five women in Whitechapel. Whoever was responsible
was never caught. This has resulted in a murder mystery that literature and
film has turned into a virtual industry of words and images. This book Jack
the Ripper in Film and Culture does not seek to solve the mystery, there
are already enough investigators, but to examine how Jack the Ripper, the
women who were murdered, the detectives that investigated the murders
and the murder site of Whitechapel have been depicted on screen, from
their first appearance in Waxworks (Germany 1924: Leni) to The Wolfman
(US 2010: Johnston).
What are the facts of the murders—the names of the victims, the dates
of their deaths and the injuries they suffered? Even the most basic fact, the
number of women murdered by the Ripper, cannot be confirmed. I have
used three books as the basis for information on the case; Paul Begg Jack
the Ripper the Facts, Stewart P. Evans and Keith Skinner The Ultimate Jack
the Ripper Source Book and Philip Sugden The Complete History of Jack the
Ripper.1 These books present the biographies of the victims, detectives
and suspects without agenda. This is important to my research as, with no
disrespect to the victims, I have no interest in who Jack the Ripper was but
in who he has become on screen.
1
Paul Begg, Jack the Ripper: The Facts (London: Portico, 2009); Stewart P. Evans and
Keith Skinner, The Ultimate Jack the Ripper Sourcebook (London: Robinson, 2009); Philip
Sugden, The Complete History of Jack the Ripper (London: Robinson, 2002).
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During 1888 the media linked nine murders to the Ripper; the police
at the time varied the number between four and nine. Five victims have
become known as the ‘canonical’ victims, women who it is generally
accepted were murdered by the figure who became known as Jack the
Ripper. These were Mary Ann Nichols on 31 August, Annie Chapman on
8 September, Elizabeth Stride and Catherine Eddowes on 30 September
and Mary Jane Kelly on 9 November. All of the victims had worked as
prostitutes in the East End of London.
At 3.40 a.m. on 31 August the body of Mary Ann Nichols was found
in Bucks Row, Whitechapel. Her throat had been cut and she had stab
wounds to the abdomen. Mary Ann, or Polly, as she was known, was a
44-year-old woman who due to alcohol addiction was working as a prostitute in Whitechapel. Seven days after Polly’s murder on 8 September
Annie Chapman was found dead on Hanbury Street, Whitechapel. Annie
was 47 years old and as with Polly alcoholism had led her to a life of
prostitution. Annie’s throat had been cut and her abdomen stabbed, in
an escalation the killer had also removed her intestines from her body and
placed them on her shoulder. A portion of her vagina and two-thirds of
her bladder had been removed from her body and were not present at
the murder site. The theory was that the killer had taken the organs from
the scene.
The next murders took place on 30 September in what became known
as the double event. At 1.00 a.m. the body of Elizabeth Stride was discovered in Dutfield’s Yard, Whitechapel. Elizabeth was 45 and her life mirrors
that of Polly and Annie, alcoholism leading to prostitution. Elizabeth’s
throat had been cut but she had not been mutilated. It was believed that
the killer had been disturbed before he could mutilate the body and unsatisfied the killer went looking for another victim.
Less than an hour later at 1.45 a.m. the body of Catherine Eddowes, a
46-year-old alcoholic prostitute was discovered in Mitre Square, just outside the environs of Whitechapel within the City of London boundaries.
The mutilations suffered by Cathy were extensive; her intestines had been
removed and placed on her shoulder, her face was mutilated, a piece of her
right earlobe and tip of her nose had been cut off. Cathy’s abdomen and
organs had been stabbed and slashed, her left kidney and part of her womb
were removed and not present at the scene.
The last of the canonical victims was Mary Jane Kelly who had a victim
profile that was different to the four previous women. Mary was only 25
when she died and while she did drink she could not be considered an
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alcoholic, she was the only victim not killed on the street but in her one
room lodgings in Miller’s Court, Whitechapel. What Mary did have in
common with the previous victims was that she had earned her living as
a prostitute.
At 10.45 a.m. on the 9 November Thomas Bowyer went to Miller’s
Court to collect rent arrears from Mary; on not receiving an answer when
he knocked the door Bowyer looked through the window and saw a
scene that must have haunted him for the rest of his life. Mary was laid
on her back on her bed, her breasts had been removed, one was placed
under her right foot; the other was found with her uterus and kidneys
under her head. Her heart been removed and was not in the room, her
right thigh had been flayed to the bone. Miller’s Court was one of the
first crime scenes to be photographed with the body in situ and the photographs still exist. However, the facial mutilations were so severe even
after looking at the photographs it is impossible to tell what Mary looked
like. Her catalogue of injuries is more extensive but this brief summation
provides an idea of the brutality of the crime.
The details of the victims’ lives are unpleasant and the manner of their
deaths is brutal but these crimes fascinated the world, not least due to the
coverage given in the newspapers. It is important to establish the press
fascination with the murders as in my opinion they placed the murders
firmly within the public consciousness. The coverage of the murders was
so pervasive to the content of newspapers in 1888 that a book has been
written solely to examine the phenomena: L. Perry Curtis examines both
the content of the press regarding the murders and tracks the sales figures
of the newly published newspaper The Star. The circulation of the paper
after Annie Chapman’s murder was 261,000 a day rising to 300,000 after
the murder of Mary Kelly. Curtis interprets these figures as a ‘barometer
of public interest in the Ripper’.2 I contend that this interest in the Ripper
transferred from the printed press to film.
Jack the Ripper was never caught and this has created a market for
books that claim to identify the Ripper. I do not claim to know if any
of these texts do reveal the identity of the murderer but it is essential
for this book to consider who has been linked to the murders. In films
about the Ripper Queen Victoria, John Netley, Sir William Gull and the
Duke of Clarence have all been implicated in the murders. A synopsis of

2

L. Perry Curtis, Jack the Ripper and the London Press (Yale: Yale University Press, 2001), 59.

4

C. SMITH

the suspects is important as I am as interested in who does not appear on
screen as the Ripper as much as who does.
The earliest suspect list is known as the Macnaghten Memorandum
written by Sir Melville Macnaghten in 1894. Macnaghten was Chief
Constable of CID with the Metropolitan Police from 1889 so was not
personally involved in the investigation into the murders. The memo came
to light via Macnaghten’s daughter, Lady Aberconwy, who showed it to a
BBC reporter in 1959. The memorandum lists three suspects: Montague
John Druitt, Michael Ostrog and Aaron Kosminski.
In the memorandum Macnaghten mistakenly identified Druitt as a doctor whereas he was in fact a barrister and a teacher who committed suicide
by throwing himself into the Thames on or around 3 December 1888.
Druitt had been sacked from his teaching job on 30 November 1888 and
this together with a fear that he was suffering from the same mental illness that affected his mother causing her to be committed to an asylum in
July 1888 were probably the reason for his suicide. The timing of Druitt’s
suicide and the mistaken belief that he was a doctor led Macnaghten to
believe he was Jack the Ripper believing that the brutal murder of Mary
Kelly on 9 November caused Druitt to lose his mind and kill himself.
The second suspect, Michael Ostrog, Macnaghten described as a mad
doctor, who was cruel to women and a homicidal maniac. Ostrog was
eventually detained in an asylum but he had been at liberty during the
murders. No evidence exists to connect Ostrog with the Ripper but in
common with Druitt he had two of the attributes Macnaghten felt the
Ripper had—madness and medical training.
The third suspect Aaron Kosminski was a Polish Jewish immigrant living in Whitechapel who suffered from mental illness and had threatened
his sister with a knife. Robert Anderson who had been a senior official
at Scotland Yard during the murders attributed the murders to a Polish
Jew who had been committed after the killings. This is considered to be
Kosminski who, for Macnaghten, like Ostrog fell into the category of mad
outsider.
Interestingly for my research film ignores Macnaghten’s list when creating the screen Ripper. The only link to the list is found in a television series
Sanctuary (Canada, 2000–2011). The programme is based on the premise that five friends in nineteenth century London inject themselves with
vampire blood. They then assume attributes of nineteenth century literary
creations Dorian Grey, Dracula, Sherlock Holmes and the Invisible Man.
The final friend, John Druitt, becomes Jack the Ripper.
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In 1976 Stephen Knight published Jack the Ripper the Final Solution
that provided a theory about who committed the murders, which had an
immense impact on films about Jack the Ripper. In the book Knight is told
by Joseph Sickert, who claimed to be the son of the artist Walter Sickert,
that his father had told him the truth about the murders. They were carried out by William Gull, the Queens surgeon, with the assistance of John
Netley, a coach driver, and the policeman Robert Anderson. The motive
was to protect the secret of a marriage between Prince Albert Victor and
Anne Crook, which has resulted in a daughter. The victims had to be
killed as they knew the secret and were a threat to national security.
Knight claims that his research showed that the third man in the cover
up was not Robert Anderson but Walter Sickert. Even though Joseph
Sickert admitted his story was a hoax in 1978 a Masonic/Royal conspiracy
remains the preferred solution for many film makers. Walter Sickert was
again linked to the case in 2006 by the crime novelist Patricia Cornwall. In
Portrait of a Killer Jack the Ripper Case Closed Cornwall claims that Sickert
acting alone was Jack the Ripper and the motives for the murders were
misogyny and the penile deformity that she claims Sickert suffered from.
This is not the place to argue for or against the guilt of Sickert, Gull
and Netley. What I do find interesting is that while Gull and Netley appear
as characters in films about Jack the Ripper Sickert never does. The artist
may be amoral but he does not represent, for the audience, the evil that
an aristocrat or a doctor can. In Chap. 4 I will examine the presentation
of Gull on screen as part of an examination of the transfer of Jack from
reality to art.
Jack the Ripper had an early transfer to the arts. In 1904 Jack the Ripper
had appeared on stage as a character in Frank Wedekind’s Die Büchse der
Pandora. The play depicted the murder of the amoral Lulu at the hands
of Jack the Ripper. In 1908 the artist Walter Richard Sickert painted ‘Jack
the Ripper’s Bedroom’, a work that depicts the supposed bedroom of the
killer. Without the title this painting could show any middle-class bedroom
in any middle-class home. The move of the Ripper into Sickert’s imaginary
home was confirmed by the 1916 play Who is He? The play was adapted
from the novella The Lodger by Marie Bello Lowndes, a melodrama that
explores the suspicions of a landlady about her lodger’s involvement in a
series of Ripperesque murders. The play transferred to New York in 1917
where it played on Broadway.
In 1924 Jack the Ripper was on screen in the film Waxworks (Germany
1924: Leni), only 36 years after the murders and possibly in the lifetime
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of the killer. Since then every decade of the twentieth and twenty-first
century has seen the release of at least one film depicting Jack the Ripper.
The earliest of the films about the Ripper are based upon the novella The
Lodger. This pattern held until the 1950s and 1960s when it was replaced
by films that sought to answer the question of whom Jack the Ripper
was and why he had not been brought to justice. This ‘detective’ model
allowed for the introduction of the fictional detective Sherlock Holmes.
The combining of the factual and the fictional continued on film with the
linking of Jekyll and Hyde to the Ripper film narrative. The ‘supernatural’
also became added to the film Ripper, not only in terms of possession and
occult objects but also via time travel and mental illness. In the 1980s the
Ripper copycat became a screen presence, the killer who seeks to recreate the killings of 1888 in a new age and in a new country—the United
States. Films that span the years 1960 to 2002 often base the narrative on
conspiracy theory, either monarchic or masonic, not only to protect the
killer but also to instigate the murders.
The films I have selected to look at are US and European productions.
In total there are 26 films that I consider primary source material; these are
films that have a narrative that links directly to the Whitechapel murders or
the personification of Jack the Ripper. The films span the gamut of highprofile, big-budget studio productions to films that never received a cinema release and have lower budget and production values. The directors
of the films are also as widely distributed, from studio contract directors to
art house auteurs. This selection of a divergent group of films allows me to
establish patterns and innovations in depictions.
While the number of books about the true identity of Jack the Ripper
reaches well into triple figures there has been much less written about Jack
the Ripper and the Whitechapel murders on film. In 1999 Jack the Ripper:
His Life and Crimes in Popular Entertainment was published. Written by
Gary Coville and Patrick Luciano the book can be described as a catalogue
raisonné of the Ripper’s appearances in film, television and radio. The
book locates the origins of the Ripper’s media character with two novellas;
Maria Belloc Lowndes’s The Lodger and Robert Bloch’s Yours Truly, Jack
the Ripper. Lowndes book is the basis for the Ripper as a Lodger subgenre
while Bloch’s work is the basis for the supernatural aspect of the Ripper.
Coville and Luciano are very interested in radio plays dealing with the
Ripper narrative that were popular during the 1950s and 1960s, including
several directed and narrated by Alfred Hitchcock. In fact they state that
the Ripper and the Radio is a perfect meeting of subject and medium, that
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radio allowed the audience to ‘colour details to personal taste’, which, in
turn, contributed to ‘transforming the original Ripper into an archetypal
figure’.3
I agree with Coville and Luciano that audience tastes created the frightening aspects of the Ripper. The radio allowed this without the risk of
showing an audience a Ripper that they were not afraid of and enabled
the maintenance of a sense of menace through mystery. As with the film
Jaws (US 1975: Spielberg) the shark and the Ripper are more frightening
when we don’t see them. The films that fail to maintain a sense of fear are
the films that allow the audience too much time with the killer or reveal
the killer’s identity too early. The most unsettling films show the consequences of the Ripper’s actions—the blood, the body but not the Ripper
in person.
However, I believe that the iconography of the Ripper that creates fear
is visual and therefore that the Ripper is more suited to film than radio.
Certain items when seen on screen can create a feeling of fear in an audience: the fear of fog that robs us of geographical certainty; the fear of a
doctor/surgeon that a medical bag elicits; the gothic trope of a cape that
makes us think of Dracula. None of these can be exploited on radio but
have become integral elements of the screen Ripper.
The authors discuss the iconography of the Ripper without seeking
to explain where or why the symbolism developed. They do not apply a
methodology or seek to consider the audience responses to the Ripper.
The current book is not as all-encompassing as Coville and Luciano’s as it
does not seek to list the Ripper’s appearances instead it seeks to explain the
narrative and the iconography connected to the Ripper.
In 2008 an exhibition at the Museum in Docklands, London explored
the relationship between Jack the Ripper and the East End. In its accompanying catalogue one of the essays—Clive Bloom’s Jack the Ripper—A
Legacy in Pictures considered how the Ripper, the police, the victims and
the location of the murders had been mythologised on screen. Bloom
notes how film can change the narrative of the murders and replaces
middle-aged prostitutes, who were the victims of the Ripper, with young
beautiful actresses. In his essay Bloom comments that the use of blood
spurting from the wounds of the beautiful young women, ‘a cum shot

3
Gary Coville and Patrick Lucanio, Jack the Ripper: His Life and Crimes in Popular Fiction
(North Carolina: McFarland & Company, 1999), 35.
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of death’4 makes the films ‘teeter on the brink of pornography without
becoming pornographic’.5 I agree—films about the Ripper at the very
least can be classified as torture porn.
Bloom’s work puts forward the argument that the East End is integral
to the Ripper, that without the East End as it is imagined in Ripper films
a Ripper film would become ‘just another slasher movie’.6 The role of the
East End in the films has, I think, been underrated and like Bloom I will
consider, using the theory of psychogeography, the depiction of the locale
in films.
The books by Coville and Luciano and Bloom engage with films
depicting Jack the Ripper without a sustained examination of iconography, narrative or audience alignment. Here I engage with these areas using
a sustained methodology. These texts will be used as an essential base from
which to develop ideas about the screen Ripper.
My reason for opening this introduction by listing the atrocious injuries
that the women murdered in 1888 suffered is not to be gratuitous or to
indulge in gorenography but to present the reality of the murders. This
is not an easy subject to engage with but my interest lies with how film
engages with a difficult subject. Why are people interested films about the
Ripper? How do film makers respond to this fascination?
I am interested in how Jack the Ripper, a killer never identified, has
such a strong screen iconography. By examining this iconography it will
be possible to explain its origin and the message it conveys to an audience. The Ripper is a figure who has transmogrified from fact to fiction
and I will trace and explore this metamorphosis. In an age of slasher films
and torture porn I still find the depiction of a figure in a top hat walking
through fog frightening and I want to understand why this image can
carry this impact.
Fin-de-siècle literature produced the male characters that still dominate our cultural imagination. Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, Dracula, Sherlock
Holmes and Dorian Grey all emerged at the end of the nineteenth century along with Jack the Ripper. I am interested in the connections
between the depictions of these characters, how they influence each other
and how they have become so entwined in the image an audience has of
4
Clive Bloom, ‘Jack the Ripper: His Life in Pictures’, in Jack the Ripper and the East End,
edited by Alex Werner (London: Chatto Windus, 2008), 252.
5
Bloom, 252.
6
Bloom, 248.
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nineteenth-century London. The Ripper was never caught so nothing is
known of his/her biography but we do have information about the biographies of the victims and the policemen who investigated the crimes. By
comparing films I will establish how their lives and deaths are presented.
Does film alter these biographies and if so why?
An important area for this study is audience alignment with the characters depicted in these films. I will look at who is the dominant figure on
screen: the Ripper dominating provides a different audience experience to
the experience where detective hunting the Ripper dominates. Developing
this theme of audience alignment I will consider the presentation of the
character and narrative in relation to the gender of the audience member.
If the gender of the viewer impacts the way that the films can be read
this means that there will be a difference between the genders in terms of
which character dominates the screen.
It may be assumed, after reading the horrific injuries of the victims at the start of this introduction, that films telling the story of the
Whitechapel murders will be part of the horror genre. I suspect that
this is too simplistic a categorisation; the films potentially could share
aspects of melodrama, thriller, detective story, science fiction or even
romance. After establishing the meaning of the presentation the next
step is to consider how the presentation has evolved over the nearly 100
years that the Ripper has appeared on screen. Is the presentation a stable
construct? If not, has the development been influenced by cultural or
criminal history?
In terms of gender the victims of Jack the Ripper were women, the
Ripper is presumed to be male and the detective who investigated the
murders was male. I will consider the presentations of each of these roles
in terms of gender and consider the implications should the gender of any
of these characters be altered. What does a female Ripper convey to an
audience that a male Ripper does not? It is often presupposed that the victims of serial killers are women; certainly this is a demographic suggested
by a brief consideration of the most infamous British and US serial killers—Ted Bundy, Fred West, the Yorkshire Ripper, the Boston Strangler.
Does this mean for the audience victimhood is gendered female? If so is
this too simplistic a reading? I anticipate that in terms of victims of the
Ripper on screen victimhood is less about being a woman and more about
being a ‘fallen’ woman.
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The newspaper coverage of the murders in 1888 emphasised the class
of the victims and the class of the area of London in which the murders occurred. I will consider if this idea of class has been transferred
onto the screen with the additional elements of the class of the Ripper
and the detective being depicted. Conspiracy theories surrounding the
Whitechapel murders present Jack the Ripper as an upper-class killer. By
considering the presentation of the class of the Ripper on screen his class
can be assessed, along with the narrative implications of this class, in regard
to the victims and detective.
Class will be considered in terms of the occupation of the main characters, are they viewed as aristocracy, middle or working class? Class is a comparative structure, by considering the class of characters in parallel it will be
possible to identify if the presentation of the class of one character can be
used to construct the class of another. In regard to Whitechapel I will consider how the locale is perceived in terms of class and how this perception
affects the Ripper, the detective and the victims when they are on screen.
In theory the Whitechapel murders should be a closed narrative.
Although the Ripper was never caught the murders did end and after 127
years the danger, from the Ripper, has passed. However, the audience’s
frame of reference for prostitutes, detectives and serial killers has changed
since 1888. One of the themes I will consider is how an understanding of
factual events can affect the fictional depiction of the Whitechapel murders
on screen.
This book will be structured around four ‘characters’ that I have identified as being present on screen in films concerned with the Whitechapel
murders. These four ‘characters’ are Jack the Ripper, the victims, the detectives who investigate the crimes and Whitechapel as the scene of the murders. These four ‘characters’ will be treated with a broad hand; for example,
the killer in The Lodger: A Story of the London Fog (UK 1928: Hitchcock) is
known as ‘The Avenger’ but can still be considered to be the Ripper.
The same questions and methodology will be considered for each ‘character’ to provide a consistent research structure. The themes of class, gender, the relationship between fact and fiction and its appearance on screen
will be considered. In addition I will examine the narrative structure and
genre of the screen presentations of each ‘character’.
Jack the Ripper dressed in top hat and cape, Gladstone bag in hand as
he walks along foggy streets is a potent and familiar screen image yet is has
never been deconstructed. In this book I will not solve the mystery of Jack
the Ripper’s true identity but I will show who he has become on screen.

CHAPTER 2

Historical and Cultural Context

In September 1888 the residents of 29 Hanbury Street were charging an
admission fee to view the yard where Annie Chapman’s body had been
found. The crowds of people who flocked to the area could buy refreshments from the costermongers who had set up stalls in the area to cater for
the influx of people. After viewing Hanbury Street the crowd could move
onto Whitechapel Road where a waxworks had opened, using wax mannequins daubed with red paint to depict the victims of ‘’orrible murder’,
which could be enjoyed for a penny.1 The relationship between Jack the
Ripper and popular entertainment had begun.
In nineteenth-century Britain murder, and murderers, became stock
figures in newspapers, novels and plays. The difference between Jack the
Ripper and other nineteenth century murderers is that Jack remains a
part of popular entertainment culture. Since 1888 Jack has been depicted
in films, television programmes, computer games, literature and graphic
novels. In fiction he has done battle with Sherlock Holmes, Bram Stoker
and Batman. In 2015 it was announced that a computer game ‘Assassins
Creed’ would be set in London and feature Jack the Ripper. Not only
does Jack appear as a character but he has become a stock reference in
television programmes as diverse as House (US, 2005), The Simpsons
(US, 2009) and MASH (US, 1973). The public fascination with Jack the
Ripper has not abated, in September 2015 a Jack the Ripper museum
opened in Cable Street, London.
1

Peter Ackroyd, London: The Biography (London: Vintage, 2001), 273.
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Before proceeding to consider the screen Ripper, I consider how the
public initially became acquainted with Jack as I believe the mythologizing
of the Ripper began immediately. This information I refer to as the primary
sources for film makers. There are two primary sources for information
about the murders, the official police documents and the press coverage
of the time. The official police documents about the case would not have
been available to the press at the time. Even now when the documents
are available they come with a warning for anyone using them as a factual
source. The police and coroner reports are in some instances missing, for
example, the official coroner’s reports on Nichols, Chapman and Stride.
In 1987 the autopsy report for Mary Kelly was returned anonymously to
Scotland Yard. Missing files and anonymous deliveries to Scotland Yard
may explain why so many conspiracy theories have developed around the
case. The fact that the killer was never caught means that it is impossible
to separate fact from conjecture in these documents.
I am hesitant to label the press reports of the time as factual and this
lack of fact I contend added to the fictionalisation of the Ripper. The press
at the time was hampered in their efforts to report the facts of the case
as the police did not give press conferences or issue official statements.
This meant that any information in print came from either witness statements or notes taken by the reporters at the public inquests. The problem
with the latter was that it depended on the accuracy of the notes taken by
the reporter—often during long and, in the case of the medical testimony,
complicated testimony. Mistakes were overlooked and made their way into
print.
The problem with witness statements is that the press do not always
corroborate the statements. These were high-profile murders and people may have sought notoriety by approaching the press with a story.
The most notorious instance of this was the press report that a stalk of
grapes was found by the body of Elizabeth Stride. On 4 October 1888
The Evening News published a witness account from Mathew Packer, a
greengrocer who ran a business from his house in Berner Street. After
being approached by two private detectives Packer told the story of selling a bunch of grapes to a couple at about 11.45 p.m. on 29 September.
Packer was taken to the morgue by the detectives and identified the body
of Elizabeth Stride as the women he had seen. The paper also claimed two
other witnesses, Mrs Rosenfield and Miss Hastien of 14 Berner Street,
had found a grape stalk covered in blood in the passage where Elizabeth’s
body was found.
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Packer claimed that the police had not interviewed him but this was
contradicted by a report written by Sergeant White on 4 October who
stated he had interviewed Packer on the 30 October. In this interview
Packer denied seeing anyone on the night of the murder. It may be that at
first Packer did not associate the couple with the victim and the murderer
but the presence of the couple in the area would surely have been of interest to the police. During the inquest into Stride’s death the doctor who
had performed the autopsy stated that Stride had not eaten grapes before
her death.
The story of the grapes has been utilised in screen versions of the
Whitechapel murders and is given particular importance in the film From
Hell (US, 2001: Hughes). In the film the grapes are used as both a clue
to the murderer and a device of character development for Inspector
Abberline, one of the policemen who investigated the murders. Whether
or not a grape stalk was found near the body may appear to be a minor
point at first, however, it serves to indicate how easily unreliable fact can
become part of accepted truth on screen.
The screen depictions of the Whitechapel murders are in my opinion
connected to the nineteenth-century fascination with murder and its presentation in a variety of genres including sensation and Newgate novels.
Sensation novels presented stories of surprising events and the eventual
revelation of a secret while Newgate novels told the criminal histories
on the inmates of Newgate Prison. However, Jack the Ripper and the
Whitechapel murders do not sit easily within these genres because without
the capture of the murderer there was no resolution to the murders. To
fully move into existing genres that dealt with murderers there had to be
three aspects to the narrative—the murder, the apprehension of the killer
and the conviction of the killer.
An example of the narrative structure of murder for the Victorian
public was the case of the Mannings. In 1849 Frederick Manning and
his wife Maria were executed after being convicted of murdering Patrick
O’Connor, Maria’s lover. The public had avidly followed the press coverage of the crime from the discovery of the body, through the apprehension of the Mannings and the trial to the execution, which was attended
by ‘a vast and unruly mob’.2 In the same year the Staffordshire Pottery
Company were selling ceramic figures of the Mannings alongside those of
Queen Victoria, Shakespeare and the Duke of Wellington. If the purchase
2
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of these figures appears ghoulish to a twenty-first century mind it should
be remembered that there are, currently, nightly tours of the Ripper murder sites.
Staffordshire figures did not make a figurine of Jack the Ripper; the
vogue for the criminal figurines had passed by 1888 and of course they
didn’t have an actual person to depict. For the same reason there is not a
figure of Jack the Ripper in Madame Tussaud’s while Maria Manning did
make it into the chamber of horrors.
Jack the Ripper has been called the world’s first serial killer yet William
Burke and William Hare killed a greater number of people in Edinburgh
60 years earlier. In 1828 Burke and Hare were arrested for killing 16
people in order to sell the bodies to Dr Knox for dissection. Hare turned
Kings Evidence and therefore escaped the noose while Burke was executed in 1829. In an apt punishment his body was then publicly dissected.
However, Jack the Ripper is the first serial killer in the sense that we understand the term today, in that his crimes were apparently motiveless. Burke
and Hare killed for profit, not a pleasant motive but a recognisable one.
In this case I believe that not only did the Victorian era produce the
serial killer but also the term. In his memoirs Whoever Fights Monsters
Robert K. Ressler, an FBI Agent who worked in the Behavioural Science
Unit, describes how he coined the term ‘serial killer’. Previously murders
without apparent motive had been called stranger killings but Ressler was
unhappy with this term as he believed that in some cases the killer would
have been known to the victim. Working with British police Ressler had
heard them discuss crimes that had occurred in a series such as burglaries,
and started to use the term serial when teaching agents.
In the book Ressler provides an explanation of the term as well as an
explanation of the origins of the word serial that links entertainment and
the psychology of the killer. Ressler compares the serial adventures that he
used to watch every Saturday at the movies and how you would be lured
back every week because the episode always ended on a cliff-hanger. It is
not a satisfactory experience as the tension does not lessen with each episode. This can be compared to the tension that killing engenders in a serial
killer, the act is not as good as the fantasy so the act of killing is unsatisfactory and must therefore be repeated.3 This can also explain why audiences
are drawn to the Ripper narrative. The tension cannot be lessened because
3
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the answer is not known. I contend that this also links the appeal of the
Ripper to the popularity of serial fiction during the nineteenth century.
During the nineteenth century new fiction was increasingly presented
not in book form but as part of newspapers and weekly magazines. The
novels of Charles Dickens and the sensation novels of Wilkie Collins and
Mary Elizabeth Braddon initially appeared as serials. It can be argued
that the prolonged coverage of the Whitechapel murders throughout
September, October and November of 1888, when the hunt for the killer
was at its peak, was seen by the reading pubic as part of the serial instalments that they were used to seeing in the press. On 8 September 1888
The Pall Mall Gazette’s front page carried the headline ‘Another Fiendish
Crime Today. A Woman Murdered and Mutilated’. Above the headline was an advert: ‘A new illustrated tale by Arthur Conan Doyle “The
Mystery of Cloomber” will start in The Pall Mall Gazette on 1 September.’
The fictional serial and the serial killer were becoming linked in the public
consciousness. The public probably looked forward to reading the concluding instalment of the Whitechapel murders where the killer would be
revealed and they could get back to the Conan Doyle serial.
The link between the serial murders of Jack the Ripper and serial fiction was continued in From Hell, a graphic novel by Alan Moore and
Eddy Campbell. It was published in ten volumes between 1991 and 1996
before being released in a single edition, much like novels, such as, The
Moonstone would have been. The black and white drawings and chapter titles that read as headlines can be seen as referring to the newspaper
serialisations of the nineteenth century. From Hell then comes full circle
returning to popular entertainment with a film version in 2001.
The link between serial killer and serial fiction, in the case of the
Whitechapel murders, was part of the fictionalisation of Jack the Ripper.
I believe that the Ripper has become fictionalised and this then extends the
boundaries of depiction. In addition to the link between serial killer/serial
fiction Jack becomes linked to fictional characters. The initial appearances
of Dr Jekyll, Mr Hyde and Sherlock Holmes all predate the Whitechapel
murders while Dracula and Dorian Grey appear after the murders. In
terms of the screen presentation of Jack the Ripper the fictional characters
mentioned coalesce into the actual killer. This is a reciprocal arrangement
as portrayal of these fictional characters on film owes a debt to the Ripper
persona. This combination of fact and fiction had created a Ripper who
hovers between myth and reality, often encompassing the best of both
worlds for film makers. When I examine plot, iconography and character
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development of the four ‘characters’ on screen I consider the symbiotic
relationship between the real and imagined.
The presentation of the real alongside the fictional is one of the areas
that I find most fascinating but most troubling. It can be fascinating in
that it allows Jack the Ripper, the most famous murderer in history, to
be hunted by Sherlock Holmes who is arguably the most famous fictional
detective. It is troubling because of the ethical implications of putting real
people, particularly murder victims, alongside fictional characters. It may
be argued that there is no harm in this combination, for example, every
biopic of a famous person will have a degree of fiction.
However, in the case of the fictionalisation of Jack the Ripper harm
was done. Between 1975 and 1980 police in Yorkshire were hunting a
killer, dubbed The Yorkshire Ripper, who attacked and killed women
using a claw hammer and a screwdriver. As a result of the stab wounds to
the women’s abdomens, the fact that some of the victims had worked as
prostitutes and the existence of letters sent to the police signed ‘Jack the
Ripper’ links were established in the minds of the police, press and public
between Jack the Ripper and The Yorkshire Ripper.
In the essay ‘There’s only one Yorkshire Ripper’ Joan Smith argues
that the police were so busy looking for the reincarnation of Jack the
Ripper that they failed to notice the actual culprit Peter Sutcliffe. The
police had interviewed Sutcliffe nine times and his name had been given
to the police as a possible suspect by one of his friends. One of the main
problems of the investigation was that the police were not looking for the
historic Whitechapel killer but the fictionalised screen Ripper. Smith writes
with appropriate derision ‘what did they [the police] expect? Someone
slavering at the mouth who would throw back his cloak and flourish a
blood stained knife?’4 Even when provided with a profile of the killer by
FBI Agent John Douglas in which he suggested the killer was possibly a
truck driver5 the police could not see beyond the Ripper screen persona.
The screen depictions of Jack the Ripper contributed to the creation of a
hybrid of a real and fictional murderer that the police thought was a valid
model to use when searching for a man killing women a century later.
While the merging of fact and fiction can cause concern there is a precedent in Victorian fiction for using crime facts. In Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s
4
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Lady Audley’s Secret (1862) the hero of the story Robert Audley suspects
his aunt by marriage, the titular Lady Audley, of murdering her first husband to maintain her bigamous second marriage. Although without any
evidence of a crime Robert tells Lady Audley that one can never be sure
of the events that have occurred in a place, using the example of the murderous couple the Mannings, stating that if he visited the house where
the Mannings murdered O’Connor ‘I would have no awful prescience of
that bygone horror.’6 By referencing the case and naming Maria Manning,
Braddon can direct the reader towards the type of woman Robert believes
his aunt to be. The Manning case was so well known that Braddon could
be confident that her readers would understand the allusion.
In The Moonstone (1968) Wilkie Collins borrows details from the investigation into the Road Hill House Murder of 1860. The case concerned
the murder of 4-year-old Savile Kent who was found in the servants’ privy
at his home with his throat cut. The case had all the elements of a sensation novel—respectable middle-class family with children from a current and previous marriage, a famous Scotland Yard detective, a horrible
murder and a suspicion of a surprising suspect in the form of 16-year-old
Constance Kent, the victim’s half-sister.
Inspector Whicher of Scotland Yard suspected Constance partly because
of a missing nightdress; in The Moonstone incriminating evidence centres
around a missing nightdress. The treatment by Braddon and Collins of
the Mannings and Constance Kent respectively differs from the fictionalisation of the Ripper in that by the time of writing the killers had been
identified, tried and punished. The truth of both cases was known to the
public allowing Braddon to use the Mannings as a cultural reference and
Collins to adapt confirmed details of the crime and investigation.
By the 1880s the vogue for sensational literature had passed but even
if it had not the Whitechapel murders would not have sat well within
the genre. Not because the novels did not deal with murder but because
one of the main characteristics of the sensation novel genre was the idea
of the domestic setting. The events of these novels take place within the
home among a family and the resolution of the plot is dealt with in this
group. In both The Moonstone and Lady Audley’s Secret the theft and the
attempted murder respectively are committed by relatives either by blood
or by marriage and the punishment of the culprit is kept within the family.

6
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The police are not involved or are dismissed without solving the case, the
power to control the investigation is held by the family not the authorities.
The Whitechapel murders were public crimes not domestic, they did
not occur within a middle- or upper-class domestic home but on the street
or in one-room lodgings. Neither do the victims have a stable domestic
life that can be exploited as a narrative trope. Although four of the victims
were married and mothers, none of them were living with their husbands
or caring for their children. This lack of domestic and familial environment removed the usual sensation novel motives of bigamy or assumed
identity. Therefore, the fictionalisation of the Ripper on film does not
continue from the way in which other crimes of the nineteenth century
were fictionalised.
There is however one element of The Moonstone that can be noted in
regard to the screen treatment of Jack the Ripper and that is the character
of Godfrey Ablewhite, a favoured suitor of the heroine Rachel Verinder.
Ablewhite is seen as a more suitable suitor for Rachel over his rival Franklin
Blake as he is more physically attractive and has good and charitable character. As the story unfolds Ablewhite is revealed to be a thief whose pursuit of his cousin is due to the need for her inheritance to cover funds he
has embezzled and used to keep his mistress in comfort. He meets an
untimely end in room above a pub while disguised as a sailor. A respectable gentleman leading a double life of crime and disguise fits perfectly
with the Ripper suspects on screen. Ablewhite can be viewed as a prototype Henry Jekyll, a character that would come to be linked on screen
with the Ripper.
The other genre that presented crime as narrative in the nineteenth century was the Newgate novel. These stories were based upon the crimes and
punishments of prisoners of Newgate Prison. One of the most infamous
was Jack Shepherd, a thief who escaped from custody six times before he
was hanged. His daring escapes and behaviour while free, he robbed a
pawn broker, bought fashionable clothes and spent the rest of the money
on alcohol and women,7 made him something of a folk hero. This genre of
rogue novels could never have included Jack the Ripper because his crimes
could not have inspired hero worship. The working class and the poor may
have sympathised with Shepherd robbing a pawn broker but the murder
and mutilation of women who lived among them could not be condoned.
Shepherd, avoiding capture by the police, could cause wry admiration;
Jack the Ripper eluding the police caused panic and fear.
7
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The origins of the screen Ripper cannot be found in the sensation or
Newgate novels of the nineteenth century however, I believe there were
three events that occurred in Britain in the nineteenth century that influenced the initial reaction to the Whitechapel murders and the later screen
depictions. These events are: the campaign to repeal the Contagious
Diseases Acts between 1883 and 1886; the publication of The Maiden
Tribute of Modern Babylon by W. T. Stead in the Pall Mall Gazette in 1885;
and the protests on Sunday 13 November 1887 that became known as
‘Bloody Sunday’. These events set in the public consciousness a view of
prostitutes, the medical profession, the aristocracy and the police that I
believe informed responses to the Whitechapel murders. The nineteenthcentury responses migrated to twentieth and twenty-first century depictions on screen.
The Contagious Diseases Acts were a series of Government Acts that
aimed to control the spread of venereal disease among the armed forces.
The Admiralty and The War Office were concerned with the number of
soldiers and sailors unable to perform their duties because they were suffering from venereal disease. As the Contagious Diseases Acts were concerned with military personnel they were originally applied only to named
ports and garrison towns, the first act was in 1864 and the second in 1866.
Unlike the French police who had been registering prostitutes since
1810, the British Acts did not require a woman to register as a prostitute
but to submit to voluntary examinations on a regular basis. If the woman
was found to be suffering from either syphilis or gonorrhoea the woman
would be detained in hospital for a set amount of time. Without the registration requirement the legislation depended on women being identified
as a ‘common prostitute’ by undercover police, usually brought into the
area from London.
Once so identified it was up to the woman to prove that she was not
a prostitute. If a woman refused to be examined she would be brought
before a magistrate to either ‘prove’ her virtue or be forcibly examined.
The use of the speculum during the examination led Josephine Butler,
one of the founders of the campaign to repeal the Acts, to declare the
examination as an instrumental rape. Mary Spongberg writes that ‘the
use of the speculum was generally considered to be morally dubious in
Great Britain’8: the speculum, as an instrument connected with examinations of women for venereal disease, had been pioneered in France.
8
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The feeling that certain activities in regard to the female body were not
‘English’ would be a feature of the public response to the Whitechapel
murders when it was thought no Englishman could commit such a crime.
The campaign to repeal the Acts was based on two issues, first, the compulsory examination and detention of women that deprived them of their
civil rights and second, that the Acts essentially legitimised men’s use of
prostitutes as necessary for their wellbeing while punishing the women
who worked as prostitutes.
In regard to the compulsory examinations, the majority of the women
both working as prostitutes and likely to be accused as such by the police
were working class. The politicians, military officers and doctors who were
producing and enacting the legislation were upper class. The class difference between those suffering under the Acts and those instigating the Acts
was emphasised by the campaign to repeal the Acts. Following the formation of the Ladies National Association for the Repeal of the Contagious
Diseases Acts in 1869 Josephine Butler spoke to working men around the
country. Butler emphasised that it was the wives, daughters and sisters of
these working-class men who risked detention under the Acts.
This emphasis on class, which set up the upper-class gentleman preying
on the working-class women, that formed part of the Ripper mythology
was in circulation decades before the murders. The other stock villain of
the Ripper films is the mad doctor. The fictional antecedents of this doctor
may have been Dr Jekyll. However, for some of the Victorian public the
doctor performing cruel ‘operations’ on prostitutes was a reality up until
1883 when the compulsory examination section of the Acts was repealed.
The treatment of the bodies of ‘working’ women, as a public health
concern that needed managing, is part of the idea of a prostitute as being
contaminated and therefore a threat to the health of society. This idea of
the body of the prostitute being under the scrutiny of the medical gaze
can be found in the post-mortem reports on the victims of Jack the Ripper.
These reports were published in newspapers and not only were the injuries
of the women reported but their general health and physical condition was
commented upon by the doctor.
In the inquest report on Elizabeth Stride, published in The Times on
4 October 1888, Dr George Baxter Phillips described not only the cause
of death but also that ‘there was a deformity in the bones of the right leg,
which was not straight but bowed forwards’. This information did not
serve to identify the killer and was not pertinent to the case but the body
of the prostitute had become the property of the medical profession.
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The need to manage prostitution, as opposed to trying to abolish it,
was due to a belief that men needed sex as part of a biological imperative
and prostitution was a commercial response to this need. Lynda Nead
has written that the sexual desire of men was seen as natural while the
female prostitute was seen as unnatural.9 This double standard placed the
prostitute outside the boundaries of normal society and male–female relationships. A woman who engaged in prostitution had transgressed and
no longer deserved the protection society offered to other women. The
prostitute’s body was legislated by the state that had, as Judith Walkowitz
identified, turned them into ‘public women’.10 For the victims of Jack the
Ripper they were subjected to public scrutiny in death and continue to be
public women on screen.
On 4 July 1885 The Pall Mall Gazette issued, in film terminology,
what would be described as a blockbuster trailer. It warned anyone who
was squeamish or prudish not to read the paper over the coming few
weeks. This of course guaranteed huge public interest in the article
‘The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon’. This was the title given to the
article that W. T. Stead, the editor of The Pall Mall Gazette, described his
crusade to make the Government pass the Criminal Law Amendment Act,
which would raise the age of consent from 13 to 16.
To prove that child prostitution occurred in London, Stead, disguising himself as a prospective client, purchased a girl of 13 called Eliza
Armstrong from her mother. Stead paid Eliza’s mother £5, £3 down
and the remaining £2 when virginity had been confirmed. In the article
Stead changed Eliza’s name to Lilly but her identity was established and as
Eliza’s father had not given his permission for the girl to be removed from
home Stead was charged with abduction and indecent assault as Eliza had
been examined. Stead was found guilty and served 3 months in prison.
The Criminal Law Amendment of 1885 was passed however and the age
of consent was raised to 16.
The language and layout Stead used in the article was repeated in the
1888 press coverage of the Whitechapel murders. Stead made dramatic
use of section headlines in the Maiden Tribute with text such as ‘HOW
MARGUERITE WAS RUINED’ and ‘I ORDER FIVE VIRGINS’.
9
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This use can be found in the press during the murders—after the double
murder on 30 September The Star used section headlines ‘A BLOODY
APRON FOUND’ and ‘A RED HANDED MANIAC’. These similarities
would link the two subjects in the minds of the Victorian public.
In the article there are three groups of men that are linked to child
prostitution: the aristocrat as consumer; and the doctor and the policeman
as complicit accomplices. According to Stead the trapping and beguiling
of young girls was being carried out for a specific clientele—the aristocracy. For Stead child prostitution was a class issue: ‘the daughters of the
people as a sacrifice to the vices of the rich’. Without naming names Stead
teased his readers with tales of upper-class gentleman who were renowned
in certain circles for their appetite for young virgins. Certainly the price
Stead paid for Eliza, £5, would indicate that child prostitution was a vice
in which only the rich could afford to indulge.
Stead quoted an unnamed MP who seems to encapsulate the upperclass view of the working-class child prostitute. The MP laughed at Stead’s
campaign, saying ‘I doubt the unwillingness of the virgins’. The rulingclass gent who cannot see beyond his own pleasures in regard to prostitutes would become one of the recurring screen suspects for Jack the
Ripper. In the article Stead also touched on two other groups who would
develop significance in the screen presentation of the Ripper—doctors and
the police.
In the article Stead emphasised the role of the medical profession in certifying the virginity of the girls. Stead employed a doctor to examine Eliza
and issue a ‘virginity certificate’. The doctor was in on the scheme and
Stead claimed he had agreed to help in order to make up for the actions
of his less ethical colleagues. In the article Stead not only indicts the medical profession for colluding in the procurement of child prostitutes but
he also identifies them as customers. The example of an unnamed retired
doctor who orders three virgins a fortnight is given.
In the final part of the article Stead states that he is not asking for more
police control over women who work as prostitutes, his concern is with
child prostitution, rather than enforcing more regulation of those over
the age of sixteen who work as prostitutes. The reason Stead gives for
not calling for more police regulation is that the police ‘are no more to
be trusted with arbitrary power than any other human beings, especially
over the other sex’. The idea that the police were corrupt and could not
be trusted, especially in regard to prostitutes would become part of the
screen presentation of the Whitechapel murders.
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In his essay ‘The House that Jack Built’ Christopher Frayling identifies
three groups as potential Ripper suspects, the decadent English milord,
the mad doctor and the anarchist/socialist.11 The first two of these groups
appear in Stead’s article as villains of the piece. The article presents to the
public, again, the idea of doctors and the upper-class men in a negative
light in regard to prostitution that the campaign for the repeal of the
Contagious Diseases Acts started. I believe this is the base upon which the
screen Ripper is built.
Frayling’s third suspect group is not present in the campaign rhetoric
or Stead’s article, instead the anarchist/socialist coalesces into public consciousness on Sunday 13 November 1887—‘Bloody Sunday’. This event
not only formed the view of the dangerous socialist but for the working
class population caused more anti-police feeling. During the winter of
1887 crowds had gathered in Trafalgar Square and some of the unemployed had set up camps in the Square. On 13 November a loose association of groups—radicals, liberals, socialists—met to march to the Square
to protest a variety of issues.
The police commissioner Sir Charles Warren banned any gathering in
the Square. He stationed 2000 policemen in the Square and during the
afternoon of the march called in the army to control the unarmed crowd.
Before the march Annie Besant and William Morris addressed the crowd
of about 5000 and told them to press forward in an orderly manner like
good citizens, the march was to be peaceful and non-confrontational.12
However, the outcome of the march was not peaceful and resulted in
bloody confrontation.
Soldiers armed with bayonets along with cavalry officers on horseback
intercepted the protesters in St Martins’ Lane and at Westminster in front
of Big Ben in an attempt to prevent them reaching Trafalgar Square. Annie
Besant describes what happened when the protestors and the soldiers met
‘there was a sudden charge, and without a word the police were upon us
with uplifted truncheons.’13 Some protesters did make it to the square to
be met by the army, which resulted in 200 injuries and three deaths.
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The police in the form of Commissioner Warren were seen, by those
involved in the protests and the radical press, to have mishandled relations
with the working class and political groups. However, George Fleming,
when considering Warrens’ posthumous reputation, highlights that this
was not the universal view in 1887 of the actions taken by Warren ‘the
government, most of the press and probably most of the British public
actually approved’.14 The public wanted to be protected from the dangers
of socialism and radicalism and the police were the people they turned to
for this protection.
This idea of the police being there to protect ‘good citizens’ from the
general horrors of the lower classes can be found in the public reaction
to the Whitechapel murders. The letters page of The Daily Telegraph on
16 November 1888 contained a letter complaining that the police were
doing nothing to protect the suburban squares and streets from the
incursion of ‘hoarse ruffians … yelling at the tops of their voices “Special
Edition” “Whitechapel Murder”’.15 The letter is signed Pembroke Square,
Kensington thus placing the writer as upper-middle class. This reaction
to the murders is one of outrage for the victims but the horror that the
danger was creeping out of the East End and into polite society. This fear
of the working class is linked to the repression of Bloody Sunday and the
fear of anarchists.
In this chapter I have sought to connect Jack the Ripper to his social
and cultural origins. By the time of the murders, events, such as, the campaigns against the Contagious Diseases Acts and child prostitution and the
events of Bloody Sunday, had created a public perception of the characters
connected to the Whitechapel murders. The literary genres that specialised in tales of murder were not designed to deal with an unknown serial
killer. Therefore, when the screen depictions of Jack the Ripper appeared
they had both an inheritance and a need to develop a new way of depicting murderers.
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CHAPTER 3

Psychoanalysis and the Whitechapel
Murders on Film

The theories of Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung can provide an insight into
the reasons why film and television continue to use Jack the Ripper as a
subject and why audiences continue to watch them. The reasons for the
appeal to audiences lie not only in the content of the story but also the
psychological aspect of the audience. At a superficial level it would appear
that a film dealing with the Whitechapel murders, which depicts the brutal
murder and mutilation of five women who worked in the sex industry,
does not have an obvious appeal to viewers. I contend that the appeal can
be found in the collective experience of the viewers and their personal relation to the characters.
The theories of Sigmund Freud appear to be perfectly suited to the
analysis of the Ripper—a man who stalks the streets killing women by
penetrating them with a large knife. Indeed one of the sources for a film
about the Ripper plays with Freud’s oedipal theory. In the graphic novel
From Hell the character Albert Duke of Clarence, whose marriage sets in
motion the murders, is attracted to Annie Cook as a result of her resemblance to his mother. Sigmund Freud also makes a cameo appearance in
another Graphic Novel concerning the Whitechapel murders—Gotham by
Gaslight.1 This is part of the ‘Elseworlds’ genre that takes characters from
their usual time and place and relocates them in history. The novel is set in
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1889 and has Batman pursuing Jack the Ripper following a brief sojourn
in Vienna consulting Freud about his bat-filled dreams.
The retelling of the narrative of the Whitechapel murders on film is
essentially the same story being repeated. Freud wrote that while children delight in stories and games being repeated for adults this loses its
appeal, stating that for adults ‘Novelty will always be the precondition
of enjoyment’.2 Screen versions of the Whitechapel murders are different
enough to avoid the staleness of repetition for the audience. A different
character can be identified as the killer, or in films that use the trope of a
copycat Ripper then a different time or location can be used.
Freud accepted that repetition had an effect on the psyche. This is
applicable to an audience that projects their concerns about death onto
the victims of the Ripper. In 1888, and sadly still in 2015, some people
still blame the victims for putting themselves in harm’s way, in the case of
the Ripper’s victims drink and ‘loose’ morals were the cause of the women’s fate. Freud identified that we are affected by the fate of people who
are the victims of ‘something they are powerless to influence, and yet they
suffer again and again in an endless repetition of the same fate’.3 This is
the perfect summation of what happened to Mary Anne, Annie, Elizabeth,
Cathy and Mary Jane in 1888 and continues to happen to them on screen.
In ‘Mass Psychology and Analysis of the I’ Freud examined the psychology of the crowd. I believe that the analogies used by Freud, with regard
to crowds, can be applied to cinema audiences. Freud stated that a crowd
of people does not ‘constitute a mass until such ties have been established
within it’.4 For a cinema audience the choice of attending a film establishes
the ties that allow the application of Freud’s theories on mass psychology.
Films about the Whitechapel murders are particularly suited to analysis in
regard to the mass as these crimes were initially presented to mass audiences via newspapers and in the crowds that gathered at the murder sites.
The crowd, or mass, allows the viewer a safe position from which to
view a film, or murder site, which might otherwise be considered offensive.
The victims of the Ripper are displayed on screen disembowelled with slit
throats and mutilated faces—even within the horror genre this is disturbing imagery. The fact that these injuries are inflicted on characters based
on actual women adds to the discomfort of the viewer. However, within
2
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the mass, or audience, there is the lessening of discomfort, for the discomfort is shared. If everyone else is watching then it must be permissible.
In this respect the shared experience is the opposite of the ‘guilty pleasure’; the concept that something that is enjoyed is shameful, usually
because it is low brow or in poor taste. While a guilty pleasure is something to be indulged in alone and therefore without judgement the ‘pleasure’ derived from watching a film about the brutal mutilation of women
has to be shared to be permissible.
Once the individual is part of the mass Freud argues that the individual
identity is lost in the crowd and their morality is reduced. The individual
loses inhibitions and reverts to the primitive drives of cruelty, brutality and
destruction.5 If the mass experiences its cruellest, most brutal drives then
a film depicting cruel brutal murders meets the audience requirements.
Films dealing with the Whitechapel murders often have convoluted
and improbable plots involving both fictional characters such as Sherlock
Holmes and Dr Jekyll and contemporary figures such as Queen Victoria.
These plots should challenge the audience’s credulity but if one considerers Freud’s theory that the mass is suggestible, credulous and believes
that nothing is improbable6 then the acceptance of seemingly fantastical
solutions makes sense. The construction of the psychology of the mass
explains this aspect of the narrative.
The fantastical elements associated with films about the Whitechapel
murders were spoofed in the satirical comedy sketch film Amazon Women
on the Moon (US, 1987: Dante and Landis). In one of the sketches ‘Bullshit
or Not’ a spoof of mystery solving documentaries, the identity of Jack the
Ripper is revealed as … the Loch Ness Monster! The film shows a reconstruction of the crimes with Nessie dressed in an opera cape picking up a
prostitute before killing her. It is of course inappropriate to joke about the
unsolved murders of five women but the comedy is directed at conspiracy
fans and film audiences that accept the increasingly bizarre solutions to the
murders. The reductio ad absurdum solution of the Loch Ness monster as
the Ripper encapsulates Freud’s theories of the credulity of the mass.
Freud’s theory of mass psychology can be used to establish the
Weltenshauung of the audience and his theories on death, murder wish,
taboo and repression can be used to explore how the individuals within
the mass relate to the four main characters in the films. Of the four
5
6
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‘characters’—the Ripper, the victims, the detective and Whitechapel—
only two, the Ripper and the victim, are appropriate for the audience to
relate to.
The audience would not relate to the police as they fail to prevent five
brutal murders and then fail to catch the Ripper. Even in the films that do
show the police apprehending the Ripper he is not brought to justice via
arrest and trial. Instead there is a conspiracy to protect the identity of the
Ripper. The main police characters if not guilty of orchestrating the cover
up are complicit in or it. The audience would not wish to identify with
men who either a her protect fail to catch the killer.
The audience fail to enact transference to the ‘character’ of Whitechapel
as it is difficult to relate to a location. However, the presentation of
Whitechapel fits Freud’s theories about the uncanny. Unheimlich, the
term Freud used translates as uncanny and also unhomely.7 In relation
to sensation literature I argue that this genre could not be applied to the
Whitechapel murders as it is generally concerned with domestic murders.
The Whitechapel murders that occurred outside the domestic sphere are
therefore, by their nature, uncanny/unhomely.
The depiction of Whitechapel develops this presentation on screen by
portraying the streets of the area swirling in fog during the murders. In
reality the weather on the nights on the murders ranged from warm to
rainy but not foggy. However in Whitechapel murder-based films the sight
of the victim walking along an alley as the fog swirls around them with
the Ripper lurking in the shadows has become almost a cliché. The fog
limits vision and hides danger, this fear of a loss of vision is part of Freud’s
explanation of the uncanny, the anxiety of injury to our eyes.8
Two further elements of the Freudian uncanny relate to idea of waxworks and to the concept of the double. The first element is found in the
1924 film Waxworks: a young writer has been hired to create stories for
the waxwork figures in a fairground booth. One of these figures is Spring
Heeled Jack or Jack the Ripper. The young man writes at a desk that is
overlooked by the figure of Jack, and the young man keeps looking behind
him to confirm that the figure has not moved. Towards the end of the film
the writer falls asleep and dreams that the waxwork has come to life and
is chasing him.

7
8
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In his exploration of the uncanny Freud expanded on the early theories
of Ernst Jentsch from his 1906 essay ‘On the Psychology of the Uncanny’,
in which Jentsch used E. T. A. Hoffman’s tale ‘The Sandman’ to explore
and define the uncanny in relation to the automaton Olimpia. Jentsch
believes the uncanny element of the story originates from Olimpia and the
doubt over whether an object such as a doll or waxwork is actually animate or not. Freud disagreed with Jentsch over the source of the uncanny
within the story, focusing on the threat to vision above the uncertainty
over Olimpia’s status. I agree with Freud that the loss of vision is an element of the uncanny and I have already explored that notion in relation
to the Ripper and fog. However, I think that Jentsch was correct in his
belief in the inherent uncanny element of a doll or waxwork. Freud links
the uncertainty over the status of the doll to the uncertainty of the reader
towards Hoffman’s intentions in ‘The Sandman’: ‘It is true that the
author initially creates a kind of uncertainty by preventing us—certainly
not unintentionally—from guessing whether he is going to take us into
the real world or into some fantastic world of his own choosing’.9 I think
that in regards to screen treatment of the figure of the Ripper and the
Whitechapel murders a strong element of the uncanny comes from both
Jentsch and Freud’s definitions of uncertainty.
The film Waxworks may present the Ripper as an obvious figure of
Jentsch’s concept of uncertainty in regard to his status as human or wax
figure but this ambiguity is found in other portrayals that seek to endow
the Ripper with almost super human powers—is he man or something
else, something supernatural, perhaps? By this I refer to the depiction of
a murderer who kills victims in a densely populated area, which certainly
towards the end of the autumn of 1888 was heavily policed, yet manages
to escape, one who can still draw victims to him even when these victims
knew a predator was among them and who was able to kill two women
within the space of an hour.
Freud agreed with this aspect of the uncanny, especially when the elements of deed and intent combined, ‘We can also call a living person
uncanny, that is to say, when we credit him with evil intent. But this alone
is not enough: it must be added that this intent to harm is realized with
the help of special powers.’10 This idea of the preternatural abilities of the
serial killer is not limited to Jack the Ripper. In the film Solace (US, 2015:
9
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Poyart) the serial killer played by Colin Farrell is a psychic who can predict
the future so accurately that the police are unable to catch him. To counter
his supernatural ability the police have to bring in another psychic, played
ironically by Anthony Hopkins who has won an Oscar for his portrayal of
another serial killer, Dr Hannibal Lecter.
Even if the serial killer is not endowed with preternatural abilities he has
enhanced senses or abilities. In the television series ‘Hannibal’ (US, 2013–
2015) Dr Lecter has such an enhanced sense of smell that he can diagnose
the character Bella with cancer by smell. Hannibal also realises he has been
tricked by Will Graham over the murder of Freddie Lounds when he smells
her hair on will’s coat weeks after her apparent murder. These abilities in
‘Hannibal’ and Solace present the serial killer as uncanny and therefore
frightening in a different way from the more mundane slasher killer.
Freud’s earlier quoted belief that the uncertainty of the audience about
whether they are witnessing reality or fiction is particularly suited to the
experience of the uncanny of audiences watching films about the Ripper.
In theory an audience watching a film about the Whitechapel murders
should be on firm ground in terms of whether they are dealing with the
real or the fantastic but films about the Ripper can include fictional characters, historic figures that had no actual connection to the murders and can
include devices such as time machines as the Ripper’s escape plan. I used
Freud’s argument about the mass being credulous to explain why these
fantastic elements in films about the Ripper are accepted by the audience
and I believe that the element of the uncanny found in the blurring of fact
and fiction supports this. This element of the uncanny is also found in folk
tales, fairy tales, poetry and novels all that have strong audience appeal.
The most dramatic narrative device used by film makers in telling the
story of the Jack the Ripper, in relation to Freud’s theories of the uncanny,
is the concept of the double or doppelgänger. The idea of the doppelgänger was popular in folklore, in fairy tales and art, where an encounter with
a ghostly double was believed to be an omen of death. Freud’s concept of
the double is worth quoting in full:
the appearance of persons who have to be regarded as identical because they
look alike. The relationship is intensified by the spontaneous transmission of
mental processes from one of these persons to the other—what we would
call telepathy—so that one becomes the co-owner of the other’s knowledge, emotions and experience. Moreover, a person may identify himself
with another and so become unsure of his true self; or he may substitute
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the other’s self for his own. The self may thus be duplicated, divided and
interchanged. Finally there is the constant recurrence of the same thing, the
repetition of the same facial features, the same characters, the same destinies,
the same misdeeds, even the same names, through successive generations.11

Freud’s definition, to me, emphasises two elements of the uncanny that
can be applied to films about the Ripper, first, the uncertainty of a person
with a divided self and second, the repetition of misdeeds. Freud’s definition of the double as the same misdeeds and name passing through successive generations is particularly applicable to the doppelgänger of the
Ripper as he is depicted in films, with actors in the role of his double.
To consider the latter element, the repetition of misdeeds, the reason
this is uncanny is explained by Freud as being related to the unconscious:
In the unconscious mind we can recognise the dominance of a compulsion
to repeat, which proceeds from instinctual impulses. This compulsion probably depends on the essential nature of the drives themselves. It is strong
enough to override the pleasure principle and lend a demonic character to
certain aspects of mental life.

The repeated crimes of the Ripper add to the uncanny feeling, especially
for the audience who know that the brutality will be repeated five times at
least without any form of authority being able to stop it.
The uncanny element of the double can be seen in those suspected of
being the Ripper. One of the main demographic groups that appear in
screen treatments of the Whitechapel murders as the suspected Ripper is
that of the upper-class ‘gent’ leading a double life. This is not a twentieth
century concept: in 1899 the collection of short stories by E. W. Hornung
relating the deeds of the gentleman thief Raffles had the hero state that ‘It’s
my profound conviction that Jack the Ripper was a really eminent public
man whose speeches were very likely reported alongside his atrocities.’12
This aspect of the uncanny relates to the concept of uncertainty previously
concerned with establishing if we are dealing with reality or fantasy. An
audience being presented with characters who are potentially ‘doubles’
who could be both respectable and diabolical are left unnerved, not knowing who can be trusted, for these characters are both familiar in their public persona and uncanny in their incarnation as the Ripper.
11
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It would be impossible to consider the double in connection with the
Ripper without looking at the influence of R. L. Stevenson’s The Strange
Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde published 2 years before the murders in
1886. The novel and the various film versions of Jekyll and Hyde emphasise that Hyde is the double that allows Jekyll to carry out his repressed
drives. In this way the doppelgänger becomes not the harbinger of death
but the uncanny source of drive fulfilment.
If the audience cannot relate to either the police or Whitechapel that
leaves the killer or the victims as the two remaining characters that the
audience could relate to. Neither of these appears to be an attractive
option, either a psychotic killer or an alcoholic prostitute who is brutally
murdered. Freud’s theories on mass psychology, death, narcissism repression and murder can be used to explain these viewpoints.
For Freud an affinity with the figure of the Ripper lies in both the
psychology of the mass and the individual. I have already quoted Freud’s
writings on the morality of the individual within the mass but Freud goes
further in his definition of the characters admired by the mass. The mass,
Freud argues, admires a tendency to violence and wants a figure it can be
dominated and suppressed by and that it can fear.13 In this way the figure
of the Ripper meets the expectations of the audience, the police prove
ineffective at controlling the villain, allowing him to master the audience.
I contend that the attraction of the Ripper lies not only in the desire of
the mass for a violent hero but also for a figure who acts upon drives that
in other people are repressed. Freud identified two primal drives within
people, the sexual drive and ego or self-preservation drive. These drives
seek to obtain pleasure and to avoid, or repress within the unconscious,
actions that cause un-pleasure. Freud’s structure of the mind placed the
id as the primitive part that is controlled by the ego that acts as a wall
between the drives of the id and the outside world. The ego is the reason
and the id is the passion, above the ego is the super ego that originates in
parental censure and as a person ages integrates the standards of society
the ego attempts to ‘live up to’ the super ego.
Freud described the ego as ‘the source of repression’,14 retaining tendencies in the unconscious and preventing them being acted upon. However,
the ego has to look at these tendencies before deciding whether they are
conscious or unconscious. A drive, or tendency, will need to be repressed
13
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if enacting the drive would bring un-pleasure rather than pleasure, but
Freud notes that satisfying a drive is always pleasurable. Therefore, circumstances must exist that mean enacting the drive would lead to unpleasure. In the case of the Ripper the un-pleasure, which acting upon the
drive to commit murder, would be punishment by society culminating in
the death penalty. We know that the Ripper was never brought to justice
but that knowledge was unknown to the killer, therefore, he refused to
repress the murder drive and its potential for un-pleasure.
The Ripper is not alone in possessing the murder drive, he provides
an individual member of the audience with the presentation of the drive
Freud believes everyone has. Freud accepts that this murder drive has been
removed from our conscious to our subconscious but this move does not
destroy the drive. Freud wrote that on a daily basis in our subconscious
‘we remove everyone who gets in our way, everyone who has insulted or
harmed us’.15 If we still have this drive, yet have to repress it, then watching someone who has ignored this prohibition may be seen as wish fulfilment. In this respect I believe that the fact the victims of the Ripper were
women, who worked as prostitutes, aids the audience in this projection
for these are women who have transgressed the boundaries of society in
terms of sexual mores. Therefore, they have become ‘fair game’ for both
the Ripper and the audience.
The audience may not be able to relate to a desire to kill children or
‘good’ women but as Acting Chief Constable Jim Hobson stated in his
appeal to the Yorkshire Ripper to surrender; ‘He has made it clear that he
hates prostitutes. Many people do.’16 If the victims are figures at the least
on the fringes of society and at worse hated by it then there is more potential for allowing the projection of our repressed murder urges upon them.
This attraction to a killer, because the audience share a dislike of his
victims, was one of the most important aspects of the television series
Dexter (US, 2006–2013). The premise is that the main character, Dexter
Morgan, is so traumatised by witnessing his mother’s murder as a child
that he grows into a psychopathic serial killer. His adopted father, a policeman, recognises the murder drive in Dexter and tells him it is ok to kill if
the victim deserves to die. This category includes people who are guilty
but have escaped legal justice and uncaught killers. In the first episode
Dexter kills a paedophile whose has killed young boys and buried them in
15
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shallow graves. Therefore, the first time the audience see Dexter kill the
victim is the most hated figure in contemporary society, the paedophile
who has gone unspotted by the rest of society. This allows the audience
to like Dexter and to accept him as a surrogate for our repressed murder
drive.
The Freudian theory of narcissism can also be used to identify a further
element of attraction for the audience to the Ripper. Narcissism for Freud
is both a perversion, when the sexual object becomes the body of the
individual themselves, and a necessary part of the ego development. The
element of self-preservation is part of the ego but the ego must develop
away from narcissism to allow relationships to develop away from the self.
Freud identified narcissism as primal and this primal desire needs to be
controlled but, like a drive, does not disappear.
Therefore, while an audience may have repressed and developed away
from narcissism there is admiration for those who continue to seek pleasure from their own actions as opposed to those who have transferred
their admiration to the outer world. Freud recognised this admiration and
attraction for the narcissist from those who had relinquished their narcissism. He went as far as to categorise those narcissists who fascinate an
audience, these include cats, great beasts of prey and most interesting for
this book ‘dire criminals’.17 I think it is perfectly reasonable to include
Jack the Ripper in the category of dire criminals, this places the Ripper
in a group envied by those who have given up this element of their ego.
This admiration for narcissism is found in the popularity with audiences of characters such as Hannibal Lecter, both on film and television.
In Silence of the Lambs (US, 1991: Demme) the chilling fascination of
Clarice Starling as she looks into the cell of Lecter, caged as if a great beast
of prey, a criminal who satisfied his appetites without recourse for a love
object outside of his self. Clarice’s fascination with Lecter allows the audience to be equally fascinated. Clarice becomes the conduit that enables us
to envy Lecter his narcissism from a safe distance.
It can be argued that as the film progresses Lecter’s love for Clarice
diminishes his narcissism. In the sequel to The Silence of the Lambs,
Hannibal (US, 2001: Scott) Lecter chooses to mutilate himself rather than
Clarice to escape from the police. In Freud’s view of narcissism Lecter has
achieved the progression from self-love to object love as being in love with
another person involves giving up part of our narcissism. I believe that
one of the reasons the film Hannibal was less successful with audiences
17

Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, 99.

PSYCHOANALYSIS AND THE WHITECHAPEL MURDERS ON FILM

35

was the decline in narcissism as this changed the character’s presentation.
This decline in the narcissism of Lecter was corrected in the television series
Hannibal in which Lecter is back to his gloriously narcissistic self. There
is no question that Hannibal loves Will but that does not stop him doing
anything he wants to do, including attempting to cut open Will’s head and
cannibalise him. Nor is Will any less fascinated with Lecter than Clarice was.
Lecter has killed Abigail, who Will thought of as a surrogate daughter and
has also stabbed Will. Will pursues Hannibal to Italy and tells him he forgives
him. Like the television presentation of Hannibal the film Ripper remains
a figure of unrepentant narcissism. Even when Whitechapel murders are
considered to be a royal or Masonic conspiracy the Ripper goes beyond his
remit and indulges his desires because this is what he wants to do.
Freud’s theories regarding the concept of taboo can be applied to the
Ripper on film. The area of taboo that applies to the Ripper is that which
Freud identified as ‘uncanny, dangerous, forbidden and unclean’.18 One of
the areas of taboo that Freud placed emphasise on was incest. The incest
taboo does not at first appear to apply to the Ripper murders, however, the
victims are often portrayed on screen as ‘sisters’ in their profession: one of the
many euphemisms the Victorians had for prostitutes was Sisters of the Abyss.
This sisterhood is developed in films that depict the victims as forming a close
unit, living and working within a small area. The victims are all penetrated by
the knife of the Ripper, an obvious penile substitute, suggesting an element
of incest in the crimes. The taboo of incest for the Victorians included a man
having a relationship with sisters. It was prohibited for a man to many his
deceased wife’s sister under the 1835 Marriage Act. Therefore the Ripper in
killing\Penetrating the ‘sisters’ breaks a 19th century incest taboo.
The taboo of what can and cannot be eaten is part of many religions
and cultures but the taboo against cannibalism is virtually universal. This
is another taboo that the Ripper is considered to have broken. On 16
October 1888 a piece of flesh was delivered to George Lusk, a member
of the Whitechapel vigilance committee, accompanied by a note with the
address given as ‘From Hell’. The note claimed that the flesh was half a
kidney taken from Catherine Eddowes and that the Ripper had fried and
eaten the other half. I would argue that this is one of the most disturbing elements of the murders for an audience as breaking of the cannibalism taboo is still horrific. It is impossible not to mention Hannibal the
Cannibal when discussing this taboo. One of the most memorable and
chilling lines we hear Lecter deliver in Silence of the Lambs, complete with
18
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sound effect, is that he ate a Census Taker’s liver with fava beans and a
nice bottle of Chianti. The nonchalance with which Lecter talks of cannibalism in terms of the side dish and accompanying wine sends a shiver
down the spine.
The main taboo that the Ripper breaks is the murder taboo. In Freud’s
view taboos originate as instruments of control that aid the unconscious in
the task of repressing desires. A society will punish the taboo breaker not
just out of fear but to punish the desire it, as a society, may share. This may
be why as a society we need to see the taboo breaker Jack the Ripper pursued and caught on screen when as a society we did not have this closure.
Violating a taboo must be punished even when the punishment appears to
be ironic in its demands, for example, the public and newspapers calling
for the death penalty for Jack the Ripper to punish him for bringing death
to his victims. Films about the Ripper may not end the way we want them
too in terms of legal justice, but they can be seen as an attempt to rebalance the taboo.
A comparison can be made between Jack the Ripper and vampires
as violent, dominating, taboo breaking anti-heroes. There has been a
trend in film, television and literature of vampires being portrayed as
romantic heroes. This would seem to counteract the argument that
the taboo breaker is ostracised from society and needs to be seen to
be punished. However, if we consider the example of the Twilight
films and novels we will see that the vampire can be a redeemed taboo
breaker.
In the film Twilight (US, 2008: Hardwicke) the vampire Edward is
at pains to emphasise to Bella, the human heroine, that he is a monster,
telling her that he has killed people. Bella replies ‘It doesn’t matter.’ But
why does it not matter to Bella, and millions of Twilight fans, when in
the case of Jack the Ripper it is the only thing that matters? I believe it
is because Edward and his family have purified themselves after breaking
the taboo and altered their behaviour—they no longer bite humans—
to follow the taboo prohibition and repress their desires. In effect they
are behaving like the audience, struggling to repress their drives. In this
way Edward the vampire can transition from monster to love interest.
The screen Ripper does not repent, he is the return of the repressed, the
breaker of taboos, he can never be the love interest but the object of fear
and negative desire.
The other characters that the audience can relate to on screen are the
victims of the Ripper. The Freudian argument for why an audience would
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relate to these women is linked to the concept of the death drive. This is
the desire for death as a release from the un-pleasure of unfulfilled drives.
The ego can suppress a drive but it does not remove it, it can remain a
source of un-pleasure, pressing at our consciousness wanting to be fulfilled. It seems hard to believe that anything can be gained from watching the murders of five women but Freud argued that adults can achieve
catharsis by watching other people act out experiences.19
Watching the people on screen act out the experiences of the Ripper
victims can then be a form of pleasure in that it assists our ego development. It is an example of the horror that can occur when repression
fails and the id takes over. Relating to the victims on screen to achieve
ego development is a complicated and unpleasant process. However, for
Freud, this would have been part of the approach of psychoanalysis, where
the understanding of what is normal can be ‘derived from the pathological
with all its warped and coarsened features’.20 The fate of the victims creates
feelings of disgust, fear and anger in the audience, as they did in the public in 1888. However, film allows the audience to experience a catharsis
denied to the public in 1888, for film can punish the Ripper. On film, as
in reality, the Ripper may escape legal justice but film can give a fictional
punishment. In A Study in Terror (UK, 1965: Hill) the Ripper dies in a
fire, in From Hell he is lobotomised and placed in an asylum, in Jack the
Ripper (US, 1958: Baker and Berman) the Ripper is crushed by a lift.
In terms of the depiction of the injuries of the victims it could be argued
that there is a difference in the way men and women would relate to the
victims if one considers Freud’s theory of castration anxiety. This theory
is concerned with how young boys deal with the difference in male and
female genitalia when they become aware that women do not have a penis.
Freud wrote that boys find this unnerving and search for an explanation
for the missing member, the boy concludes that the woman did once have
a penis but that it was cut off and wound remains.21
Four of the canonical victims of Jack the Ripper suffered from genital mutilation, Catherine Eddowes suffered an incision to the vagina and
Annie Chapman had her uterus removed. These injuries can be read as
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female castration, for Freud young boys feared castration as a punishment
and fear of this punishment can turn to hate for women who they consider
have been punished in this way. On-screen depictions of women being
mutilated in this way, especially women who worked as prostitutes who
may be viewed as deserving this punishment, can be a form of catharsis for
male viewers. Men in the audience can use the injuries to the women as a
way of moving beyond Freud’s castration anxiety.
Women are not the only victims of castration in films about the
Whitechapel murders. In the film Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde (UK, 1971:
Ward Baker), the Whitechapel murders are incorporated with Stevenson’s
tale of the double with the twist that Dr Jekyll becomes a woman when
he transforms into Hyde. Dr Jekyll needs to obtain female hormones for
his experiments and to obtain them commits the murders that were attributed to the Ripper. As Sister Hyde the Ripper/Jekyll is literally castrated,
he becomes a woman. The fact that Hyde is an evil woman would fit into
Freud’s argument that castration anxiety is the root of men’s low opinion
of women. This places the blame for the crimes on women and their failure to produce a penis.
Applying Freudian theories to films about the Whitechapel murders
does not illustrate the best of the human psyche in terms of audience
alignment. The theories present an admiration for the Ripper in terms of
repression, narcissism and the id, but they also explain how the films present enough of what is taboo about the Ripper to show the audience that
the Ripper is not an example to follow but rather a figure to experience
repressed drives vicariously through on screen.
The theories of Carl Jung relating to archetypes and the collective
unconscious can be applied to the viewer of films about Jack the Ripper
both individually and as part of an audience. Jung did not believe that
when we are born our psyche or brain is a tabula rasa but that we inherit
certain unconscious content. As an explanation of how the inherited drive
works Jung used the example of animals that are reared away from their
parents yet still hunt and behave in a way specific to their species.22 This
concept of inherited psyche can be applied to films about Jack the Ripper
as I would argue that most in the audience with an Anglo-American frame
of reference will have inherited knowledge of this killer. The concept of
the Ripper may be nothing more than a killer with a knife but will usually
22
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be more developed due to the combination of the collective unconscious
and continued referencing in literature and media.
Jungian theory would argue that the recurrence of the Ripper in literature and media is due to the narrative of the Whitechapel murders
containing figures that can be recognised as archetypes. Archetypes are
defined by Jung as emerging from the collective as opposed to the personal unconscious and he states that they are ‘universal images that have
existed since the remotest times’.23 Jung believed that the figures from
myth and folktales such as the mother, the maiden, the hero, the trickster,
the wise old man, the shadow, the anima and the animus, the motifs he
calls archetypes, exist in all cultures and are embedded in the collective
unconscious.
The idea of the recurring character or archetype and its place within the
structure of a story was explored by Vladimir Propp. In Morphology of the
Folktale Propp recognised that there is a global consistency in the structure of folk tales and that while the names and presentation may differ
their role in the story does not. Propp argues that the names of the character may change but ‘neither their actions nor functions change’.24 There
is then a precedent for new characters repeating actions originally carried
out by others. In films about the Ripper this allows for the names of the
detectives or victims to be changed from their actual names but they still
are the original characters. In Jack the Ripper (Germany, 1976: Franco)
the Inspector Abberline character is named Inspector Selby, in The Ripper
(US, 1997: Meyers) he is called Inspector Hanson, however, the character
still fulfils the role of the policeman hunting Jack the Ripper.
The audience can then accept the figure of the character even when
they change names or forms. For Propp this evolution of the character is
part of its nature and combines two of the qualities of narrative that are
part of the appeal for an audience in terms of the Ripper narrative. Propp
wrote that there is a ‘two-fold quality of a tale; its amazing multiformity,
picturesqueness and color, and on the other hand, it’s no less striking uniformity, its repetition’.25 This sums up for the audience one of the main
aspects of appeal of films about the Whitechapel murders. They combine
a familiar, oft repeated narrative in a way that is amazing and picturesque.

23

C. G. Jung, The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious (Sussex: Routledge, 2010), 4.
Vladimir Propp, Morphology of the Folktale (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001), 20.
25
Propp, 20.
24

40

C. SMITH

The characters of the Whitechapel murders encompass primal archetypes but they can also evolve to include post-1888 figures. Both Jung
and Propp recognised that archetypes/characters evolve and adapt. Jung
describes the unconscious, the source of the structure of archetypes, as
having a Janus face that can look back and forward.26 Following this argument the character of Jack the Ripper can possess the attributes of the
ancient archetype of the shadow and the literary Count Dracula who postdates the Whitechapel murders by 9 years.
I believe that Jack the Ripper on screen is an amalgam of several archetypes—the shadow, the trickster, the wise old man, and the anima/animus. The shadow would seem to be the most obvious of the archetypes to
apply to the screen Ripper and links back to Freud’s theory of the return
of the repressed. Jung defined the shadow as the negative side of the personality, ‘the sum of all the unpleasant qualities we like to hide’.27 Jack the
Ripper can safely be said to be the sum of all unpleasant qualities but he,
as the shadow, is essential to the health of the psyche. Jung did not believe
the shadow aspect should be repressed but neither can it be released. It
is needed for a healthy psyche and watching the shadow on screen is for
Jung a safe way to engage with the archetype. Interestingly Jung linked
the cinema and the detective story as providing a way to experience excitements and passions without danger.28 Films about the Whitechapel murders can be viewed as a detective genre that doubles the impact of the
presentation of these archetypes within the films.
In films about the Ripper the killer is sometimes presented as the shadow
of the detective-hunting him. An interesting link exists between the iconography of the Ripper and the iconography of one the detectives who
hunt him on screen, Sherlock Holmes in terms of costume. The Ripper
is most often seen on screen wearing a top hat and cloak while Sherlock
Holmes is portrayed wearing a deerstalker and tweed ulster (overcoat).
At Annie Chapman’s inquest one of the witnesses, Elizabeth Long not
Stride, stated that she saw Chapman in the company of a man wearing a
deerstalker hat. This could not be a source for the Ripper’s costume on
film as the audience seeing a man wearing a deer stalker would interpret
26
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this character as Sherlock Holmes not Jack the Ripper. In this instance the
content of the archetype has been modified by the collective unconscious
of the audience.
For Jung the shadow is not as straightforwardly evil as the Ripper was
and is on screen. For Jung the shadow is not evil as much as primitive and
inferior. The Ripper is the extreme shadow, a figure who is wholly bad. In
some films about the murders the detective who may have a drug or alcohol problem can also be viewed as the shadow, figures who engage with
the darker side of the psyche.
The archetype of the trickster can also be part of the screen Ripper and
it is interesting to quote the full definition that Jung provided about this
figure’s characteristics ‘his fondness for sly jokes, and malicious pranks,
his powers as a shape shifter, his dual nature, half animal, half divine, his
exposure to all kinds of tortures and last but not least—his approximation
to the figure of a saviour’.29 The sly jokes and malicious pranks can be seen
in 1888 in the letters sent by the Ripper to the police and the kidney sent
to George Lusk. The killer’s ability to avoid the police, especially on the
night of the ‘double event’ lends itself to the concept of shape shifting, the
trickster being one step ahead of the authorities.
In the film The Ripper (Meyers) the Ripper is Prince Albert Victor who
befriends the Inspector investigating the murders. Inspector Hanson is
depicted as an East End boy made good but who still lacks the social skills
that mixing with a prince requires. In one scene at a dinner party Hanson
looks at the array of cutlery in front of him in confusion, he meets the
prince’s eye who then directs him to which fork to use, but it is the wrong
fork. Hanson is guided to the correct fork by the woman sitting next to
him. This is a sly joke on the Inspector and shows that the prince cannot
be trusted.
The dual nature of the Ripper is one of the most consistent aspects of
the Ripper’s portrayal on screen, the seemingly respectable man who is
actually the killer. This can be seen as part of the trickster persona, the dual
nature of the trickster who is not what he seems and cannot be trusted.
For films that keep the identity of the Ripper a secret from the audience
until the final scenes, such as Jack the Ripper (US, 1988: Wickes) and A
Study in Terror, the audience as well as the detective on screen are at the
mercy of the trickster.
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Included in Jung’s definition of the trickster is the attribute of saviour,
this may at first seem an impossible role for the Ripper to take on but it
is applicable. In 1888 the Ripper was an unexpected saviour in that his
crimes brought to wider attention the poverty in Whitechapel and the
East End. The socialist and playwright George Bernard Shaw wrote a letter to The Star newspaper on 24 September 1888 that congratulated the
Ripper for succeeding in bringing the plight of the poor to the attention of
the press where political means had failed: ‘Where we conventional Social
Democrats were wasting our time on education, agitation, and organisation, some independent genius has taken the matter in hand and by simply
murdering and disembowelling four women, converted the proprietary
press to an inept form of communism.’
The combination of Ripper/saviour is seen on film in The Ruling Class
(UK, 1972: Medak) In the film the 14th Earl of Gurney has been incarcerated in an asylum due to his belief that he is Jesus Christ. During an
attempt to cure him of this delusion, which has resulted in nothing more
sinister than alarming the ladies of the parish with talk of free love, he
moves from saint to sinner as he transforms into Jack the Ripper. The Earl
then proceeds to murder his aunt and allow the faithful family retainer
to be charged with the crime. The film is satirical and Peter O’Toole as
Jehovah/Jack imbues the role with the fatal charm of the trickster.
The trickster often has an aspect of the lovable rogue about him, which
is missing from the Ripper, because the trickster has a lack of malice that
the Ripper does not. To Jung the trickster ‘is not really evil, he does the
most atrocious things from sheer unconsciousness’.30 The Ripper does not
act from unconsciousness therefore he cannot be completely portrayed as
the trickster. The Ripper does fall within this archetype as he fulfils one
of the functions that Jung ascribed to the trickster within the collective
unconscious. For Jung the trickster holds up to the viewer an earlier low
moral level to remind the individual how things used to be. In this way the
screen Ripper can serve as a warning against giving in to repressed drives.
Jack the Ripper can also be related to the archetypal figure of the shaman. The shaman is related to the Ripper in a number of films that depict
the killer as a doctor, more specifically, a doctor whose ‘experiments’ are
beyond the realms of accepted medical practice. In this way the Ripper,
as the shaman, journeys beyond the boundaries of his society. In the film
Time After Time (US, 1979: Meyer) the Ripper is a doctor who escapes
30
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from 1888 by using H. G. Wells’s invention of a time machine, literally
journeying beyond his time and place.
For Jung the shaman was not a completely trustworthy figure as this
archetype contained elements of the trickster as ‘he too, often plays malicious jokes on people, only to fall victim to the vengeance of those whom
he has injured’.31 In the film Hands of the Ripper (UK, 1971: Sasdy) Anna
the daughter of Jack the Ripper, is taken in by Dr John Pritchard who
knows that Anna has killed women but wants to use psychology to cure
her of her homicidal urges. To do this he leads Anna on a shamanic journey into her repressed memories; the journey, and the film, ends with
Anna stabbing the doctor. During the journey Pritchard has done nothing
to prevent Anna killing two more women before her vengeance is turned
on him. The shaman is not to be trusted but, if we want to undertake the
journey we must follow him.
Films about Jack the Ripper also deal with the anima/animus archetype. Jung identified the female soul in men as the anima and the male
soul in women as the animus. The anima/animus affects how the individual relates to the opposite sex, but not in a positive way as for Jung the
anima/animus stands closest to the shadow archetype. For Jung the definitions of these archetype’s attributes are ‘the anima is fickle, capricious,
moody, uncontrolled and emotional, sometimes gifted with demonic intuitions, ruthless, malicious, untruthful, bitchy, double-faced and mystical.
The animus is obstinate, harping on principles, laying down the law, dogmatic, world reforming, theoretic, world managing, argumentative and
domineering’.32 The definition of the anima is more unpleasant than that
of the animus giving the characteristics an element of misogyny. Certainly
if one is looking for the misogyny that resonates in the Ripper’s crimes
descriptions such as malicious and double-faced when applied to the
female soul can be used as motivations for the Ripper’s crimes.
The most interesting anima/animus depiction in Ripper films can be
found in Time After Time as I contend the depiction of the relationship
between H. G. Wells and the Ripper places him as the Ripper’s anima.
The actor playing Wells, Malcolm McDowell, is smaller in stature with
more delicate features than the actor playing the Ripper, David Warner.
This gives Wells a more feminine appearance compared to the taller, more
broad-shouldered masculine figure of the Ripper.
31
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In one scene Wells has tracked Stephenson to a hotel room. Stephenson
sits on the bed and pats the covers, beckoning Wells to join him on the
bed. Both the setting and the gesture, usually associated with a sexual
advance, seem to emphasise Stephenson as the male seducer and Wells
as the nervous female partner. The feminine aspect of Wells is further
emphasised in his relationship with the ‘modern’ woman Amy. Amy is the
aggressor in the relationship, asking him out, initiating sex, when the tyre
on her car blows it is Amy who changes the wheel while Wells runs to the
phone box to call for help. However, when Wells wins the day and defeats
the Ripper, Amy takes a subservient role and traditional gender roles are
reassigned.
Romantic sub-plots may appear to be an anathema to the Ripper genre
but they do occur in film and are related both to the anima/animus and the
archetypes of the mother/maiden. Jung wrote about the attraction that
can exist for depraved men and prostitutes to the virtuous: for an idealist
woman a depraved man is a figure to be saved and for men the prostitute is
a figure to be saved. However, only the latter applies to romances in films
about the Ripper as several films have relationships between the detective
and a prostitute. The Ripper on screen is only pursued by women who do
not realise his identity as the killer, the women are not looking to redeem
a man they know to be the Ripper.
There is an imbalance in the films about the Whitechapel murders in
terms of female archetypes. The main female characters in the films are
women who work as prostitutes. The most important female archetypes
are the mother and the maiden, neither of which are obviously applicable
to the victims of the Ripper. But archetypes are not as banal as to be
obvious, the mother and the maiden are more than the maternal and the
virginal.
The negative aspect of the mother archetype can be identified with the
prostitute that Jung defined as ‘anything secret, hidden, dark, the abyss,
the world of the dead, anything that devours, seduces and poisons, that
is terrifying and inescapable like fate’.33 The language used in regard to
prostitutes in the nineteenth century linked prostitutes to disease, the poison element of this archetype, and as a seductress who would seduce good
men away from their families. The fate of these women is both terrifying
and inescapable.
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The maiden archetype in myth can be a mermaid, a maenad, a nymph, a
nixie, a dancer or kore/young girl. The maiden has an unworldly, mythical
being and Jung wrote that the maiden undergoes strange experiences.34
There can be no doubt that the victims of the Ripper undergo strange
experiences and the continued existence on screen turns them into an
extraordinary myth.
As the victims of the Ripper can only provide the negative side of the
mother/maiden archetypes film makers often add a ‘good’ woman to
the Ripper story. One of the ways of doing this is the Lodger sub-genre
of films where a landlady, a respectable woman, rents a room to a man
who may or may not be the killer, is added to the narrative. However,
this respectable woman is not always what she seems. In The Lodger (US,
2009: Ondaatje) the archetype used is not the maiden or the mother but
the anima/animus. The idea is introduced that The Lodger is the animus
of the landlady on to whom she projects the blame for the murders she has
committed. The audience sees the lodger on screen but no screen character does, therefore, we are left wondering whether the lodger existed and
was the murderer (in which case the landlady has been wrongly accused)
or whether the lodger is a figment of the landlady’s imagination. We have
to consider whether the lodger is a character created by the landlady to
deal with her guilt. The film ends with the landlady under arrest and the
figure of the lodger knocking at the door of another house asking about
a room to rent. Does this mean the lodger is real or are we witnessing the
mental breakdown of another woman?
Another way to introduce a ‘good’ woman is through the addition of
a mother or sister of the hero, a woman who is not involved in the East
End world of prostitution and murder. One of these additions of a female
character I most enjoyed is found in the film Shanghai Knights (US, 2003:
Dobkin). The film is set in Victorian London and Arthur Conan Doyle,
Charlie Chaplin and of course Jack the Ripper all make guest appearances.
The two main male characters take a room in a hotel/brothel in
Whitechapel. Chon Lin, the sister of Jackie Chan’s character Chon Wang,
refuses to stay in the brothel and storms out into the street. Here she
encounters a top-hat-wearing, knife-wielding Jack the Ripper who attacks
her. She swiftly dispatches him into the Thames calling him a ‘fucking
loser’, the only non-prostitute female character takes control and removes
the Ripper when the police are unable to do so.
34
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Films about Jack the Ripper have a complex relationship with Jungian
archetypes. They have the potential to fall into the Miltonian trap of making the villain with the combination of the shaman/trickster/shadow
more interesting than the hero. The female archetypes can be seen as
misogynistic and too narrow, still falling into the Victorian dichotomy of
virgin/whore. The engagement with the use of archetypes on screen can
reveal a depth of meaning to the characters and when considered alongside Freudian theories Jungian archetypes can provide a psychoanalytical
methodology for reading these films.

CHAPTER 4

Feminist Film Theory

Feminist film theorists have used psychoanalysis to examine how the
male and female viewer relates to film. Laura Mulvey’s 1974 essay ‘Visual
Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ is used by theorists as a basis for developing ideas around issues of the spectator’s gender. Mulvey utilises Freudian
theories about castration anxiety and scopophilia to explain the fascination of film for the male spectator. Mulvey argues that cinema reflects the
patriarchal nature of Western culture, where men are the active/spectator
while women are the passive/spectacle.
Men can use screen women to manage castration anxiety through fantasy or fetish; Mulvey argues that ‘woman then stands in the patriarchal
culture as a signifier for the male other’.1 On screen the victims of the
Ripper are subjected to genital mutilation, which enables them to resonate
with the male spectator’s castration anxiety (see Chap. 3). The female victims in this respect are given their meaning by the male audience who do
not in this respect seek a hero to emulate but use the victims as a way of
dealing with the threat of castration.
Mulvey identifies ways in which the male unconscious can deal with
castration anxiety: ‘preoccupation with the re-enactment of the original
trauma (investigating the woman, demystifying her mystery), counterbalanced by the devaluation, punishment or saving of the guilty object’.2 All
Ripper films meet these criteria: the exposure of the hidden in terms of
1
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injuries to the woman. The Ripper is presented as a doctor who carries out
experiments on women and who investigates science via women’s bodies.
The motive of the Ripper as punishing the female victims, women society
has devalued and believes deserve to be punished, adds to the concept of
castration as punishment.
Barbara Creed disagrees with Mulvey about films in the horror genre, a
genre that films about the Ripper can be considered to fall within, which
can be used to allay castration anxiety. Creed argues that these films
encourage a masochistic view and therefore fail to provide resolution. If
the spectator is aligned with the victim then the experience is one of pain,
terror and death. This masochism, for Creed, is reinforced when instead of
the monster being defeated the monster reigns.3 This form of masochism
is particularly applicable to films about the Ripper as he is a monster who
is never truly defeated one that keeps returning.
I would argue that the male viewer can still make use of Mulvey’s arguments in Ripper films even when the monster/Ripper lives. By using the
injuries to the Ripper’s victims the male spectator can resolve castration
anxiety, by placing himself in the role of the detective—the male spectator
that tries to save the victim. The films From Hell and The Ripper (Meyers)
both have male protagonists who try to save the prostitute from her life
on the streets, in Mulvey’s words to save the ‘guilty object’ Mulvey, 24.
This allows the male audience member, seeing himself in the role of the
saviour, to prevent the woman from being castrated. If he can save her,
then he can save himself.
Of course this leaves the female viewer, who does not have castration anxiety, with only the masochistic look as she watches women suffer
on screen. However, female viewers are used to seeing women suffer on
screen. When writing about the gender issues of the slasher film, a subgenre of horror films particularly suited to the Ripper, Carol Clover writes
‘crying, cowering, screaming, fainting, trembling, begging for mercy,
belong to the female. Abject terror is gendered feminine’.4 The traditional
victims of violent crime on screen are women, followed by children and
gay men. The heterosexual male is not a demographic that we see being
terrorised on screen.
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The second way that Mulvey states that film can assist the male viewer
with castration anxiety is the use of a fetish to stand in for the penis,
Mulvey writes ‘disavowal of castration by the substitution of a fetish object
or turning the represented figures itself into a fetish so that it becomes
reassuring rather than dangerous (hence overvaluation, the cult of the
female star)’.5 For Ripper films there are two main areas of fetish applicable, the knife of the Ripper and the bodies of the female victims.
The knife of the Ripper as phallic fetish hardly needs explanation. The
stabbing injuries inflicted on the victims can be read as picquerism, when
stabbing is used as a substitute for penile intercourse. What I find of interest is that when the Ripper is killed or threatened on film it is always with
a gun, never with a knife. In From Hell, and Jack the Ripper (Wickes)
Inspector Abberline points a gun at the Ripper. In Room to Let (UK,
1950: Grayson) the landlady, Mrs Musgrave, shoots the Ripper with her
husband’s revolver. While the Ripper’s knife is a phallic fetish substitute
to reassure his manhood the screen connotations of a gun are of a ‘real’
man, from the hero of the Wild West John Wayne to the modern ‘hard
man’ Jason Statham. These are men who do not need a substitute penis
and to plunge a knife into another man has when an uncomfortable
homoerotic feel. Even in the case of the film Room to Let it is a woman,
Mrs Musgrave, who shoots the Ripper. Her husband’s gun is used to rid
the house of the lodger who has usurped his position as man of the house.
The second area of fetish that meets Mulvey’s criteria is the bodies
of the women in the films. In films about the Ripper the breasts of the
victims are presented as fetish objects. The presentation of the victims
on screen is often the cliché of the buxom streetwalker, wearing a lowcut faux Victorian dress, bosoms heave to attract customers. Later, when
the Ripper is encountered, blood from cut throats flows onto breasts in
a reference to ejaculation that is symbolic enough to pass the censors. In
A Study in Terror the actress Barbara Windsor plays Annie Chapman, an
actress whose breasts became a national fetish in the Carry On film series.
The female body as performance or spectacle is also fetishized. In The
Ruling Class and Man in the Attic (US, 1935: Fregonese), the two leading female characters perform a striptease. In The Ruling Class Grace strips
and breaks the fourth wall, addressing the audience directly as she explains
her philosophy about men. In Man in the Attic Lilly, the love interest for
both the lodger and the policeman investigating the Ripper murders, is a
5
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dancer. Her stage numbers are more burlesque than ballet, at one point
she takes bubble bath on stage. These performances turn the women into
a decorative fetish object to be observed from a safe distance.
In Man in the Attic the lodger/Slade is actually Jack the Ripper and
Lilly’s stage performance is the catalyst for him to attack her. The attack
is not due to the content of her stage performance, which he is shown
enjoying, but the fact he notices that other men are enjoying the spectacle
of Lilly on stage. For Slade wants Lilly to be a fetish object for him alone.
When Lilly refuses to give up the stage Slade threatens her with his knife,
Lilly is saved by the policeman. For the Ripper then the knife will always
be the preferred fetish.
The area of fetish that cannot be applied to the Ripper films is the
cult of the female star. None of the films feature a star in any female role,
the female actors in the films such as, Heather Graham in From Hell, are
successful and recognisable but are not star calibre. The male actors of the
films, Johnny Depp, Michael Caine, Peter O’Toole, are the stars.
Mulvey also engages with Freud’s theory of scopophilia, the pleasure
of looking, to explain the appeal of the film to the male audience. Mulvey
argues that the male viewer can enjoy both the male and female on screen.
The female can be enjoyed as an erotic screen presence and the male can
be enjoyed as an ego ideal. Sue Thornham has put forward an argument
that it is possible for the female viewer to relate to women on screen in a
non-erotic way. Writing of the film Pretty Woman (US, 1990: Marshall)
Thornham states ‘I may for example, (at least partially) identify with Julia
Roberts when I watch Pretty Woman, but that does not mean that when
I leave the cinema I will subscribe to the ideology of femininity which the
film prefers.’6 The female spectator may not see her ego ideal on screen
but she can see enough to relate to on screen.
One of the ways I identify with the victims/women on screen in Ripper
films is part of Jackie Stacey’s argument that identification on screen can
be achieved through the ‘sharing of knowledge’.7 An almost mandatory
scene in films about the Ripper depicts a woman walking alone in the city
at night, looking behind her as she hears footsteps approach. I contend
that every woman in the audience will have knowledge of this sense of
6
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danger. Therefore, it is possible to relate to the experience of the women
in Ripper films.
The fact that the women on screen are looked at twice is recognised
by Mulvey: women are seen as the ‘erotic object for the characters within
the screen story, and as erotic object for the male spectator within the
auditorium’.8 The victims of Jack the Ripper are there to be looked at in
terms of their profession, as prostitutes must put themselves on display in
order to attract customers. For prostitutes in nineteenth-century Britain
there was a very real danger in being looked at in terms of the Contagious
Diseases Acts. In this way the power of the male look was very real and this
power carries over into films about the Ripper.
Women engaged in careers other than prostitution also provide entities
to be viewed: In Man in the Attic and Pandora’s Box (Germany, 1929:
Pabst) the female characters are dancers, in The Lodger (Hitchcock) Daisy
is a clothes model. In this way there is a double level of watching these
women; as an audience we watch another audience watching these women.
These women are there to be looked at.
While women on screen are there to be looked at Mulvey contends
that women do not drive the narrative—this is the role of men on screen.
Therefore, the experience of film is doubly enjoyable for men, they see
themselves on screen driving the narrative, idealised as a film star while
enjoying the erotic spectacle of women and using women to manage castration anxiety. It could be argued that it is possible in Ripper films for the
female character to drive the narrative—by placing them as the Ripper or
the detective. In Hands of the Ripper Anna is the killer, the murders she
commit pushes the narrative forward, but Anna’s actions are allowed to
continue and are managed by the Svengali like control of Dr Pritchard.
Anna does not have any control over the narrative. In Jack the Ripper
(Franco) Cynthia, the girlfriend of the detective leading the hunt for the
Ripper, attempts to help her boyfriend who is failing to make progress
with the case. Cynthia goes undercover as a prostitute and is picked up by
the Ripper, she is raped and saved from death by the arrival of her boyfriend. She is punished for usurping the male role.
In 1981 Laura Mulvey revisited the idea of the female spectator and
stated her position had changed. She considered that it was possible for
the female viewer to identify with a male hero using the ‘grammar’ of
folktales and mythology, which are not so dependent on scopophilia.
8
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That cinema has inherited traditions of storytelling ‘with attendant fascinations other than those of the look’.9 An interesting example of the male
appeal of the look and the female looking to other traditions, taken to a
pathological level, is found in the film Peeping Tom (UK, 1960: Powell).
In the film Mark kills a prostitute, filming her death so he can record her
look of fear. Helen, the love interest for Mark, is a librarian and author
concerned with words, not the look and Helen’s mother, who is blind, is
concerned with sounds not the look. Marks desire to control the look, in
which the female characters are not interested, causes him to murder three
women and then kill himself.
There is another option for female spectators of film, they can, in the
words of Mary Anne Doane, ‘appropriate the gaze’.10 By placing the male
in the role of the female on screen making him the passive object the
female spectator can then adopt the active role. If we apply this appropriation to the narrative of the Ripper murders this would place the men as
victims and the woman as killer. This narrative is found in a film about the
serial killer Aileen Wurnos, Monster (US, 2003: Jenkins), which is a film
version based on real crimes. In a reversal of the Ripper narrative Wurnos
was a prostitute who killed her male clients.
The film explores the abusive early life of Wurnos, her brutal rape by
a client who she kills in self-defence before embarking on a killing spree.
Wurnos is not the ego ideal for the female viewer neither is she truly the
active driver of the narrative as her crimes are reactionary. Wurnos is shown
as being damaged and abused by those around her and in the film, as in
real life, she is executed for her crimes. The female viewer does not suffer
from castration anxiety so she does not need the injuries inflicted on the
men in the film to assuage fear.
The film Monster does not sit within the rape revenge genre of films
such as Last House on the Left (US, 1972: Craven) or I spit on your Grave
(US, 1978: Zarchi) so Wurnos cannot be read as the avenging heroine.
I would argue that the film shows Wurnos’s hatred of the men who pick
her up for sex in the way films about the Ripper show his hatred of women
who sell sex. However, this is where the comparison between these two
serial killers ends as Wurnos lacks the Ripper’s control of the narrative and
his mythic status.
9
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Although a true story there is more than a little element of novelty
about the film Monster. An audience is too used to seeing men kill women
for the reversal to truly work for the female spectator. This is why for
Doane the reversal of the gaze fails, as an audience we are too aware that
what we are seeing are ‘aberrations whose acknowledgement simply reinforces the dominant sexual difference with the agency of the look’.11 The
only option left to the female spectator in this approach is for the female
spectator to relate to the women on screen.
Feminist theorists, after Mulvey, challenge the assumption that there
is a difference between male and female spectators, especially in the horror genre to which the Ripper films can be said to belong. Barbara Creed
rejects the notion of the subconscious being affected by patriarchal society when a viewer watches a horror film. Stating that aspects of horror
are general in terms of humanity being afraid of pain, attack, death in
addition to containing gendered fears; ‘male fears of women’s reproductive role and of castration and women’s fear of phallic aggressivity and
rape’.12 In addition to agreeing with Creed I argue that horror films can
transgress gender because they can incorporate other genres, for instance,
melodrama.
Melodrama is defined by Mulvey as being a genre that deals with
domesticity, woman, love and sexuality13 and is therefore viewed as being
a ‘woman’s’ genre. The lodger sub-genre of films in the Ripper canon
uses the tropes of melodrama as part of the horror milieu. I would define
the film Room to Let as being closer to melodrama horror than slasher or
thriller horror as the action is moved off the streets of Whitechapel and
into the middle-class home of three women—Mrs Musgrave, her daughter
and the maid.
The lodger, Dr Fell, immediately dominates the women, not physically
but by threatening to reveal to the neighbours that the Musgrave family
have fallen on hard times and have had to rent out a room. The shame that
this would bring on them appears to be kin to the shame of prostitution
and it can be argued that there are similarities in terms of women gaining
financially from activities—sex and home making—which should be freely
provided to men within marriage. Mrs Musgrave is a widow but she could
11
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have remarried to aid her financial situation, which would have maintained
her social status.
Dr Fell takes over the care of the invalid Mrs Musgrave: he controls her
and her daughter with medical knowledge, has the telephone removed,
turns away visitors and limits the women to the drawing room of the
house. If he were not the lodger these would be actions that as the head of
a Victorian household he would have been entitled to take. Fell is revealed
to be Jack the Ripper and is shot and killed by Mrs Musgrave, her daughter’s suitor covers up the murder.
For me Room to Let is one of the most terrifying films connected to
Jack the Ripper. Although we never see Fell/the Ripper kill his takeover
and dominance of the female environment is so complete and the women
so powerless against him that it strikes a note of fear with female viewers.
It may be that a female viewer would struggle to relate to the prostitute
and her experience of male violence but this domestic terror can resonate
with all women.
The horror film, or more specifically the slasher movie, is used by
Carol Clover to explore the idea of a male viewer relating to a female
hero as these films often lack a positive male role. Clover writes that in
the slasher film the choice of hero is limited as ‘policeman, fathers and
sheriffs appear only long enough to demonstrate risible incomprehension
or incompetence’.14 With a lack of male hero to relate to, the hero of the
slasher film is the figure Clover calls the ‘final girl’, the last person standing
when the killer is defeated.
The final girl is there for the male teenage viewer to relate to but only
if she remains within certain boundaries. The definition Clover provides is
thorough in its conditions of dress and sexuality:
The Final Girl is, on reflection, a congenial double for the adolescent male.
She is feminine enough to act out in a gratifying way, a way unapproved for
adult males, the terrors and masochistic pleasures of the underlying fantasy
but not so feminine as to disturb the structures of male competence and
sexuality. Her sexual inactivity, in this reading, becomes all but inevitable;
the male viewer may be willing to enter into the vicarious experience of
defending himself, from the possibility of symbolic penetration on the part
of the killer, but real vaginal penetration on the diegetic level is evidently
more femaleness than he can bear.15
14
15
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For a teenage male spectator, a female virginal hero can be related to if
a strong male character is missing.
The film Ripper (US, 2006: Eyres) is a slasher film that takes the Ripper
murders as a basis for a copycat killer. The heroine Molly is an attractive
young woman, she dresses in jeans and boots, not traditionally feminine
apparel so she remains with Clover’s criteria for the final girl. However,
Molly fails to be the final girl for although she makes it to the end of the
film and defeats the killer, she has sex with him before realising he is the
copycat Ripper. This sexual activity removes her from the final-girl group.
It is not only the final girl whose sexuality is integral to her fate on
screen in Ripper films. In fact the message that films about the Ripper
carry for women is that sexuality that transgresses male-orientated desire
is punished, usually by the Ripper. In the film Pandora’s Box Lulu has
escaped legal justice for the killing of her husband—she has transgressed
society’s rules in her relationship with her stepson and a female lover.
Lulu’s life has been on a downward trajectory from the glamour and decadence of Weimar Berlin to the slums of Whitechapel. It is in Whitechapel
that Lulu meets her death at the hands of Jack the Ripper.
Nothing in the film has led us to expect the appearance of Jack the
Ripper at the climax of the film. If the film had been set in London in
1888 then we would have expected the appearance of Jack but the modernity of the city and of Lulu herself has led us away from Victorian London.
Critics Barbara Creed and Mary Anne Doane both comment on the shock
of the appearance of the Ripper in the film. Who but Jack the Ripper, the
bogeyman who emerges from the fog to murder immoral women, could
punish Lulu? Lulu is a woman who has destroyed so many men therefore
she must be punished by a man who has destroyed women. The fact that
Lulu picks Jack up for sex as she needs to earn money to feed her father
and lover, as they drink and brood respectively, is ignored.
Sexuality outside marriage is also punished in these films. In Love Lies
Bleeding (US, 1999: Tannen) the heroine Catherine has sex with her
fiancé before they are married. In his bathroom she finds a locket that
she recognises as having belonged to Mary Kelly and realises her fiancé is
Jack the Ripper. Her fiancé kills himself when he discovers she knows his
secret leaving her alone in a society that will condemn her for her actions
and with knowledge of the identity of the Ripper that she cannot share
with anyone.
In The Ruling Class Lady Claire Gurney is killed when she attempts an
incestuous seduction of her nephew. In The Lodger (Ondaatje) one of the
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possible narratives is that the housewife who has an affair with the lodger
is punished by being arrested for his crimes.
In terms of the male viewer the theories of Laura Mulvey have been
viewed as too rigid and exclude the female viewer. However, for films
about the Whitechapel murders Mulvey’s theories, in conjunction with
Freudian theories, provide a framework to analyse the male gaze both on
and off screen. The theories of Barbara Creed and Carol Clover in regard
to horror films and depiction of women on screen I will use to balance
the more determinist views of Mulvey. This combination of feminist film
theories used in conjunction with the theories of Freud and Jung allow
me to examine the diverse group of films about the Whitechapel murders
using a standardised methodology.

CHAPTER 5

Jack the Ripper

It is possible, on a well-known internet site, to buy a ‘Jack the Ripper
Halloween costume’ consisting of a top hat, Gladstone bag and cape.
This seems unremarkable until one realises that Jack the Ripper was never
caught and therefore, we do not know what the killer wore. I contend that
the store is not selling the historic reality of the Ripper but the imagined
Ripper used in films. This screen persona is so prevalent that anyone looking at the costume would know this is supposed to be Jack the Ripper.
In 2015 controversy erupted over the Jack the Ripper Museum in Cable
Street, London. The museum had been presented to the community as
a museum about women’s history in the East End and the first realisation that the community had that the museum had changed its narrative
toward the Ripper was the unveiling of the museum sign. The sign depicts
the silhouette of a figure in a top hat and cape with a smear of blood at
his feet. The screen Ripper masquerading as the historic unknown Ripper.
By deconstructing the costume of top hat, cape and Gladstone bag it
is possible to explore the origins of the screen Ripper and the reasons for
the development away from the figure described by witnesses in 1888.
The top hat, cape and Gladstone bag are accessories that are loaded with
meaning. The top hat has come to symbolise the aristocracy, the cape is
associated with figures of horror especially Dracula and the Gladstone bag
is the synonymous with a doctor.
During 1888 the police collected statements from people who had
seen the victims with men in the hours before their murders. The descriptions vary in terms of height, age, hair colour and clothes so no definitive
© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2016
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description of the killer was available. In Jack the Ripper (Wickes) the varying witness descriptions are used as justification for the theory that two
people were involved in the murders—witnesses are seeing two different
people.
The most detailed contemporary witness statement was provided by
George Hutchinson of a man seen with Mary Jane Kelly on the night of
her murder:
of Jewish appearance, aged about 34 or 35, five foot six, very surly and
pale complexion, with dark hair and eyes and a slight moustache curled up
at each end. He was wearing a dark felt hat turned down in the middle, a
long dark coat, the collar and cuffs trimmed with astrakhan, a dark jacket
underneath and a light waistcoat, across which was a very thick gold chain
with a large seal and a red stone was visible. He had on a shirt with a white
linen collar, and a black tie to which a horseshoe pin was affixed. His trousers
were dark and button boots and gaiters with white buttons completed the
ensemble.1

In the television series Whitechapel (UK, 2009) the detail given in
Hutchinson’s description causes the detective investigating a copycat
Ripper to suspect Hutchinson of being involved in the crime. The reason
is that a witnless can never provide such detail.
Hutchinson’s statement is of interest to me for two reasons, one, that
the astrakhan coat was used as a visual representation of the Ripper in
1888 and two, that this incredibly detailed description of a man has been
completely ignored by film makers.
During 1888 the papers often contained satirical cartoons or illustrations about the murders and the police handling of them. In one illustration a grinning skeleton wearing a hat turned down in the middle and
a coat trimmed on the collar and cuffs with astrakhan is shown entering Miller’s Court with Mary Jane Kelly. This is a direct illustration of
Hutchinson’s statement, arguably more accurate than the top hat and
cape that would become an essential part of the Ripper’s screen iconography. However, to recognise the Ripper in this guise depends on the audience having detailed knowledge of Hutchinson’s statement, something
film makers cannot guarantee with a modern audience.

1
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The lack of audience knowledge of Hutchinson’s statement is not the
only reason film makers have ignored this costume for the screen Ripper.
When reading the description the first thing that struck me is how the
man seen by Hutchinson resembles a music hall or pantomime villain,
from the ‘moustache curled up at each end’ to the exaggerated horseshoe
tie pin and fur trimmed coat. The latter two items link directly to the
‘glamour’ of the music hall. Christopher Breward notes that male music
hall stars favoured fur coats while paste tie pins in the shape of horseshoes
were available in ‘tawdry emulation of music hall glamour’.2 A man with
a curled-up moustache, wearing a fur-lined coat and horseshoe tie pin
emerging from the fog does not carry the same visual impact on screen as
a man wearing a top hat and cape.
The top hat and cape have become so synonymous with Jack the Ripper
that when the British comedians The Two Ronnies produced a spoof of
the Ripper crimes—The Phantom Raspberry Blower of Old London Town—
the eponymous villain stalks the streets wearing a top hat and cape. Neither
of these items of clothing appears in any of the witness statements of 1888.
The only accessory that does have a link to the witness statements of 1888
is the bag. After the murder of Elizabeth Stride The Daily News carried a
witness statement from Mrs Mortimer who reported seeing a man in the
area at the time of the murder carrying a shiny black bag. The man was
Leon Goldstein who voluntarily presented himself to the police: he had
been walking home carrying a bag that contained empty cigarette boxes.
This innocent explanation should have removed the bag from the Ripper’s
iconography but it has remained an integral part of the imagery.
If the top hat and cape did not appear in 1888, and the bag has been
explained, then the question to be answered is where do these objects
come from and why are they used? The well-dressed gentleman does not
appear in the witness statements in 1888 but he is on the periphery of
public consciousness. The letters written by members of the public to
newspapers during the murders are an excellent primary source of how
the persona of the Ripper was understood. On 3 October 1888 a letter to
The Daily News suggested it was not the rough, ill-dressed Hyde that was
stalking Whitechapel as he would arose too much suspicion whereas Jekyll,
‘the gentleman in a black coat and tall hat would pass unchallenged’. This
figure would become the screen Ripper.
2
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Of the three accessories the Gladstone bag is the accessory that appears
most often on screen. The Gladstone bag has come to represent the
nineteenth-century doctor’s bag, thus firmly identifying Jack the Ripper
with the medical profession. Of the 26 films I have viewed about the
Ripper all but three identify him as a doctor. Two depict Jack as the mad
aristocrat: The Ripper (Meyers) and The Ruling Class, whereas Deadly
Advice (UK, 1994: Fletcher) has Jack as a barber who boasts he once cut
Inspector Abberline’s hair.
The overall presentation of the Ripper has strong links to the medical profession and the black medical bag becomes a visual symbol of the
Ripper as a doctor. The question then to be asked is why was the medical
profession connected to the Whitechapel murders? The connection was
established in 1888 when during the inquests the medical witnesses were
asked if the wounds were inflicted with anatomical knowledge. At Annie
Chapman’s inquest the medical witness Dr George Bagster Phillips stated
that the wounds could have been made by ‘such an instrument as a medical man used for post mortem purposes’.3 To the public then, and now,
it seemed obvious that the type of wounds inflicted on the victims could
only have been made by a doctor.
This idea fitted well with the public perception of doctors. Fiction had
provided the collective unconscious of the public, and later film audiences,
with examples of mad, bad doctors. Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange
Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde was published before the Whitechapel
murders. In the novel Dr Jekyll experiments with a potion that turns him
into the murderous Mr Hyde. The earlier novel of 1868 The Moonstone
also depicted a doctor acting in a dangerous manner. The theft of the
eponymous stone and the subsequent suicide of Rosanna Spearman
are caused by Dr Candy drugging Franklin Blake as a punishment for
making derogatory comments about medicine to the doctor.
Both of these texts were preceded by the ultimate novel of dangerous
doctors, Mary Shelley’s 1818 Frankenstein. I think that in the Jungian
concept of the collective unconscious the Ripper is closer to Dr Jekyll than
Dr Frankenstein and film makers have responded to that link. The screen
Ripper is an example of the internal double epitomised by Jekyll and Hyde
rather than the external built double of Frankenstein and his creature. This is
why films based on the Jekyll and Hyde narrative fit so well into the Ripper
canon. These films may play with how Jekyll is transformed, for example,
3
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into a woman in Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde, or how the transformation initially
occurs. In the film Edge of Sanity (USA, 1989: Kikoine) it is the accidental
inhalation of a gas he is using to experiment on monkeys rather than a
conscious desire to change that causes Dr Jekyll to become Jack Hyde, but
the films still fit the internal-double genre.
I contend that the characters of Jekyll, Hyde and Jack the Ripper
have merged in the collective unconscious of the audience. This is partly
due to the contemporary nature of the novel and the crimes. This connection was strengthened by the happenstance that during the period
the murders occurred, a stage version of Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and
Mr Hyde starring the actor Richard Mansfield was showing in London.
In Jack the Ripper (Wickes) the play and Mansfield become enmeshed
in the Ripper myth when the actor is identified as a habitué of East End
brothels and a potential Ripper suspect.
The link between Hyde and Jack is, to my mind, not only connected
to closeness in time but to the fact that the characters share elusiveness in
terms of physical appearance. The difficulty of describing the Ripper, the
varying descriptions given by witnesses seems to echo the elusive description of Hyde provided by the character Enfield in the novel:
He is not easy to describe. There is something wrong with his appearance;
something displeasing, something downright detestable. I never saw a man
I so disliked and yet I scarce know why. He must be deformed somewhere;
he gives a strong feeling of deformity, although I couldn’t specify the point.4

Hyde, like Jack, lacks a coherent appearance but unlike Jack is seen as
physically wrong. This difference is exemplified by the physical change
from Jekyll to Hyde in the film Jekyll and Hyde (US, 1932: Mamoulian).
Hyde is depicted as physically unattractive, appearing to have undergone a
reversal of evolution that leaves him with almost Neanderthal features. In
comparison the screen Ripper is often played by attractive actors such as
Samuel West, David Warner and Peter O’Toole. The double aspect of the
Ripper is internal, not producing a physical change.
The three novels mentioned all create the image of doctors of using
power without compassion. This ‘playing god’ aspect of the doctor is
found in the films Hands of the Ripper and Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde. In
4
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Hands of the Ripper Dr Pritchard enables Anna to keep killing by hiding
the body of the housemaid Dolly and blackmailing the MP Dysart so that
he does not reveal Anna’s guilt to the police. Pritchard uses his power to
ensure he can carry on with his experimental treatment of Anna and prove
his theories are correct. In Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde Dr Jekyll is prepared
to work with Burke and Hare and then to embark on the Whitechapel
murders to obtain what he needs to carry on with his experiments.
In 1888 there was also in the collective unconscious of the audience
the memory of the rhetoric for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Act
and the publication of The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon about the
behaviour of doctors. In his examination of the link between medicine
and the Gothic in the nineteenth century Andrew Smith links the injuries
to the victims of the Ripper, Jekyll and Hyde and the perception of the
press that ‘medicine represented conflicting impulses; the desire to help,
but also the desire to do harm’.5 This conflicting impulse is present in
several of the screen depictions of the Ripper. In From Hell the Ripper is
Sir William Gull who attempts to help Inspector Abberline with his drug
addiction. In Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman) Sir David Rogers murders women by night but by day he runs the Mercy Hospital for Women.
Dr Orloff in Jack the Ripper (Franco) murders prostitutes and then offers
free medical care to the poor. In Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (Mamoulian) this
conflicting impulse becomes personal when Hyde beats Ivy who then goes
to Jekyll for medical attention.
This combination of healing and destruction is a component of the
archetype Jung called ‘the wise old man’ who could appear as a doctor. This is an archetype that has elements of the double for Jung who
describes the figure as ‘his own opposite a life bringer as well as a death
dealer’.6 This archetype becomes further embedded into the collective
unconscious through real killers such as Dr Crippen and Dr Harold
Shipman and fictional killers. The continuing link between the figure of
the doctor and murder is epitomised by the opening episodes of the series
seventeen of the US crime series Law and Order: Special Victims Unit—
Devil’s Dissections and Criminal Pathology (2015). In these episodes Dr
Gregory Yates, a doctor who is a convicted serial rapist and killer, taunts
the detectives with knowledge of another doctor who is a serial killer. The
5
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suspect is Dr Carl Rudnick, who is a medical examiner who has worked
with the police. As the investigation progresses Dr Rudnick is revealed
to be a cross-dressing, mentally-unstable serial killer. A doctor the police
had considered to be a colleague is actually a criminal. Dr Yates is shown
as being able to manipulate the detectives and to have a preternatural
sense of smell—he can smell when women are pregnant. The conclusion
of the episode reveals that Dr Yates helped Dr Rudnick to kill his first
victim. Therefore, in the murder of Lena Dr Yates is both detective and
culprit.
The fact that the victims of Jack the Ripper were women who worked
as prostitutes I believe also adds to the construct of the Ripper as a doctor
as these were women who were viewed as being diseased. The two film
versions of the Jekyll and Hyde story—Jekyll and Hyde (Mamoulian) and
Jekyll and Hyde (US, 1941: Fleming)—add to the association of ‘bad’
doctors and prostitutes. In Stevenson’s novel the characters inhabit a male
world and Hyde’s violence is directed toward men. In the films the violence is redirected towards Hyde’s girlfriend, a lower-class barmaid, a job
that could be a euphemism for prostitute. In this way Hyde begins to
merge with the Ripper as screen doctors who abuse lower-class women.
Even when the Ripper is not a doctor he is still presented as being
a ‘cure’ for prostitutes suffering from venereal disease. In The Ripper
(Meyers) the Ripper is the Duke of Clarence and his motive for the murders is to kill prostitutes to stop others becoming infected by syphilis as
he himself has been. The Duke tells Inspector Hanson that his family,
the royal family, have always fought off invaders and this disease is a form
of invasion, the disease has left him feeling filthy inside, he washes and
washes but is never clean. After this speech Hanson tells him how sorry
he is and still uses the respectful address of ‘Your Highness’. Hanson does
not judge him harshly and appears to understand his motive. The source
of the filth that needs to be destroyed is prostitutes. There is never any
suggestion that the men, such as the Duke, who use prostitutes, have any
responsibility for the spread of venereal disease.
It is not disease that links Dr Jack to just prostitutes but also surgical
procedures connected to gynaecology and abortion. Feminist film theory
investigates the differences between the male and female spectator, in
terms of the Ripper as a gynaecologist a connection, I think, that resonates
only with the female spectator. The bodies of the victims of the Ripper
were posed after death, and in the film From Hell we see this posing. The
victims’ skirts are raised with the knees drawn up and apart, for women in
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the audience this is recognisable as the position assumed during a gynaecological examination.
Related to the Ripper as a gynaecologist is the Ripper as an abortionist, another sub-set of the doctor figure. The removal of the uterus in
some of the Ripper’s victims can be viewed as a form of abortion. There
is also a mistaken belief that Mary Kelly was 3 months pregnant when she
was murdered, this would link the Ripper to abortion. In Jack the Ripper
(Wickes) Inspector Abberline, on hearing of the injuries of the victim, asks
the police surgeon if the cause of death could have been a botched abortion. In Jack’s Back (US, 1988: Herrington) the equivalent Mary Kelly
victim had undergone an illegal late-term abortion before her murder.
That prostitutes would want abortions, no matter how illegal or dangerous, adds to their portrayal as morally diseased. In this way the health of
the victim adds to the construct of the Ripper as a doctor.
A figure who is of interest to my research is Dr Thomas Cream (1850–
1892) who was a nineteenth-century doctor and serial killer of London
prostitutes. Cream has been completely ignored as a subject by film makers, indeed he does not seem known to the public in general. The historian
Angus McLaren has written that he ‘discovered’ Cream and his crimes
while researching Victorian abortion. McLaren describes how Cream was
executed on 15 November 1892 after poisoning four London prostitutes
and had previously been involved in the deaths of five women in Canada
by performing botched abortions.7 Urban legend has it that Cream’s last
words were ‘I am Jack the …’ cut short by the hangman. In ‘Appendix
II—Dance of the Gull Catchers’ in the graphic novel From Hell Cream is
shown uttering those words with the author’s comment ‘irritating bastard’ as Cream had an excellent alibi for 1888; he was in prison in Canada.
Cream, although now generally forgotten, is of interest to my research
for two reasons. First, while he may no longer be a name the public recognise, his trial was a media sensation. This meant that he was part of the
late-nineteenth century image of the doctor. Jack the Ripper’s perceived
surgical ability and Cream’s use of prescription medication—medical skills
turned from healing to harming—captures the Freudian and Jungian anxieties about the figure of the doctor.
The second reason that Cream is of interest to me derives from the
press coverage of the trial. In photographs and drawings of Cream in pub7
Angus McLaren, A Prescription for Murder: The Victorian Serial Killings of Dr Thomas
Neill Cream (London: University of Chicago Press, 1995).
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lications such as The Penny Illustrated Paper and Illustrated Police News
in 1892 he wears a top hat, the second element of the Ripper’s iconic
costume. The Ripper’s top hat has become so iconic that in the film The
Ripper (Meyers) when Inspector Hanson and Florrie are drinking in an
East End pub the cabaret act shows the Ripper in a top hat killing a prostitute. In a prescient example of meta referencing before the killer has been
caught in the film he is presented wearing one of his most recognisable
symbols.
The 1888 witness statements gave the following list of hats worn by
men seen with the victims—black felt hat, deerstalker, black billycock hat,
wide-awake hat, peaked cap and flat cap—there is no mention of a top hat.
All the hats mentioned would have been classed as working- or middleclass attire. Having the Ripper wear a top hat on screen makes him one of
the upper class or aristocracy. The top hat is associated with the aristocracy or upper classes because it lacked any practical use ‘its narrow brim
provided little protection from the rain or sun and its height exposed it to
every wind, it made any physical activity completely impossible’.8 The top
hat then is the antithesis of the connotations of hard work and industry
that a felt hat or cap would portray.
The earliest films concerning the Ripper do not use the top hat as part
of the Ripper’s costume, in Waxworks the wax model wears a homburg
hat. The two earliest films based on The Lodger novella do not depict
the lodger wearing a top hat, even though the text describes the man as
‘wearing an old fashioned top hat’.9 In The Lodger (Hitchcock) and the
later sound remake The Phantom Fiend (US, 1935: Elvey) the mysterious lodger arrives wearing a long coat, a scarf covering his face, and a
soft homburg hat, carrying a black bag. In Pandora’s Box Jack the Ripper
wears a homburg hat and a raincoat. These three films are not set in 1888
but are contemporaneous to the date of the films. It would be an anachronism to dress the Ripper in the formal evening clothes of the previous
century. Additionally the lodger in these two films is not Jack the Ripper.
The first film to present Jack the Ripper in a top hat and cape was Room
to Let. Dr Fell arrives at the Musgrave house in 1904 wearing a top hat and
evening clothes. It emerges during the film that Dr Fell/Jack the Ripper
has escaped from an asylum where he has been since 1888, it is assumed
8
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that he has escaped wearing the same clothes he was originally wearing in
1888, which explains the nineteenth-century style.
The next two versions of the lodger story The Lodger (US, 1944:
Brahms) and Man in the Attic eschews the top hat and cape in favour
of the scarf, ulster and ubiquitous black bag. The scarf and ulster outfit
had an earlier appearance in a murderous context in the 1890 novel The
Picture of Dorian Grey by Oscar Wilde. In the novel Dorian is returning
from a night out when he meets Basil Hall, the painter of the eponymous
portrait. The date of the meeting and the clothes Basil wears are of interest
in connection to the Ripper:
It was on the ninth of November … He was walking home about eleven
o’clock from Lord Henry’s, where he had been dining, and was wrapped
in heavy furs, as the night was cold and foggy. At the corner of Grosvenor
Square and South Audley Street a man passed him in the mist, walking very
fast, and with the collar of his grey ulster turned up. He had a bag in his
hand.10

The date of 9 November is the date of Mary Kelly’s murder, the most
brutal murder attributed to the Ripper and Wilde would have known this.
Christopher Nassarr has put forward the argument that Dorian’s murder
of Basil, both the concept of killing and the manner of killing with the
action of repeated stabbing, is inspired by Jack the Ripper.11 Wilde may
have intended for Dorian Gray to be considered as Jack the Ripper for
film viewers familiar with the lodger sub-genre of Ripper films. It is the
image portrayed by Basil emerging from the fog wearing an ulster and
carrying a black bag is suggestive of Jack the Ripper. Thus it can be argued
that Wilde was influenced by the Ripper murders and his presentation of
characters is reinterpreted by the collective unconscious of the audience.
In the films The Lodger (Brahms) and Man in the Attic the clothes worn
by the lodger/Ripper are more modern than those worn by the other
members of the cast. The women in the film are in full Victorian crinolines
and the men are in formal nineteenth-century clothes. The outfit Slade/
the lodger wears is a generic dark suite that has nothing to place it in a specific time. A reason for placing the lodger in modern clothes is that he can
10
Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray (London: Penguin Popular Classics, 1994),
169.
11
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then be both a timeless archetype and a modern figure: the modern phenomena of the serial killer, the forerunner of Dahmer, Bundy and West.
That the policeman in the films are in more traditional nineteenth-century
clothes can be viewed as indicating that the police are outdated and this is
why they failed to catch the Ripper.
In all the film versions of the lodger story the landlady considers the
lodger to be a gentleman, for all his apparent quirks. However, when
looked at in comparison to other screen Rippers the lodger is middle class.
The screen Ripper, in his top hat and cape, is most definitely upper class,
ranging from Sir William Gull in From Hell and Jack the Ripper (Wickes)
and Sir David Rogers in Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman), Lord Carfax
in A Study in Terror reaching a social apotheosis in the heir presumptive
Prince Albert Victor, Duke of Clarence in The Ripper (Meyers). Jack the
Ripper is now, for a film audience, a member of the aristocracy attired in
an upper-class top hat.
This identification of the Ripper as upper class has been retrospectively
fitted onto the killer. The witness statements from 1888 place the suspects
as working class and of ‘foreign’ appearance or with a foreign accent or
dark hair. Paul Begg states that use of the word foreign was ‘generally a
euphemism for a Jew’.12 The East End in the late-nineteenth century had
a large Jewish community. In 1887 a Polish Jewish immigrant Israel Lipski
was hanged for murdering a pregnant woman, Miriam Angel. Therefore,
the concept of a Jewish killer of women was prevalent in the East End,
indeed one of the Jewish witnesses in the Ripper case Israel Schwartz was
called Lipski, an anti-Semitic insult, by one of the men he saw with Annie
Chapman on the night she was murdered.
So widespread was the suggestion of the involvement of a Jew in
the murders, based on a rumour that a Jewish man who had sex with
a Christian woman must commit ritual murder to absolve the guilt, the
Chief Rabbi was moved to write to The Times. On 3 October 1888 The
Times published a letter from Rabbi Herman Adler in which he wrote, ‘I
can assert, without hesitation that in no Jewish book is such a barbarity
even hinted at.’ Then the view of the Ripper was that he was a foreigner
or an ‘other’.
The screen Ripper is an ‘other’, an immigrant to the East End, but
instead of being the lower-class Jewish immigrant he is an upper-class gent
migrating from the West End to the East End. The reasons for this trans12
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formation are based on the following—the perceived immorality of the
upper classes, class-based issues around the use of prostitutes, the idea of
madness in the aristocracy, nineteenth-century depictions of prostitutes
and their clients, the narrative structure of the films and the apotheosis of
the serial killer in the minds of the film audience.
The immorality of the upper-class male had been used as a part of the
rhetoric for the repeal of the Contagious Diseases Act and the campaign to
raise the age of consent through The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon.
These two campaigns used rhetoric that drew on the idea of the aristocrat
as lascivious seducer of working-class women and girls.
The accuracy and reality of the rhetoric used by W. T. Stead in his articles have been challenged by Judith Walkowitz but this concept is embedded too far in the collective unconscious to be bothered by fact. Nor did
the idea of the wicked aristocrat of the nineteenth century disappear with
the change of century. In his first Jeeves and Wooster novel, Carry on
Jeeves, P. G. Wodehouse use the plot device of memoirs being written by
Uncle Willoughby that detailed how he and Lord Worplesdon after drinking champagne where thrown out of a Music Hall in 1887.13 The idea of
the drunken young aristocrats behaving badly in a lower-class environment still had currency in 1925.
If, as Walkowitz asserts, the immoral aristocrat was a fiction more than
a fact it does not change the public perception of the upper classes. It was
not only in newspaper reports that the link between the upper class and
the prostitute could be found. During the nineteenth century British and
French artists became fascinated with the depiction of the prostitute, from
the interaction between client and prostitute to the prostitute’s moment
of repentance and often suicide. By studying works of art from the nineteenth century I believe a link can be established between the artistic portrayal of the upper-class client and the screen portrayal of Jack the Ripper
as they all depict prostitutes interacting with men of the upper classes who
were often wearing a top hat.
When considering the depiction of women in Victorian Britain Lynda
Nead examines a wood engraving by Abraham Solomon from 1860,
‘Drowned, Drowned!’. In this work a young woman has been pulled dead
from the Thames. The composition is divided by the body of the woman:
to her right are working-class figures of a policeman, flower seller and
manual labourers and to her left are a group of upper-class figures, some
13
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in fancy dress. A central male figure looks down at the woman in horror,
this figure Nead identifies as ‘the seducer recognizing the girl as a former
victim’.14 To the far left of the composition a young woman is trying to
see the scene but a man in a top hat pulls her face towards him and away
from the scene. There is a sense of menace and entitlement in the way the
man handles the woman’s face.
The idea of seduction by the upper-class swell of the lower-class woman
may not seem applicable to the screen Ripper for murder does not require
seduction but there is an element of ‘charm’ in some of the presentations. In The Ripper (Meyers) Prince Eddy picks up a prostitute and offers
her more money than she was going to charge. In Love Lies Bleeding
Jonathan/the Ripper tells Mary Kelly that she is his dream girl and romantic music swells as he promises to ‘do things for you no man has ever done
before’ and in From Hell Gull gives the women wine and grapes as gifts. In
Terror at London Bridge (US, 1985: Swackhammer) Roger Eddington/
the Ripper charms the librarian and then comes to her rescue when she
is threatened by another man. The seduction of the victims adds to the
Ripper’s upper-class persona adding a further dimension of cruelty to the
murders, for the audience knows that the charm of the Ripper will be fatal.
The interaction between prostitute and client in the nineteenth century
was also depicted in the work of Henri de Toulouse Lautrec (1864–1901)
and Edgar Degas (1834–1917), both of whom placed men in top hats
and prostitutes in a visual pair. In Englishman at the Moulin Rouge, 1892,
Toulouse Lautrec shows the interaction between the upper-class English
gent and a prostitute. John Harvey writes of the work ‘it’s her flesh he
wants and seems to gloat over’.15 The selection of flesh is presented with
less pretence of civility by Degas in The Customer as two naked women are
appraised by a man in a top hat and evening dress as he stands to the right
of the composition. These two works are an example of a visual convention of depicting prostitutes with men in top hats. This builds on the idea
of the upper-class seducer.
I have argued that the Parisian artistic world of Degas and Toulouse
Lautrec can be identified as an element of the screen Ripper’s presentation, there is another element of fin-de-siècle Paris that has been linked to
the Ripper—the concept of the flâneur. Keith Tester defines the activities
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of the flâneur as ‘strolling and looking’16 and this is a city-based activity.
The flâneur is an urban figure most associated with Paris but who can be
relocated to London. In The Picture of Dorian Gray Dorian’s description
of his experience of London is that of the flâneur:
As I lounged in the park, or strolled down Piccadilly, I used to look at everyone who passed me and wonder, with a mad curiosity, what sort of lives they
led … I went out and wandered eastward, soon losing my way in a labyrinth
of grimy streets and black, grassless squares.17

Dorian encompasses the flâneur not only in his observance of the city
as theatre but also in his social status as one of the leisured classes; the
grandson of a Lord who has no need to earn his keep. To have no other
commitments on one’s time than to spend the day observing the city is an
indication of wealth and privilege, an aristocratic lifestyle.
In his chapter on the flâneur Ferguson explores the idea of the passivity of the figure and, by extension, the class of the flâneur. Ferguson
writes that, ‘The flâneur’s ostentatious inaction offers evidence of superior
social status.’18 His (the flâneur is always male) free time confirms status
as member of the upper class. The top hat and the availability of upperclass leisure link the flâneur to Jack the Ripper on screen. Clive Bloom
writes that:
Jack is the flâneur, in dress and demeanour, but he crosses over to the East
End. The Ripper is the link between West End elegance and East End
squalor. Indeed, in film, he is the only link between the two sides of the
metropolis.

I agree with Bloom that there are elements of the flâneur in the screen
Ripper, his relationship to the city and his aristocratic presentation.
However, the Ripper is too active to be a true flâneur; he is the instigator
of the crowds that will gather after the murders he commits, not merely
another observer. As Ferguson argues the flâneur may observe the crowd
and the city but ‘remains aloof from both’.19 I agree with Ferguson that
16
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the flâneur must refrain from creating the scene: he must be the observer
not the instigator.
There is an argument to be made that the Ripper on screen can occupy
the position of the flâneur in his relationship to the audience. The films
Study in Terror and Murder By Decree place the camera in the Ripper’s
viewpoint so the audience are passive spectators, aloof from the activity
but observing. In addition to this the audience is present at the crowd
scenes following the murders that the Ripper is absent from. Therefore,
the audience in addition to the Ripper can traverse the West End and East
End.
The top hat can also be linked to a wider class issue, not of aristocratic seduction but of upper-class disregard for the working class. On
1 October 1888 George Lusk and Joseph Aarons of the Whitechapel
Vigilance Committee wrote to the editor of The Daily Telegraph complaining that the police were not offering a reward for the capture of the
Whitechapel murder yet the capture of the Phoenix Park murderers was
achieved by financial incentive. In 1882 Lord Cavendish, Chief Secretary
of Ireland and Thomas Henry Burke, Permanent Under-Secretary, were
assassinated in Phoenix Park, Dublin. For Lusk and Aaron the point of
offering a reward was not just to assist with the capture of the Ripper but
to place the lower-class victims of the Ripper on a level with the aristocratic Lord Cavendish. The implication of not offering a reward is that the
government and the upper classes have no interest in stopping the Ripper.
In the films From Hell and Murder By Decree the establishment actually
order the murders while in A Study in Terror and The Ripper (Meyers) the
identity of the Ripper is protected.
This disregard for the women of Whitechapel is found on screen not
just in the figure and actions of the Ripper. In A Study in Terror there is
the almost obligatory East End pub scene showing the locals and some
‘slumming’ gents enjoying drink and women. One of the prostitutes picks
the pocket of a ‘gent’ and puts his wallet in her cleavage. When the man
notices he and his friends pick the woman up, hold her upside down and
shake her until the wallet falls out. The men treat her as an object and have
no compunction about manhandling her to retrieve their property or have
any fear of reprisal. In Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman) and Hands of
the Ripper older upper-class men are seen attempting to ‘persuade’ young
working-class women to have sex with them. Even when the aristocrats on
screen are not the killer they do little to improve the image of the ‘gent’
on screen.
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I have explored the ‘bad’ aspect of the perception of the aristocracy and
I now will look at the Ripper as a mad aristocrat. That the Whitechapel
murderer was mad was obvious to many in 1888, these were not the
actions of a sane person. The notion of insanity has been transferred on
screen to the figure of the Ripper as an aristocrat. The link between the
upper classes, madness and the Whitechapel murders was put forward by
the ‘alienist’ Lyttleton Forbes Winslow (1844–1913). In a letter to The
Times published on 12 September 1888 he wrote: ‘The whole affair is that
of a lunatic … I think the murderer is not of the class of which “Leather
Apron” belongs, but is of the upper class of society.’ Leather Apron was
the nickname given to John Pizer, a Polish Jew who lived in the East
End, was believed to have attacked prostitutes and was considered as a
serious Ripper suspect. Pizer was arrested but proved to have an alibi for
the nights of the murders. If Pizer appears on screen he is one of the redherring suspects. Film makers have followed Forbes Winslow in linking
upper-class madness with the Ripper.
On screen even when there is a motive for the murders such as protecting the monarchy as in From Hell and Murder By Decree there is still
an element of personal madness in the figure of the Ripper. In From Hell
while Sir William Gull is mutilating Mary Kelly he hallucinates that he is
giving an anatomy lecture to medical students. In Murder By Decree the
Ripper is depicted with wild staring eyes, charging around the streets of
Whitechapel accompanied by an assistant who is more like his keeper. In A
Study in Terror the connection is made between the aristocracy and insanity. Holmes tells Watson that he found insanity in four generations of the
family of the Ripper, Lord Carfax.
The Ruling Class explores the connection between aristocracy, madness
and Jack the Ripper in a satirical style. Before considering the character of
Jack the 14th Earl, the main character who believes he is Jack the Ripper,
it is important to examine the other members of this aristocratic family as
they are presented as both mad and bad. The reason that Jack has inherited the title is that his father, the 13th Earl, has accidentally killed himself
while indulging in auto-erotic asphyxiation using a noose while dressed in
a tutu and military tunic. This is a masterful presentation of sexual deviancy and insanity.
After his father’s death Jack is released from a mental institution with a
diagnosis of paranoid schizophrenia and a delusion that he is Jesus Christ.
To ensure the estate stays within his control Jack’s Uncle Charles plans to
have his mistress Grace marry Jack and father a child with his nephew so
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that he can retain control of the estate until his and Grace’s child reaches
maturity. Charles’s wife Claire is accepting and disinterested in his adultery
but she does accuse him of incest for passing Grace onto Jack. To help the
scheme Claire seduces and bribes the doctor in charge of Jack’s care to
ensure he does not block the marriage of Grace and Jack. Therefore independent of Jack’s behaviour the family are presented as insane and immoral.
When asked by Charles why Jack hallucinates that he is Jesus Christ,
Jack’s doctor replies he is a member of the British aristocracy, the only
person grander is God himself. This is of interest in terms of films that
cast the Ripper as upper class and playing God with the lives of women in
Whitechapel. Although Jack’s delusion that his Jesus or God is relatively
harmless the family decide that Jack must be cured of his delusion and it
is this treatment that transfers the delusion from Jesus to Jack the Ripper.
During the treatment Jack sees a wolf in a top hat enter the home, a wolf
is a symbol of the predator and the werewolf is the bestial side of man, the
top hat symbolising the Ripper and the aristocracy.
The film presents the idea that the Jungian shadow of the archetype of
Jesus Christ is Jack the Ripper rather than Jesus/Jack as a Jekyll and Hyde
Freudian doppelgänger. For while Jekyll and Hyde can coexist, like many
of the screen Ripper figures who can manage to do good until they return
to their Ripper persona, in The Ruling Class the 14th Earl of Gurney can
be Jesus or Jack but not both. In Jungian terms on a personal level the
shadow lives within us as a necessary part of our psyche. Jung wrote that
the shadow is not evil but does contain the inferior or primitive attributes
that, if properly examined, can ‘vitalize and embellish human existence’.20
However, the Earl has gone beyond the personal and become the
archetype. When he is the hero archetype he is the ultimate hero figure of
Jesus Christ, when he is the shadow archetype he is Jack the Ripper, these
two archetypes leave no room for Jack Gurney. For Jung encountering the
archetype rather than the personal is too much for the psyche and removes
any positive benefits from the archetype. Jack the 14th Earl of Gurney
becomes the epitome of the shadow archetype and the mad aristocrat.
The doctor assures the family that when Jack answers to the name Jack
he will be cured of thinking he is Jesus Christ. This turns out to be a
dreadfully ironic prophecy for after the treatment Jack introduces himself
as ‘I’m Jack, cunning Jack, quiet Jack, Jack whose sword never sleeps, red
20
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Jack, spring-heeled Jack, Jack from hell. Trade name Jack the Ripper.’
In all outward appearances he is cured, he begins to act and dress as a
member of the aristocracy should, he takes up shooting as ‘it is the sign of
normalcy in our circle to slaughter anything that moves’. Jack convinces
a doctor who comes to assess his sanity that he is fine by singing the Eton
school song. His identification with the Ripper culminates in his stabbing
of Claire who has been flirting with him, she uses a cockney accent and
language and Jack hallucinates them walking on cobbled streets. Jack tells
Claire that he nicked Mary down to a bloody membrane and as Claire asks
him to make her immortal with a kiss he stabs her. A crowd then appears
as he watches them from a hiding place and we hear the crowd cry ‘Jack
the Ripper’.
When Claire’s body is discovered by Tucker, the family butler, he
becomes the chief suspect and Jack lets him take the blame for the murder. The discovery by the police of communist literature in Tucker’s room
convinces the police of Tucker’s guilt. This is a reflection of the suspicions
of socialists in 1888. After the Bloody Sunday incident of 1887 the ruling
elite was quick to blame socialists for any civil unrest. On screen the Ripper
is not depicted as a socialist but characters who are depicted as socialists
have a negative portrayal. In Jack the Ripper (Wickes) Lusk is presented as
a socialist rabble rouser and in Murder By Decree Inspector Foxborough
is a member of a radical group who do not care about the murders of the
women but what gains the group can make from the women’s deaths.
At the conclusion of The Ruling Class Jack calls his wife, Grace, ‘Annie’
and stabs her as he hallucinates about a street in Whitechapel. We hear a
young voice saying ‘I am Jack’ for Jack has a son, so the family and the
madness carry on. There is no punishment for Jack, no one to stop him.
As a member of the ruling class he can get away with murder.
The FBI Profiler John Douglas has given his opinion that Jack the
Ripper was ‘someone like Kosminski’,21 in other words a lower-class recent
immigrant living in Whitechapel. This is not the Ripper we see on screen,
rather than a lower-class immigrant we have an upper-class Englishman, in
fact what we see on screen is the apotheosis of Jack the Ripper. The doctor
and the aristocrat are established nineteenth-century villains but there are
other considerations that influence the portrayal of the Ripper.
On film the ethnicity of the Ripper is white Anglo Saxon rather than
Eastern European Jewish immigrant. The majority of newspapers in 1888
21
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pointed the finger at the latter group, refusing to believe these crimes
could have been committed by an Englishman. So much was this view
embedded in the public’s mind that the cowboys appearing in Buffalo
Bill’s show, which was in London at the time, were considered as suspects.
Since the nineteenth century perceptions have changed and we have now
come to view and expect serial killers to be white. This is an idea explored
by Richard Dyer:
law enforcement agencies are more likely to seek out and track down blacks
for murder in general, they are more likely to find out whites when it comes
to serial murder. We can’t derive from this that in fact only whites do it, but
we can say that rightly or wrongly, whites are overwhelmingly presumed to
do it.22

This presumption of white serial killers is confirmed by real-life serial killers, such as Ted Bundy, Peter Sutcliffe, Ian Brady and John Wayne Gacy.
Screen serial killers are also presented as white—Hannibal Lecter, Dexter
Morgan, Buffalo Bill in Silence of the Lambs, John Doe in Se7en (US, 1995:
Fincher) and Casanova in Kiss the Girls (US, 1997: Fleder).
Jane Caputi links serial sex murders not to a universal evil or personal
behaviour of psychopaths but instead identifies it as a ‘logical step in the
procession of patriarchal roles, values, needs and rule of force’.23 At the
top of the patriarchal procession is the upper-class white male, therefore,
the top of the serial killer procession—the uncaptured, legendary Jack the
Ripper—must be a white upper-class male.
The elevation of the Ripper in social status may also have a link to patriarchy in terms of the relationship between the male viewer and the Ripper.
Christine Gledhill writes that ‘Pleasure is largely organized to flatter or
console the patriarchal ego and its unconscious’.24 I have argued that
the Ripper is the strongest male presence in films about the Whitechapel
murders and may therefore be the figure that the patriarchal unconscious
responds to. If this is the case then the patriarchal ego is going to be more
flattered by being represented by an upper-class white killer than a lowerclass immigrant. The Freudian theory of the repressed can be used to
22
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explain the upper-class Ripper. For if we are to see Jack as a figure acting
out the drives repressed by the audience we want to see this figure as an
elegant aristocrat rather than the outcast immigrant.
In addition to the historic and psychoanalytical reasons for the Ripper’s
social elevation on screen there is a narrative reason for the presentation
of an upper-class killer. This reason is put most succinctly by Perry Curtis:
‘[n]eedless to say, a Cambridge educated gentleman living in Mayfair or
Knightsbridge has much more box office appeal than an obscure plebeian lunatic from Whitechapel.’25 That the gentleman Ripper is often part
of the ruling establishment or is protected by it adds to the audience
appeal, a conspiracy that reaches the Houses of Parliament or even better
Buckingham Palace, makes an excellent story.
This conspiracy narrative has been a consistent element in Ripper films
since 1978 with the release of Murder By Decree and continues through
to the last major studio film From Hell in 2001. In earlier films the reason
that the Ripper was not caught is there was not enough evidence for a
conviction or that the suspect was killed as in Man in the Attic and Jack
the Ripper (Baker and Berman). The conspiracy narrative appears to have
captured the zeitgeist of the audience especially in terms of general suspicion of government and authority.
If the top hat is the symbol of the aristocracy then the black cape is the
symbol of the gothic villain, especially Dracula. The literary and screen
Dracula has influenced the presentation of Jack the Ripper. This should
not be a surprise as both Jack and Dracula are the Jungian shadow, the
Freudian return of the repressed and the consequence of the patriarchy
for feminist theory.
In the novel Dracula Jonathan’s journal records at the first appearance
of the Count, that he is ‘clad in black from head to foot, without a single
speck of colour about him anywhere’.26 Black was adopted as the colour
of evening wear in the nineteenth century, and remains so today, but this
figure in unrelieved black taps into associations of the reader with death
and the night. John Harvey notes this association of the colour black with
night and death and also with the persona of evil: ‘the person of Satan,
[has been] shown in paintings dressed in black since at least the fourteenth
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century’.27 Therefore the black clad figure of Dracula even before we know
of his vampiric proclivities is a sign to beware.
One of the uncanniest moments of the novel is when Jonathan describes
Dracula climbing down a wall, an inversion of the heimlich childhood
memory of climbing up trees and walls. Jonathan writes, ‘my very feelings
changed to repulsion and terror when I saw the whole man slowly emerge
from the window and begin to crawl down the abyss, face down, with his
cloak spread out around him like great wings’.28 The cloak as wings and
the ability to crawl down a vertical surface present Dracula as an insect like
inhuman monster. This apparently supernatural ability to come and go
from the castle is comparable to the Ripper’s ability to come and go from
Whitechapel as he pleases.
The dominance of the cape as part of Dracula’s costume evolved from
the practicalities required when a stage version of the novel was produced
by the actor manager Hamilton Deane in 1924. David Skal explains that
the exaggerated collar on the cape helped hide the head of the actor playing Dracula as he slipped through a trap door or panel. Even when film
special effects replaced the trap door and the practical reason for the cape
was removed it remained as ‘a signature feature of the vampire costuming in all media’.29 This is an example of audience expectation influencing
screen depiction.
The figure of the Ripper when wearing a cape can combine the audience inheritance of a gothic monster in a cape with a practical dramatic
purpose for film makers. One man wearing a top hat and cape can look
much like another, therefore, the Ripper can be shown on screen but his
identity concealed and ‘red-herring’ suspects introduced. This device is
used most effectively in Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman) in a scene
where the heroine Anne is being pursued through the streets by a figure
in a top hat and cape—is it the Ripper, her guardian or a young doctor
she is fond of? The film plays with her sense of being unable to identify
the man. In Jungian terms the cape removes the individual and emphasises
the archetype.
The first screen version of Dracula was the film Nosferatu (Germany,
1922: Murnau) in which, for copyright reasons, Dracula was renamed
27
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Count Orlok. In this film the vampire does not wear a cape but a fitted
coat and although he is given the title ‘Count’ he seems to be lower class,
his claw like hands, bat ears and prominent brow suggest a lower form
of evolution. Over a succession of films Orlok evolves into the suave and
aristocratic Dracula embodied by Christopher Lee. This class progression
mirrors that of Jack the Ripper, from the real life presumed working-class
Jewish immigrant of the witness statements of 1888 to the middle-class
Slade in The Lodger (Brahms) and Man in the Attic to Prince Albert Victor,
Duke of Clarence in The Ripper (Meyers).
This evolution for the screen Ripper is first seen in the 1950 film Room
to Let produced by the Hammer Studio, which would go on to produce
films with the cape clad, suave Dracula that film makers have come to identify as the ultimate vampire. In the film Dr Fell arrives dressed in Jack/
Dracula’s outfit and is invited into the house by the Musgrave women.
There are no men in the house and Fell begins to assert his dominance
over the women as in the novel Dracula comes to have authority over Lucy
and Mina. After one of his nocturnal excursions Fell forgets his house key
and has to knock the front door to get back into the house. The maid
asks Mrs Musgrave not to answer the door, to lock Fell out of the house,
but Mrs Musgrave refuses and allows him back in to her home. This is
comparable to the incident in the novel Dracula when Lucy’s mother
goes against Van Helsing’s advice for the protection of her daughter and
removes the apotropaic garlic and opens a window that allows Dracula
back into the house.
Dr Fell and Dracula also have a common interest in maps. During his
time in Dracula’s castle Jonathan notes that the Count has spent time
looking at maps, especially at the east side of London, possibly a nod
to the location of the Ripper murders. In the film Dr Fell shows Mrs
Musgrave his maps of Whitechapel, he tells her that maps are very useful
when one wants to move about in a hurry. This is a rather prosaic explanation for the Ripper’s ability to move around Whitechapel without being
caught but shows the ingenuity of the killer.
It may be argued that while Fell is middle class he is not the aristocratic
Dracula. I have argued for the Ripper as aristocrat, which links him to
Dracula, which would seem to remove the link between Fell and Dracula.
However, the critic Franco Moretti argues that Dracula is not an aristocrat in the truest sense, he acts as a servant to Jonathan when he stays at
the castle and he does not conspicuously consume or take pleasure in his
activities. Moretti writes of Dracula:
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Not even his violence has pleasure as its goal. Dracula (unlike Vlad the
Impaler, the historical Dracula and all other vampires before him) does not
like spilling blood; he needs blood. He sucks just as much as is necessary and
never wastes a drop.30

Fell then, with his practical maps and chilling lack of pleasure in his crimes,
can be linked to the non-aristocratic aspects of Dracula.
The top hat, cape and bag have become a self-conscious signifier of
Jack the Ripper, but they also serve a practical purpose. They can be used
as a costume to protect the identity of the killer for the ‘big reveal’ as in
Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman). In Murder By Decree the sight of
the cape billowing behind the Ripper as he runs through the streets of
Whitechapel is used to dramatic effect. In From Hell the donning of the
top hat and cape and packing of the bag are as much part of the Ripper’s
ritual as the mutilations inflicted upon the victims. In Ripper (US, 1986:
Lewis) the ‘proof’ for the audience that the killer is the reincarnation
of Jack is the figure dressed in top hat and cape seen running from the
crime scenes. So successful has the top hat and cape been in representing
Victorian villainy via the Ripper that in Sherlock Holmes: Game of Shadows
(UK, 2011: Ritchie) Professor Moriarty dresses in the outfit.
The ‘costume’ of top hat, bag and cape is predicated upon the Ripper as
male but two films Hands of the Ripper and Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde both
have the Ripper as a woman. In Hands of the Ripper Anna is the daughter
of Jack the Ripper, who in his brief appearance on screen does wear and
top hat and cape. Anna experiences a form of possession by the spirit of
her late father that causes her to kill four women. In Dr Jekyll and Sister
Hyde, Mrs Hyde is a side effect of the potion that Dr Jekyll has created and
she allows Jekyll to keep killing women for his experiments after the police
have his description. Jekyll believes a woman will attract less suspicion and
that the women/victims will trust her more. This has a parallel to the murders committed by Ian Brady and Myra Hindley who were able to abduct
children because of Hindley’s presence—you are safe with a woman.
Barbara Creed writes that the female monster can have many faces
including the woman as possessed body and the monstrous boy-girl.31
These are the categories that Anna and Mrs Hyde respectively fall into in
30
Franco Moretti, ‘Capital Dracula’, in Bram Stoker Dracula, eds. Nina Auerbach and
David J. Skal (New York: Norton, 1997), 431.
31
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the films. In Jungian terms Anna is the ‘ancestral soul’, a person possessed
by a specific ancestor while Mrs Hyde is the anima to Jekyll’s animus. In
Freudian theory the battle between Anna and the spirit of her father and
Dr Jekyll and Mrs Hyde is that of the tension between the ego and the id.
Anna could arguably be included in the chapter on the victims of the
Ripper for she does not kill of her own volition but is manipulated by the
spirit of her father and Dr Pritchard. Anna has no control over her actions
or even what she wears; Pritchard instructs that Anna be given his late
wife’s clothes to wear. When Anna kills the maid, Dolly, she is dressed in
a pale pink gown with a modest neckline, decorated with rose buds, the
effect is one of girlish innocence, without a sexual component.
In contradiction to the controlled Anna Mrs Hyde chooses who to kill,
not only the prostitutes Jekyll needs for his experiments but Susan who is a
rival for Jekyll’s affection. Mrs Hyde also chooses her own clothes, a shock
for Jekyll who assumes his tailor has made a mistake. While Anna is dressed
in girlish pink Mrs Hyde chooses scarlet dresses, low cut and figure hugging. The only other women who wear such garish clothes on screen in
films about the Ripper are the prostitutes of Whitechapel.
While the clothes of the male Ripper identify his class and occupation
the clothes of the female Ripper identify her sexual behaviour, maintaining
the Victorian dichotomy of virgin/whore. Both Anna and Mrs Hyde kill
after sexual encounters but while Anna’s actions are reactive Mrs Hyde is
proactive. In Season Two of the television programme Criminal Minds
(2005) the episode ‘Jones’ (2007) the FBI profiling team investigate a
series of murders that occur in the French Quarter of New Orleans. Fairly
quickly they establish that the murders, bodies found in the street with
throats cut and abdominal mutilations, are the work of a copycat Jack the
Ripper. As the programme progresses the team identifies that the killer of
the men is actually a woman. The depiction of this female Ripper I read as
a combination of Anna and Mrs Hyde. The killer, Sarah is able to lure men
away from busy bars into alleys with the promise of sex, she is seen preparing for the hunt by putting on a scarlet clinging dress that Mrs Hyde
would be impressed with. However, her motive for the murders is closer
to that of Anna: in the programme Sarah has been raped by two men and
the lack of justice and compassion she received from the older policeman
triggers her rage. In this way the policeman can be read as a Jack the
Ripper father figure who traumatised Anna.
The programme makes comparisons between Sarah and the screen
Jack the Ripper: both have medical training and both kill within a small
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area known for pleasure and bad behaviour. The French Quarter of New
Orleans is presented as a place of drinking, fun and bad behaviour, one
New Orleans policeman describes patrolling the area at night like being in
the riot squad. This perception of the area and the actions of the people
who are in the area are one of the reasons the policeman refuses to believe
that Sarah has been raped, it was the Mardi Gras party, she was drinking
and wearing many strings of beads. During Mardi Gras women are given
beads for kissing or exposing their breasts. This leads the policeman to call
her a tease, that anyone who exposes themselves that much is unreliable.
The FBI team are presented as being more evolved in their understanding of the fact that Sarah was raped, they refuse to blame the victim. The
team believe Sarah has taken on the persona of the Ripper in order to kill
something within herself. As in 1888 letters are sent from the killer but,
unlike Jack, Sarah is not bragging or taunting the police but apologising
for the mess of the crime scenes and trying to explain her actions. In the
dramatic climax of the episode Sarah is caught as she attempts to recreate
Mary Kelly’s murder, she has tied a man to a bed and begins to stab him.
When the police and the FBI arrive they treat Sarah as a victim, telling her
they don’t want to shoot her and one of the police cradles her as she is
unarmed. As with Anna, Sarah is more victim than killer. Like Mrs Hyde
her identity is connected to a man. This is the most sympathetic presentation of a Ripper copycat and I would say this is because the copycat is a
woman. The trauma Sarah experiences leaves her vulnerable to the Ripper
persona and presents an interesting depiction of the killer as a victim that
is convincing to an audience.
The male Ripper’s clothes also serve to protect his identity and prolong the mystery element of the films. This does not apply to Anna or
Mrs Hyde as the audience know they are the killer. For the female Ripper
clothes serve a different semiotic function, revealing character rather than
concealing identity.
A further difference between the male and female Ripper on screen is
nudity. Both Anna and Mrs Hyde are seen as unclothed while only in From
Hell do we see the male Ripper without clothing. At the end of the film
after he has undergone a lobotomy Sir William Gull is seen sitting naked
in an asylum. This is part of his punishment for the murder of the victims,
he has been ‘unmanned’ as part of his punishment and we are only shown
enough to understand that he is naked, this is not a graphic depiction of
nudity. Anna and Mrs Hyde are shown not only as topless but naked and
being looked at, not only by the audience but also by the male characters
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in the films. A difference can be identified in how they are looked at based
on the sexuality of their characters.
In Hands of the Ripper Anna is in the bath when Dr Pritchard walks in,
Anna covers her breasts with her arms while Pritchard looks on. He then
tells Anna that at his age modesty is an affectation, meaning to remove any
discomfort Anna feels with him in the room and she does lower her arms,
but in addition to Pritchard Anna is also being watched by the audience.
Mulvey notes the double level of being looked at for women on screen,
that they are the ‘erotic object for the characters within the screen story
and as erotic object for the spectator within the auditorium’.32 Pritchard’s
assurance to Anna that her nudity is nothing to be ashamed of maybe
viewed as permission from the audience to look at her as well.
In the case of Mrs Hyde she is shown after her transformation from
Jekyll opening her/his robe to examine her/his new body. As she/he
looks at her breasts the upstairs neighbour, Howard, enters and looks at
her, Mrs Hyde laughs and caresses her breasts, taking pleasure in her body.
The fact that Mrs Hyde is shown enjoying Howard looking at her may
again be considered as the audience being given permission to indulge in
scopophilia. The scarlet dress and the pleasure in her own body, and the
affect it has on men, can identity Mrs Hyde as the femme fatale, the deadly
woman.
The femme fatale could be viewed as a positive female, she is usually
strong, independent and confident in her body, unlikely to be a victim.
But as with Mrs Hyde this is too light a reading, for all her apparent independence she is linked to Jekyll’s existence, she is as dependent on Jekyll
as Anna is on Pritchard. In the end it will be Jekyll who decides if Mrs
Hyde lives or not. Jekyll punishes her for the use of her sexuality in killing
Robertson and attempting to kill Susan as both of these acts are committed without Jekyll’s permission. In this way Mrs Hyde fits into the definition of the femme fatale provided by Mary Anne Doane:
the femme fatale is situated as evil and is frequently punished or killed. Her
textual eradication involves a desperate reassertion of control on the part
of the threatened male subject. Hence, it would be a mistake to see her as
some kind of heroine of modernity. She is not the subject of feminism but a
symptom of male fears about feminism.33
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In the context of the femme fatale and the Ripper it is of interest to note
that the cover image of Doane’s book about the concept of the femme
fatale is a photograph of Louise Brooks as Lulu: another femme fatale
destroyed by the Ripper.
Neither Anna nor Mrs Hyde can be viewed as a feminist approach to
the Ripper narrative by having the woman take on the role of the killer.
Both still kill women and both are too connected to their male doubles
and to Jungian archetypes for them to be fully realised women. Anna and
Mrs Hyde are the anima for Pritchard and Dr Jekyll, an archetype that
Jung considered to have negative attributes when externalised. It may be
argued Anna is less of a negative character but she is still too much of a
negative to allow for full audience sympathy.
The male Ripper leading a double life, upper-class doctor by day and
butcher of women by night, can be read as the failure of the subconscious
to repress the murder drive. Anna and Mrs Hyde are the personification
of the drives that need to be repressed, by depicting them as women
emphasises the difficulty of repressing a drive. Dr Pritchard and Dr Jekyll
can only repress the drive fully by killing Anna and Mrs Hyde. Anna and
Mrs Hyde kill women but it is the destruction they bring to the lives of
Pritchard and Jekyll respectively that ultimately leads to their deaths. The
women fail in their roles as help mate to man that was ingrained into the
Victorian psyche.
Within the Ripper film canon the female Ripper is a novelty, a way of
surprising the audience who had come to expect the mad bad doctor/aristocrat in a top hat and cape emerging from the fog with his Gladstone bag.
The female Ripper also allows for mild sexual titillation, a way of engaging
Eros and Thanatos that cannot be achieved with the male Ripper.
In regard to the narrative structure of films about the Ripper I have
identified four sub-genres, the lodger, the supernatural Ripper, revenge
and experimentation. The first two of these are based on elements of the
novellas by Marie Belloc Lowndes and Robert Bloch and were identified
as source material by Coville and Luciano. The revenge narrative is found
in films such as From Hell or Murder By Decree where the victims are killed
for their knowledge of a secret marriage of the Duke of Clarence, this
can be considered as state revenge. Personal revenge is found in the film
Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman) where the Ripper is killing prostitutes
because his son committed suicide when he discovered he fell in love with
a former prostitute. The final sub-genre I have called experimentation as
it covers films such as Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde and Edge of Sanity that

84

C. SMITH

link Jack the Ripper to the Jekyll and Hyde narrative. This sub-genre also
includes films that show the Ripper pushing medical boundaries such as
Hands of the Ripper and Jack the Ripper (Wickes).
The lodger sub-genre, as identified by Coville and Luciano, is concerned
with films that move the Ripper suspect off the streets of Whitechapel and
into a domestic setting. In terms of genre these films are a combination
of melodrama and psychological thriller: a ‘did he do it?’ as opposed to a
whodunit.
In the lodger films a room is rented by a man whose arrival coincides
with a series of murders, his landlady begins to suspect that he is the killer
due to his awkward social manner and his habit of creeping out of the
house at night. The source for these films is the novel The Lodger by Marie
Belloc Lowndes and the source for the novel an urban legend. In her diary
Belloc Lowndes wrote: ‘The Lodger was written by me as a short story after
I heard a man telling a woman at a dinner party that his mother had had
a butler and a cook who married and kept lodgers. They were convinced
that Jack the Ripper had spent a night under their roof.’34 Even when
these films are based on a novel, such as those in the lodger sub-genre,
there is freedom to adapt the text as the audience understands that the text
is a fictional account of the murders so will not demand textual fidelity.
Jack the Ripper is the name given to the Whitechapel murderer because
we do not know the real identity. In the lodger sub-genre of films even
though we do know the names of the characters of the lodger, landlady
and landlord they are thought of by these titles and not as Slade or Mr and
Mrs Harley. In this way the cast of these films can be viewed as archetypes.
The earliest film version of The Lodger was made in England in 1926
starring Ivor Novello and directed by Alfred Hitchcock. My reading of
the film is concerned with the depiction of the lodger as the potential
killer for although the film makes the substantial change that the lodger is
innocent I would argue Novello’s performance influences later depictions
of the Ripper.
In the novel the guilt of the lodger is confirmed to the suspicious Mrs
Bunting while in the film the lodger is innocent. In an interview Hitchcock
claimed that the reason for this change was the casting of Novello, at
the time a huge star.35 This was the last time a ‘star’ would be cast as
34
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the Ripper, or in this case a suspected Ripper. While actors such as Klaus
Kinski or Ian Holm, who have played the Ripper, are renowned and critically acclaimed they are not at the star level of Novello when he made the
film. When ‘stars’, such as, Johnny Depp, appear in Ripper films they are
the detective not the Ripper.
The revelation that Novello is not the killer occurs at the end of the
film, therefore, for the majority of the time he is on screen the audience are
sharing Mrs Bunting’s suspicion of him. For this reason I assert that it is
legitimate to read the majority of the film, and therefore the lodger’s presentation in it, as a depiction of Jack the Ripper. The Lodger (Hitchcock)
is the first time a sustained depiction of Jack the Ripper appears on screen,
(he had made a brief appearance in Waxworks), and he does not appear in
the top hat and cape that the viewer came to expect from Jack.
The film is set in the 1920s and it would have been anachronistic to
have the lodger arrive in nineteenth-century evening dress. The costume
used is simple but effective, a pulled down soft hat and a scarf pulled up
around his face; this serves to introduce the ambiguity about the lodger.
The scarf could be an attempt to disguise his identity or it could be counter measure against the fog that invades the streets and the full title of the
film—The Lodger: A Story of the London Fog. The lodger does, however,
carry a black bag, this is the one part of the costume triumvirate of cape/
top hat/bag that is part of the costume in all lodger sub-genre films. The
film was made in 1927 less than 40 years after the Whitechapel murders, it
could be argued that as the black bag had been mentioned in press reports
in 1888 that it was part of the cultural memory of the audience in 1927.
The overall impression given by the lodger is one of oddness rather
than menace, he is pale and nervous, and made uncomfortable by women.
On being shown the room to rent he is unhappy that the walls contain
Victorian paintings of women, they are reproductions of works by BurneJones and Rossetti, both painters of women who would lure men to their
demise.
This apparent nervousness of women, not quite misogyny but certainly
not a ‘normal’ reaction to women, is read by Michael Williams in his biography of Ivor Novello as Hitchcock exploiting the bisexuality of the actor.
Two actors who have played the lodger were either bisexual (Novello) or
homosexual (Laird Cregar). This has led to a ‘queer’ reading of their performances and therefore of the Ripper. In terms of Ripper suspects the list
includes men who were suspected of being homosexual: Montague John
Druitt, the Duke of Clarence, and James Kenneth Stevens. Killers on film
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such as Norman Bates in Psycho (US, 1960: Hitchcock) and Buffalo Bill
in Silence of the Lambs have perceived ‘otherness’ related to their sexuality. I also argue that the relationship between H. G. Wells and the Ripper
in Time After Time and the hesitancy of Jekyll to become involved with a
woman in Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde as opposed to Mrs Hyde’s pursuit of
men can be read in terms of homoerotic desire. Therefore, sexuality can be
part of portraying the Ripper/lodger as an ‘other’. This of course depends
on whether the audience is reading the sexuality of the lodger as portrayed
on screen or the sexuality of the actor playing the lodger.
Williams uses the description given by Mrs Bunting, both in the film
and in the novel, of the lodger that he is ‘queer’ to apply a queer reading
to Novello’s performance. He argues that the secret of Novello’s sexuality,
at this time a criminal offence, is part of the construction of the character:
I argue that it is the very ambiguity of this half concealed secret that furnishes Hitchcock with the material possibility of suspicion and guilt that is
so central to, The Lodger, for Novello’s screen image was already guilty of
something.36

I disagree with this reading because the cinema audience in 1927 would
not have been aware of Novello’s sexuality. They would, however, have
been aware of Novello’s earlier screen roles in films such as Carnival
(US, 1921: Knoles) and The Rat (UK, 1926: Cutts) in which he played
the villain. The audience would then have been open to seeing him as
the villain, even though Hitchcock had argued his star calibre had been
the reason for changing the character from the guilty party of the novel.
I agree with Williams that the audience were conscious that they were
watching Novello and this was the primary reading of the lodger. In The
Phantom Fiend Novello’s lodger is a musician but he tells the landlady
that he has been neglecting his music lately. This is an in joke for the audience, Novello as a musician and song writer had written some of the most
popular songs of the previous 20 years, including the World War hit ‘Keep
the Home Fires Burning’. Due to his film roles his musical output had
declined, as the audience would know.
The ‘queer’ reading is continued by Williams who labels Novello’s performance as camp, which he believes engenders suspicion: ‘the campness
of Novello perceived by the New York Times, with that pale and drawn
36
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countenance, is highly conducive to suspicion, carrying that burden of
guilt associated with something repressed or concealed.’37 I would argue
that the performance is not camp or repressed, Williams finds repression in
the lodger’s courtship of Daisy, the daughter of the house. However, the
lodger does pursue her, they play chess together, he buys her a dress and
they kiss. There is an evolution away from the awkwardness that would
not allow him to look at paintings of women to the point that he goes
to a fashion show and watches women model clothes. The reading of the
lodger as ‘queer’ is, in my opinion, a retrospective reading of the sexuality
of the actor not the performance seen on screen.
Gregory William Mank examines the film The Lodger (Brahm) starring
Laird Cregar who was homosexual. Unlike Williams, who argues that the
audience were aware of Novello’s sexuality, Mank argues that Cregar and
the director John Brahm were able to include these elements because of
the ignorance of the audience:
As Cregar slyly spiked his role with homosexuality, incest, and even hints of
necrophilia, John Brahm allowed the performance. He suspected (rightly as
it turned out) that most audiences wouldn’t detect the Krafft-Ebing neuroses with which Cregar mischievously embellished the performance.38

The homosexuality and incest mentioned by Mank are part of the lodger’s motive for the murders; his brother was destroyed by his love for a
woman, we assume he committed suicide after a love affair, the police
discover that the first victim had been the woman his brother loved. When
the lodger shows a picture of his brother to Kitty he caresses the picture
and tells her how much more beautiful he was than woman are. This is
what Mank reads as homosexual and incestuous. In this film the lodger
is pursuing Kitty not for romantic reasons but because he believes that
beauty is evil and must be destroyed. He is so obsessed with killing Kitty
to stop her beauty corrupting and destroying men that he risks capture to
stay in the theatre and make another attempt on her life.
In this reading of The Lodger the motive is only superficially revenge,
his first victim was the woman he believed killed his brother but he carries
on killing. The belief that women corrupt and destroy men I would argue
37
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is misogyny not homosexuality. Mank describes Cregar as having ‘virtually come out of the closest in his mincy moments in The Lodger’.39 This
is a homophobic reading of not only the performance but of a Cregar as
a gay man. Cregar was a large man, 6 ft tall and weighing 260 lb, he was
an immense screen presence and creates a sense of menace as he looms
over Kitty. My impression of him as the lodger is not of him ‘mincing’
but of a large, potentially dangerous presence, someone that would be
larger and stronger than the women he would encounter on the streets of
Whitechapel. A presence that an audience in the 1940s would have recognised in Cregar for, like Novello, his previous roles had been as villains,
ranging from a Gestapo Officer to a pirate to the Devil. As with Williams
and Novello I would argue that Mank has retrospectively fitted a ‘queer’
performance onto Cregar’s performance.
The sound remake of Hitchcock’s The Lodger, The Phantom Fiend again
uses Novello’s lodger’s nocturnal activities and initial behaviour to create
suspicion that will ultimately result in innocence. In this film Novello is
both innocent and guilty as he plays twin brothers, one sane who is hunting the other who has escaped from a mental institution. This film does
not use the costume of top hat/cape/bag or of the scarf and hat of The
Lodger. It does however, with Novello playing brothers, introduce the
concept of the double and makes the killer a foreigner. This is the last time
that the screen Ripper will be a foreigner, for unlike Dracula, or more
generic vampires, the threat of the Ripper is not one of an invading force,
he is not an Eastern immigrant but very British. The reason for this insistence on the ‘Britishness’ or in reality ‘Englishness’ of the Ripper I would
argue is his success in evading capture, for no matter if, as in later films,
the Ripper is transplanted to San Francisco or Los Angeles, he is iconically
British. We do not want to see a ‘foreigner’ outwit the British police or
Sherlock Holmes, for a killer to escape justice he must be ‘one of us’.
The Phantom Fiend does provide a motive for the Ripper’s crimes, a
criminologist testifies at the inquest that the killer was abandoned by his
wife and now has animosity towards women. In this way the film deals
with the idea of the male double in terms of women—one half can achieve
a happy, healthy relationship with a woman, the other can only have a
destructive unhealthy relationship to women in general.
One of the areas that can be explored within the lodger genre that
cannot be portrayed as effectively in the other sub-genres is the effect of
39
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the Ripper murders on the public. In the other sub-genres the effect of
the murders is seen on the killer, the victims, the police and the locals in
Whitechapel. With the lodger sub-genre the impact of a serial killer in a
city can be viewed on a lower-middle-class family, a family with which an
audience can relate. Jack the Ripper was unusual in that his crimes were
immediately public, bodies were dumped in the streets and the press covered the crimes.
The majority of serial killers whose names would be recognisable to an
audience—Ted Bundy, Ian Brady and Myra Hindley, Jeffrey Dahmer—
were not the subjects of the urban fear that the Ripper evoked, their
crimes came to public attention after their arrests. The fear that was felt
by the people on the streets of Whitechapel is moved into the home and
then the fear becomes uncanny. Freud used the word ‘unheimlich’ to
explore the theory of the uncanny (see Chap. 3 for discussion). Freud
wrote that ‘the uncanny is that species of the frightening that goes back
to what was once well known and had been familiar’.40 Nothing is better
known or more familiar than the home. When the lodger moves in for the
landlady who suspects him the home is no longer a place of safety or comfort but a place of potential danger and suspicion. In all the lodger films,
The Lodger (Hitchcock), The Phantom Fiend, Room to Let, Man in the
Attic, The Lodger (Brahm) and The Lodger (Ondaatje) it is a female character, usually the landlady except in Room to Let where it is the daughter of
the house, rather than a male character who suspects the lodger.
I would argue that this female perspective places the films in the melodrama genre in addition to the psychological thriller, especially if read in
the context of Laura Mulvey’s definition of melodrama:
Roughly there are two dramatic points of departure for melodrama. One is
coloured by a female protagonist’s point of view which provides a focus for
identification. The other examines tensions in the family, and between the
sexes and generations; here, although women play an important part, their
point of view is not analysed and does not initiate the drama.41

The landlady leads the audience in terms of suspicion of the lodger that
provides the audience with a point of identification, especially when the
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other options for identification for the audience are either the Ripper or
the victims.
The landlady can be interpreted in two ways. First, she is the innocent
victim of circumstance. She is unlucky that her lodger happens to be a
suspect in a series of murders and that she has to deal with the intrusion
that causes tension within her family, a tension that her husband is keen to
explain away. In Man in the Attic and The Lodger (Brahm), the landlady
is suspicious because the lodger has a black bag, which he tries to destroy
or hide. When she tells her husband of her suspicions his response is to
understand the lodger’s desire to get rid of the bag, he tells her that he
would want to get rid of it too as innocent men carrying similar bags have
been attacked by mobs. Mulvey writes that the women’s point of view
does not drive the narrative in melodrama and this is the case in the lodger
films, the landlady’s suspicions are laughed off or explained away, or seen
as a sign of mental illness. It is only when the landlord (the male character)
becomes suspicious that the police are involved and the narrative driven
forward.
The second reading of the landlady as a character is connected to
Mulvey’s argument on the relationship in melodrama between the woman
and the home:
It is the woman who guarantees the privacy of the home by maintaining
its respectability, as essential a defence against incursion or curiosity as the
encompassing walls of the home itself.42

In this way the landlady becomes the guilty party as, by inviting the
lodger in, she breaches the defences of the home; as with the vampire
the lodger is invited across the threshold to bring death into the home.
The culpability of the landlady is explored most in Room to Let, Mrs
Musgrave not only initially lets the room to Dr Fell but she also instructs
the maid to let him back in when he loses his keys. However, by killing Fell
Mrs Musgrave does re-establish the privacy of the home.
In the most recent adaptation of The Lodger (Ondaatje) the lodger is
either a product of the landlady’s mental illness or he is real, which means
she has been falsely accused of the murders, in either interpretation it is
the landlady that brings the killer into the home. If the killer is the landlady her motive is that after a still birth she cannot have children so her
42
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murder of the prostitutes is an attack on their ability to reproduce. If the
lodger is the killer, he is a Jack the Ripper copycat. The landlady as the
thwarted mother is the archetype of the mother, but the negative side of
the mother, which ‘may connote anything secret, hidden, dark; the abyss,
the world of the dead, anything that devours, seduces, and poisons, that is
terrifying and inescapable like fate’.43
One of the motifs repeated in the lodger films is looking, in three of
the films the daughter of the house has a profession that is concerned
with her being looked at. In The Lodger (Hitchcock) she is a model, in
Man in the Attic and The Lodger (Brahm) she is a dancer/actress. In all
the films the lodger turns the paintings towards the walls as he does not
like being looked at. In The Lodger (Ondaatje) the scopophilia is that of
the landlady not the lodger as she indulges in voyeurism, watching him
change his clothes. This is a reversal of screen scopophilia as identified by
Laura Mulvey, in which the male is the active and the woman the passive,
men look at women, women do not look back at men. This is the real
reason that the lodger turns the paintings to the wall, the paintings of
women look back at him. In Man in the Attic and The Lodger (Brahm) it is
the sight of the men in the theatre audience indulging in scopophilia that
drives the lodger to attack Lilly/Kitty the object of their gaze. It is not
the active male gaze of the audience but the passive female on stage that
they seek to punish or ‘save’ by murdering. Mulvey argues that women
on screen remind the male unconscious of castration and that the male
unconscious has two ways of dealing with this:
The male unconscious has two avenues of escape from this castration anxiety: preoccupation with the original trauma (investigating the woman,
demystifying her mystery), counterbalance by the devaluation, punishment
or saving of the guilty object … or else complete disavowal of castration by
the substitution of a fetish object or turning the represented figure itself
into a fetish so that it becomes reassuring rather than dangerous (hence over
valuation, the cult of the female star).44

The lodger takes the first of these options while the men in the audience
have turned Lilly/Kitty into a fetish object.
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In all of the lodger films, except a Room to Let, a potential romance
between the lodger and a member of the household is introduced into the
narrative. This plot device is used for two aspects of the character development of the lodger: first, it allows the audience to get to know the lodger/
Ripper; and second, it serves to maintain the ambiguity about the guilt of
the lodger/Ripper.
The potential romance is between the lodger and either the daughter of
the house in The Lodger (Hitchcock) and The Phantom Fiend, or the niece
of the landlord and landlady in Man in the Attic and The Lodger (Brahm)
and unusually the landlady herself in The Lodger (Ondaatje). It is through
the interaction between these women and the lodger that the audience
get to know the lodger and by default Jack the Ripper. The motives for
the crimes in Man in the Attic and The Lodger (Brahm) are told to the
potential love interest by the lodger. In the former the lodger tells Lilly
that his mother was a beautiful actress who ‘had the face of heaven but the
wretched heart of Jezebel’, she drove his father to drink, abandoned the
family, became a prostitute and died on the streets. In the latter the lodger
tells Kitty how his brother’s death was caused by a beautiful woman. These
are sad stories and can possibly engage the audience’s sympathy as they do
Kitty’s/Lilly’s stories. In Hollywood Cauldron Mank writes that the greatest achievement of The Lodger (Brahm) is the empathy that the audience
feel for the lodger:
For all its frills, production values, and grand performances, perhaps the
greatest power of The Lodger is its ability to lure the viewer into the Ripper’s
mind. Lyndon’s script, Brahm’s Germanic flourishes, and Cregar’s virtuoso,
weirdly sympathetic performance almost sucks the viewer into the psyche of
the Ripper … Hollywood magic has performed a wicked little miracle; it has
given us the eyes, vision and horror of Jack the Ripper himself.45

To achieve any sense of audience sympathy for the Ripper the audience
needs to get to know him, this can’t be achieved if the Ripper is only a
figure that emerges from the fog, kills, then disappears again. Nor can it
be achieved by a lodger creeping in and out of a house at night, but if the
same character is presented as a potential suitor for an attractive woman
we see another aspect of him.
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The presentation of the lodger as a potential suitor also serves to maintain the ambiguity of the innocence/guilt of the lodger—the audience
does not expect the potential romantic lead to also be Jack the Ripper.
This is reinforced within this sub-genre by the fact that in the first two
lodger films the lodger is innocent. Kitty/Lilly are also the characters on
screen who the lodger offers explanations to for his potentially suspicious
behaviour. In both films the women are the characters that discover the
lodger burning his coat and listen to the plausible explanation of spilt
chemicals—if they can believe him then so can the audience.
There is an argument that the off-screen or little-seen monster is more
frightening for the audience. Barbara Creed explains the reasons for withholding the monster:
In order to generate suspense and a sense of the uncanny, an effective horror
film does not immediately put the monster on full display; instead it offers
a fleeting glimpse, a quick disturbing glance. The uncanny object, event or
sensation is not simply there in the film: It must be produced through the
screen-spectator relationship. The monster is, in a sense veiled or cloaked by
shadows and darkness so that a feeling of mounting horror accompanies its
revelation, which usually occurs at the end of the narrative.46

Although the lodger in Man in the Attic and The Lodger (Brahm) is on
screen for the majority of the film the monster part of him remains in the
shadows. The interactions with the love interest and the landlady provide
glimpses of the monster but it is the end of the film with his attack on
Lilly/Kitty that the monster is revealed.
The overall presentation of Jack the Ripper in the lodger sub-genre of
films serves to demystify and normalise the Ripper. The motives of the
lodger in Man in the Attic and The Lodger (Brahm) are based on family trauma, the loss of brother, father and mother. In terms of audience
relationship to the Ripper this may help to relate to the killer or at least to
understand his motives. Freud stated that in our unconscious we have the
desire to remove ‘everyone who has insulted us or harmed us’.47 While an
audience may not be able to understand a Ripper who kills for pleasure or
as part of a conspiracy one who kills for reasons of family revenge may be
more understandable.
46
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Both Man in the Attic and The Lodger (Brahm) end with the lodger
being lost in the River Thames. This explains why the murders stopped
but why the killer remains unknown, the police still do not have evidence against either of the lodgers that definitively identifies him as the
Ripper. In Room to Let the lodger is murdered by the landlady and in both
Novello films the killer is apprehended. The only film with any ambiguity
in the ending is the 2009 lodger film. The landlady is arrested for the murders and diagnosed as a schizophrenic suffering from delusions including
one that her still-born son is alive. However, when the psychiatrist, in an
attempt to comfort her, assures her that the child will be looked after the
landlady replies that he is dead, in this way she appears sane. We then see
the lodger knocking on the door of another woman. We are left with the
option that either the landlady has been arrested for crimes she did not
commit or that another woman is undergoing a mental breakdown.
The occupation of the lodger in the 2009 version is a writer; this is
a change from Man in the Attic, Room to Let and The Lodger (Brahm)
where the lodger is a member of the medical profession. In The Lodger
(Hitchcock) we do not find out the occupation of the lodger while in The
Phantom Fiend he is a musician, this profession possibly influenced by the
casting of Ivor Novello. Even though the lodger in 2009 is a writer he
still carries the black bag associated with the nineteenth-century medical
profession, as do all the lodgers in this sub-genre. The profession of writer
in the 2009 film maybe part of the depiction of the lodger as a sexual fantasy for the landlady, a creative, cerebral man as opposed to her blue-collar
husband.
This Ripper is the killer domesticated: he develops relationships with
the women of the house; has a motive related to family trauma caused by
a woman; uses only the black bag of the Ripper attributes; and does not
possess any power, either supernatural or social.
The second sub-genre is again one identified by Coville and Lucanio
and again comes from a literary source, the short story by Robert Bloch
‘Yours Truly Jack the Ripper’. This was first published in the magazine
Weird Tales in 1943, and takes place in contemporary Chicago. The narrator is John Carmody, a psychiatrist who is approached by Sir Guy Hollis,
who claims he is hunting Jack the Ripper. Hollis claims the Ripper is using
the murders as sacrifices. The story ends with Carmody killing Hollis after
telling him to ‘just call me Jack’. The narrative is left open, we can only
assume that Carmody/Jack the Ripper will continue to kill and maintain
his youth. In January 1944 the story was dramatized for the radio and
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starred Laird Cregar, who had recently starred as the Ripper in The Lodger,
as Carmody. The story has been adapted for television five times, most
famously in the Star Trek episode ‘Wolf in the Fold’ (1967) written by
Bloch. The story has never been adapted as a film but Coville and Luciano
use it as a starting point for examining Ripper films with supernatural
elements.
The films that I have included in this section are Ripper (Lewis), Terror
at London Bridge, Time After Time, The Ruling Class and Hands of the
Ripper. All of these films have a supernatural element: as the reason for the
Ripper’s crimes; or to explain the reason he eluded capture in 1888; or
have the Ripper as possessing primal force.
The first two films Ripper (Lewis) and Terror at London Bridge, while
not adaptations of Bloch’s story do have elements in common with the
story in that no motive is ascribed to the Ripper and his escape from 1888
is achieved by supernatural means. In these two films the Ripper is reanimated from 1888 via a ring and a stone from London Bridge, no reason
is given for these events, even Bloch’s generic dark gods are missing. The
narrative point of these devices is to explain to the audience how Jack
the Ripper is still killing in the twentieth century not necessarily why the
Ripper is still killing.
The link between Jack the Ripper and the supernatural was made during 1888 both in terms of how the murders were committed and why they
were committed. The Pall Mall Gazette (1 October 1888) reported the
murder of Elizabeth Stride and included a statement from a witness who
lived four doors away from the murder scene. She had been stood by her
door when the murder occurred but reported ‘There was no noise made
and I did not observe any one enter the gates.’ Thus allowing the idea
that killer who can enter a public space, kill a woman and escape without
being seen enter the public consciousness. Freud includes in his definition
of the uncanny anyone who appears to be able commit murder with ‘the
help of special powers’. The Ripper killed five women on streets thronged
with police and then escaped justice, this can cause him to be viewed as a
supernatural figure.
In addition to the actions of the Ripper being undertaken with the
help of supernatural powers the newspapers of 1888 reported a supernatural motive for the Whitechapel murders. On 13 October 1888 The
East London Advertiser printed a theory from a Vienna correspondent
that the reason for the murder and mutilation of the women was to create
‘Thieves Candles’. This was from a German superstition that candles made
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from the body fat of mutilated women could be used by thieves to commit crime as they put anyone whose light they fell on into a deep slumber.
I am not suggesting that this motive was taken seriously by the reading
public but it does illustrate the far-fetched theories that the newspapers
were willing to publish.
Since 1888 theories have been put forward that suggest the locations of the murders form mystical shapes. In 2003 Ivor Edwards published Jack the Ripper’s Black Magic Rituals48 that named Dr Robert
D’Onston Stephenson as the Ripper, the motive for the killings was to
obtain body parts to use in black-magic rituals. Stephenson was associated
with nineteenth-century occult figures, such as, Helena Blavatsky, Bulwer
Lytton and W. T. Stead, editor of The Pall Mall Gazette who became
interested in spiritualism. Stephenson wrote to The Pall Mall Gazette in
December 1888 suggesting a black-magic link to the murders. The blackmagic/supernatural explanation for the murders was not taken seriously
but it is a view that is part of the Ripper’s screen persona.
Lucanio and Coville place these films in the Gothic genre rather than
horror, essentially because they deal with Jungian archetypes or as Coville
and Lucanio describe them, ‘Characters and settings [that] are estranged
from the actual world, and hence they function primarily as symbols rather
than representations of actual things.’49 I agree that the figures in these
films are symbolic, mainly because there is often a lack of narrative explanation for the events in these films.
The supernatural element of the films can be divided into two narrative
arcs, either the spirit of the Ripper possesses a man or woman or Jack uses
a device such as a time machine or the stones of London Bridge to escape
from 1888 to the future.
I will look first at the idea of possession in the films Hands of the Ripper,
The Ruling Class and Ripper (Lewis), starting with Hands of the Ripper.
In this film Anna is the daughter of Jack the Ripper, as a child she sees her
father murder her mother before he picks her up and hugs her. As an adult
the combination of physical contact and reflective surfaces cause her to kill.
This leads her to the home and care of Dr Pritchard, a Freudian psychiatrist who believes that Anna’s murderous urges are caused by schizophrenia or childhood trauma and that he can cure her using psychoanalysis.
48
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Dysart who witnessed Anna’s first murder tells Pritchard that when Anna
killed the hand was not hers, she was possessed. Andrew Tudor writes of
the film that it ‘exploits the tension between psychiatric and supernatural
explanation’,50 and it never really resolves these tensions. Anna and the
audience hear her father’s voice but we don’t know if this is a result of
childhood trauma or if the spirit of her father has possessed her. As an
audience we do not know if hearing the voice of Anna’s father is confirmation that she is possessed, knowledge that we have but Pritchard does not,
or that Pritchard is correct about Anna’s mental state and we are sharing
her delusions.
In this way the film plays with the idea of the Gothic heroine—is she
mad or really possessed? Is Pritchard her potential saviour or a Svengali
figure using her to explore his own research interests? There is no ‘magic’
device that passes on the Ripper’s spirit, if Anna is possessed it is due to
what Jung identifies as metempsychosis—a soul passed between bodies,
in this instance from father to daughter. This raises issues of nature versus
nurture and genetic inheritance. In the film Pritchard is hostile to his son’s
blind fiancée without obvious reason, a hostility that could be read as a
concern over the health of potential grandchildren.
The film never ascribes a motive to the Ripper or therefore to Anna.
I postulate a Freudian reading of the Ripper/Pritchard relationship to
Anna. Anna can be read as the subconscious of the Ripper, who acts out
his desires without thought to the consequences. This makes Anna the
id of the Ripper and Pritchard who attempts to cure and control the id is
the ego. Freud described the relationship between the ego and the id in
terms of a conflict between control and passion. In Jungian terms Anna
becomes caught between the archetypes of the shadow and the wise old
man, and is ultimately sacrificed over the conflict between them and the
ego and the id. Hands of the Ripper has a ‘closed narrative’ unlike Bloch’s
original short story and The Ripper (Lewis), as it does not depict the
‘spirit’ of Jack moving forward, Anna’s death brings an end to the film
and the Ripper’s genetic line.
The tension between possession and mental illness is also found in The
Ruling Class where the cure for the delusions of the Earl of Gurney’s
belief that he is Jesus transforms him into Jack the Ripper. This is achieved
without a genetic link to the Ripper or a magic ring, the cause is either
50
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mental illness or the spirit of the Ripper looking for a warm body. This
idea of the Ripper as a primal force is explored in Star Trek not Wars ‘Wolf
in the Fold’ when the spirit of Jack the Ripper possesses men and the
computer that runs the SS Enterprise. The entity feeds on fear and tells
the crew that ‘I have existed from the dawn of time . . . and I shall live
beyond its end’. In this way Jack becomes a Manichean double for Jesus
in the form of the Earl of Gurney.
No motive is given for the Ripper’s crimes in the film although Jack
Gurney kills his aunt as she makes a sexual advance to him; the murder can
be read as punishment of female sexuality and aggression. This is an open
narrative—Jack remains free and has fathered a child. The audience is left
to wonder at the inheritance for this child—possibly inherited mental illness or growing up with a father who believes, and acts, as if he is Jack the
Ripper.
In Ripper (Lewis) the person possessed is Professor Richard Howell, a
lecturer leading a course examining films depicting Jack the Ripper who
comes across an illustration of a ring found at the scene of the last Ripper’s
murders. Howell then discovers the ring in a local antique shop and when
he puts it on he finds he cannot remove it. A string of murders committed
by a figure in a top hat and cape follow, during one murder we see that
the murderer is wearing the ring. Howell wakes up and we see a vapour
or mist going back into the ring. This use of vapour can be read as a link
between Dracula and the Ripper, in the novel when Dracula flees from
the Harker’s bedroom Dr Seward recounts how Dracula becomes a faint
vapour.51 This links the Ripper to the nineteenth-century supernatural; in
his cape with his red eyes Jack becomes a version of Dracula.
One of Howell’s students begins to suspect him and confronts him
but Howell has no memory of the murders. In the climax of the film,
Howell flees to a warehouse and is followed by his girlfriend, Carol.
Instead of finding Howell she encounters a man in a cape, with red eyes
and a diabolic goatee. The man tells Carol that men have been asking his
name for 100 years, and that he does not kill for pleasure but to survive,
calling himself a hunter. The Ripper claims he does have a conscience
as he only kills those who society will miss least, prostitutes; but that it
is becoming harder to make that distinction, indeed during his killing
spree he kills a waitress and a college student. However, the people that
the Ripper believes society won’t miss are women. Jane Caputi criticises
51
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the attempts to mystify female murder by men adding a supernatural or
diabolic element:
Thus sex crime is lifted out of the historical tradition of gynocide and
represented as some mysterious force of nature, the expression of deeply
repressed ‘human’ urges, a fact of life, a supernatural evil, a monstrous aberration—anything but the logical and eminently functional product of the
system of male domination.52

Adding elements of possession/time travel/magic rings to films about
Jack the Ripper may make for a more interesting screen narrative, but it
removes the actual figure from the culpability of the brutal murders of
Catherine, Lizzie, Annie, Mary Ann and Mary Jane.
The Ripper is now wearing the ring, in order to kill him the ring must
be removed. This is achieved by cutting off the finger wearing the ring,
he is then killed by the police. The ring however is not recovered by the
police but is later found by children who pick it up and take it home. In
this way the narrative is that of the open ending of Bloch’s story, as an
audience we assume that eventually one of the children will put the ring
on and the cycle of violence will begin again.
The Ripper is played by Tom Savini and he also designed the very
graphic murder scenes. Savini is a renowned special effects expert and
worked on many iconic horror films. This film, along with Franco’s Jack
the Ripper, is the most gruesome in its handling of the murders; we see
the reality of the disembowelling of the women. In one way the film can
be read almost on a par with pornography, in that these scenes are the
‘money shot’, the reason you would choose to watch a Ripper film involving Savini. The narrative and dialogue is not particularly well done, it is
filling the gaps between murders; when Howell is explaining the history
of the Whitechapel murders to his students he gets some of the details
wrong.
In fact the film does not wait for Howell to put the ring on to introduce a scene of mutilation. After he first sees the ring in the antique shop
Howell dreams of his girlfriend dancing as the Ripper watches before he
cuts her throat and mutilates her, Howell realises that he is the Ripper.
Freud, in exploring dreams, recorded that ‘the psychoanalysis of the
dreams of healthy people has shown, that the temptation to kill is stronger
52
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and occurs more frequently than we imagine’.53 Dreaming may be the
healthy release needed for the murder drive in our unconscious. However,
in the film, the dream is very graphic, essentially gorenographical violence
used to titillate the audience.
I don’t read Howell as an innocent figure of possession as Anna was in
Hands of the Ripper, for although he has no control over his actions he
makes the choice to put on the ring. While he cannot foresee the consequences of putting the ring on he has already made a choice by buying
it. He was taken to the store by his girlfriend who wanted to buy a brass
bedstead but could not afford it. Rather than lend Carol the money to
buy the bed he spends it on a ring with a Ripper connection. In this way
Howell rejects the domestic in favour of the violent male.
In conclusion the films that deal with spirit possession by the Ripper
do not explore the motives for the crimes, nor do they explain how the
possession occurs. Instead the films present a ‘novelty’ Ripper, either a
Victorian young woman or a modern, educated mild-mannered man. The
‘Ripper’ costume of top hat and cape is used when the film is depicting
the original Ripper as a way of identifying the presence of Jack the Ripper
for the audience.
Terror at London Bridge and Time After Time both introduce the time
travel to the Jack the Ripper narrative. However while Terror at London
Bridge maintains the supernatural element, Time After Time introduces
a new genre to Ripper films, that of science fiction as the Ripper escapes
from 1888 in a time machine.
Terror at London Bridge follows in the tradition of The Ripper (Lewis)
by using an object as a conduit for the Ripper to escape from 1888 but
not explaining how this happens. The difference between the two films is
that The Ripper (Lewis) deals with the possession of a man by the spirit
of Jack the Ripper via a ring while in Terror at London Bridge it is Jack
himself who is transported to 1985 by a stone from London Bridge. The
film opens in 1888, unusually with the Ripper wearing a wide-brimmed
hat and cape not the usual top hat, he is chased by police to London
Bridge. During the confrontation with the police the Ripper picks up a
policeman and throws him at his colleagues. This may be a display of
supernatural strength, an indication that he is more than a man. To escape,
the Ripper grabs a stone from the bridge and jumps into the River, there
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is no evidence of external occult help with his escape so we must assume
either the stone or the Ripper possess magical powers.
The conclusion of the film offers a confused explanation for the time
travel that combines the Ripper himself, the stones of London Bridge and
blood. He kidnaps a woman and takes her to the bridge, telling her that
by killing her there her blood will allow him to get back to the nineteenth
century. Blood sacrifice, as in Bloch’s story, is linked to the survival of the
Ripper and the use of blood to provide immortality is a link to Dracula. In
another open narrative the Ripper is shot by a policeman and falls into the
river again holding the stone—we are left to consider the possibility of the
stone once again being found and Jack returning.
No motive is given for the murders, the Ripper’s victims are no longer
prostitutes but they are still women. The Ripper is a true Jungian archetype, for on film he is the personification of the definition given by Jung:
They are without known origin; and they reproduce themselves in any time
or in any part of the world—even when transmission by direct descent or
“cross fertilisation” through migration must be ruled out.54

With this in mind we should not be concerned with how the Ripper got to
the modern age but with what this archetype reveals to us of the shadow
and the trickster. As an archetype Jack is not bound by 1888 Whitechapel
but by the supernatural, and as I will discuss, time-travel films are keen to
begin his journey there. This can be seen as helping the audience accept
the familiar in terms of the costume and the new in terms of time.
The film Time After Time can be classed as science fiction. In this film
Jack escapes from the nineteenth century in a time machine built by H. G.
Wells, the idea taken from Wells’s novel The Time Machine. I argue that
while The Lodger genre captures the fears of the 1900s and From Hell
the post-9/11 distrust of authority, Time After Time captures the fears
of 1970s United States in terms of immigration, fear of science and the
phenomena of the serial killer combined in the figure of Jack.
The film is not a thriller, from the opening 10 minutes the audience,
and the screen detective in the form of Wells, knows that the Ripper is Dr
John Stevenson, or as he tells one of his victims in a nod to Bloch, ‘my
friends call me Jack’. With his identity revealed Stevenson uses Wells’s
54
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time machine to escape. The use of the time machine introduces science as
the method for the Ripper’s escape rather than the magic stone of London
Bridge or magic ring. This change of device from occult to science does
not preclude the film being read as horror, for as Tudor argues: ‘The belief
that science is dangerous is as central to the horror movie as a belief in the
malevolent inclinations of ghosts, ghouls, vampires and zombies.’55 In fact
it could be argued that to the rational enlightened twentieth-century film
audience the introduction of science adds to the fear for we have seen the
possibilities of science, Scholes and Rabkin identify the use of this possibility of science as one of the qualities of Wells’s writing:
The great strength of Wells as a writer of science fiction and his great contribution to the tradition lay in his ability to combine the fantastic with the
plausible, the strange with the familiar, the new with the old.56

Wells was after all the author of War of the Worlds, which had caused mass
panic when it was adapted for radio in 1938.
For the audience then it could be argued that the Ripper escaping by
time machine could be viewed as something more possible than the use of
magic. Wells discovers that Stevenson has escaped using the time machine
and that he has gone into the future, 1979 specifically. Wells believes the
future to be a utopia where war, crime and disease have been eradicated.
Wells pursuit of Stevenson is because he believes he has unleashed a mad
killer on a civilisation that will be unable to cope with the Ripper. For a
reason that the film never explains Stevenson and Wells travel in space as
well as time for they emerge in San Francisco in 1979. Wells soon discovers that this is not utopia but a world where Stevenson feels comfortable
and tells him ‘I’m home.’
The question remains as to why the action was moved from London
to the United States. I wrote earlier that the only time the Ripper is presented as a foreigner is in The Phantom Fiend. The Ripper is always an
Englishman but when the location is moved to the United States he is
then a foreigner and in this case an illegal immigrant. The comparison
can be made with the arrival of Dracula in London in Stoker’s novel and
the arrival of Stevenson in San Francisco; both bring death and horror
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and gain access to the country via unknowing accomplices—Harker and
Wells. These men then seek to destroy the evil they have introduced into
the location.
I argue that the Ripper is relocated to the United States because by
1979 the United States had become the country for serial killers: what
Jack the Ripper started in 1888 has been developed by his cousins across
the pond. In the 1970s in the United States the following serial killers
were active: David Berkovitz aka Son of Sam; the Hillside Strangler; John
Wayne Gacy; Ed Kemper; ‘Trashbag Killers’; ‘BTK killer’; and in 1979
Ted Bundy’s trial was being televised. The Zodiac Killer was at large and
killing in San Francisco, the film’s location.
In Britain another ‘Ripper’ was killing in Yorkshire and the fact and film
serial killer was merging in the public imagination not least because of the
publicity for Time After Time. Jane Caputi describes how this merging
occurred and what it meant:
When Time After Time was released, it coincided with a mass publicity campaign to catch the so-called ‘Yorkshire Ripper’, who had then just killed and
mutilated his twelfth victim. Incredibly, the October 30, 1979 issues of US
magazine chose to publicise the two events together. On pages 30–31, the
headlined story tells us: ‘A New Jack the Ripper is Terrorizing England’.
On page 32, the next headline reads: ‘The Stars Really Fall in Love in a
New Jack the Ripper Flick.’ Such a blithe juxtaposition suggests that there
is hardly any worthwhile distinction between a ‘New Jack the Ripper’ and
a ‘New Jack the Ripper Flick’ as if each were equally fantastic, each equally
imaginary, each equally fun.57

For the readers of the magazine and the audience of the film Jack the
Ripper is both real and fictional but always entertaining.
I have identified Time After Time in terms of genre as science fiction but
it is also a horror film as it deals with serial murder and seriality evokes fear
in the audience. Freud identifies fear as ‘on the one hand the expectation
of future trauma, and on the other a repetition of past trauma in a mild
form’.58 This is a wonderful explanation of how a cinema audience experience fear in relation to serial killers—they experience the past trauma, but
only mildly because they are engaging with fiction with the knowledge
57
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that with serial killers they must always expect future trauma. The understanding of what to expect from serial killers has been established via news
reports about Bundy, Kemper, and Berkovitz et al. Indeed the title of the
film—Time After Time—alludes not only to the time machine but the
repetition of the killings.
Time After Time does provide Jack/Stevenson with a motive for the
murders—the women he kills are substitutes for his mother who he
describes as ‘an atrocious woman’. We do not learn what his mother did
to him but it is a motive again related to trauma caused by a woman and
the second time a maternal motive has been given to the killer, the first was
in Man in the Attic. I believe that the motive given to the Ripper in Time
After Time is an example not only of Jungian archetypal theory but also
the real case of Ed Kemper.
Jung links the relationship between mother and son to that of the male
psyche and the anima. As the mother is the introduction for the son to the
anima/female:
For the son, the anima is hidden in the dominating power of the mother,
and sometimes she leaves him with a sentimental attachment that lasts
throughout life and seriously impairs the fate of the adult.59

In this sense for Jung the anima is the negative dark side of the female.
For the public this negative maternal influence was personified by Ed
Kemper, who between 1973 and 1974 killed six women before killing his
mother and her best friend. Kemper then handed himself into the police
and was interviewed in prison by John Douglas as part of a research project to try to catalogue serial killers. Kemper blamed all the murders on
his desire to kill his mother after she had been emotionally abusive to him
after his father left.
My reason for linking Kemper to the Ripper in Time After Time is the
reaction to Kemper’s motive. In his memoir Mindhunter John Douglas
writes the following about Kemper:
In my opinion, Ed Kemper is an example of someone not born a serial killer
but manufactured as one. Would he have had the same murderous fantasies
had he had a more stable and nurturing home life? Who knows? But would
he have acted on them in the same fashion had he not had this incredible
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rage against the dominant female personality in his life? I don’t think so—
because the progress of Kemper’s career as a killer can be seen as an attempt
to get back at dear old mum. When he finally worked himself up to that final
act, the drama was played out.60

Douglas goes on to comment that since his incarceration Kemper has been
a model prisoner. For Douglas once Kemper killed the ‘bad mother’ he
was done. In Time After Time the final confrontation between Stevenson
and Wells, Stevenson is in the time machine when Wells grabs the key that
keeps the occupant safe in the machine. Stevenson nods slightly as this
happens and does not fight Wells as he is sent into infinity. This could be
read as Stevenson becoming the model prisoner, his drama is played out
and he has accepted his fate.
I believe that Stevenson in Time After Time is the first screen Ripper
who combines the nineteenth-century medical/upper class Ripper (he is
a doctor with an upper-class English accent) with the twentieth-century
concept of the serial killer. In the film Stevenson is articulate, adaptable,
rational in his own way, intelligent and daring—after all he had the nerve
to try the time machine before Wells. In the figure of Kemper and Bundy
the serial killer is intelligent, articulate and rational in terms of his motive
and daring—Kemper had been stopped by police with two bodies in the
car and had kept his cool enough to talk his way out of being searched.
However, this is not a form of masculinity that society is willing to let
roam free.
Time After Time presents a Ripper with an understandable motive, a
Ripper who eventually accepts his punishment and who is more appealing, in some ways, than the hero, Wells, in terms of traditional screen
men. While Wells is seen struggling to adapt to 1979, baffled by fast food,
an oddity in his Victorian tweed suit, Stevenson is seen enjoying television and hitting the clubs in a Saturday Night Fever inspired white suit.
Stevenson is also a Ripper without any sign of mental illness, he is not the
odd lodger who has to turn paintings of women toward the wall or the
mad Earl of Gurney who hallucinates the streets of Whitechapel appearing
in the drawing room as he stabs his aunt; in this way he is a more problematic Ripper. I will refer to the reception of Ed Kemper here, this time
by a sociologist Denis Duclos,
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The Kemper case waivers between two contradictory interpretations: on the
one hand, Kemper is an Orestes figure, a quasi-legitimate avenger of the
paternal order demeaned by an abusive mother: but on the other hand,
he is the negation of any form of masculinity that is civically or socially
acceptable.61

Orestes killed his mother Clytemnestra for murdering his father
Agamemnon, along with Kemper another defender of paternal order for
Duclos. The definition of Kemper as civically unacceptable but a man
who is doing what needs to be done to protect the paternal order can be
applied the figure of the Ripper in all his film incarnations. I will return
to this analogy when looking at the revenge and conspiracy sub-genres.
In conclusion the supernatural sub-genre of the Ripper films is different from the other films in explaining how the Ripper escaped justice and
as presenting him as a force not constrained by time or place. However,
there is a consistency with the motives of the Ripper—the punishment and
control of women.
The third sub-genre I have called ‘experimentation’, which explores
three films: Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde, Jack the Ripper (Wickes) and Edge of
Sanity. In the first two films the motive for the murders is medical experimentation while in the third medical experimentation has caused the
desire to murder. All three films are influenced by Stevenson’s novel and
its exploration of the double and degeneracy. However, while Dr Jekyll
and Sister Hyde and Edge of Sanity use Stevenson’s fictional characters as
a base, Jack the Ripper (Wickes) use the real-life doctor Sir William Gull.
It is understandable that film would seek to unite Jekyll/Hyde and Jack
the Ripper, they came into the public consciousness within a year of each
other and during the Whitechapel murders a stage play of the Jekyll and
Hyde novel was being performed in London’s West End. In addition both
Jekyll and Jack have become synonymous with the doctor/double character, outwardly respectable by day but indulging in baser desires by night.
The films that link Jekyll/Hyde and Jack emphasise the Ripper as double, which while present in all Ripper films is articulated more in films
where we can see a double on screen. The concept of the double/doppelgänger is often used in horror films, particularly in the use of twins in films
such as The Shining (US, 1980: Kubrick) or Dead Ringers (US, 1988:
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Cronenberg). Freud offered an explanation for why we view the double as
uncanny and frightening,
Its uncanny quality can surely derive only from the fact that the double is
a creation that belongs to a primitive phase in our mental development, a
phase that we have surmounted, in which it admittedly had a more benign
significance. The double has become an object of terror.62

This fear of part of our primitive psyche is also connected to the nineteenthcentury fear of degeneration that Jekyll and Jack also personify.
Andrew Smith defines the fear of degeneration as ‘a quasi-Darwinian
notion that the species could under certain circumstances, devolve’.63
If one accepted Darwin’s theory that man had progressed via evolution
then it could be argued that man could regress via degeneration. Fiction
was fascinated by the perceived fluidity between man and ape and it’s
potentially deadly consequence. In Edgar Allan Poe’s Murders in the
Rue Morgue the killer of women in the night is an ape, this time the
animal acting like a precursor of the Ripper. One of the most chilling
descriptions in the latter is the description of the ape mimicking human
grooming:
Razor in hand, and fully lathered, it was sitting before a looking-glass,
attempting the operation of shaving, in which it had no doubt previously
watched its master through the keyhole of the closet.64

This is uncanny as it makes unfamiliar an everyday activity by replacing the
man with a monkey. Film versions of Jekyll and Hyde used this replacement in the physical portrayal of Hyde, in the 1931 film starring Fredrick
March Hyde has regressed to a simian form, hairy, agile, prominent jaw
line and large canine teeth, as Mank in Hollywood Cauldron describes him
‘a sinister chimp, an escapee from hell’s monkey house’.65
In Edge of Sanity Dr Jekyll has not been experimenting on himself but
on laboratory monkeys, his transformation occurs because he accidentally
inhales the gas meant for the monkey. Once Jekyll has transformed to
Hyde he becomes more agile, his limp is cured and his desires surface,
62
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in this way he becomes ape-like in the same way as the scientist taking
monkey glands in the Sherlock Holmes story The Creeping Man. Barbara
Creed argues that the Ripper can be viewed as animal, not because, like a
werewolf, he transmogrifies into an animal but because of what he does to
his victims and this adds to his presentation as an uncanny monster:
In a sense the only face we have of the Ripper is that of the animal. The
bloody dismembered and mutilated bodies of his victims look as if they have
been ripped apart by a primeval beast. The Ripper . . . brings together the
three aspects of the primal uncanny—woman, death and the animal.66

Whereas Poe presents an animal performing human actions the Ripper is
a man acting like an animal.
The Ripper certainly had ferocious instincts and in the film versions
of Jekyll and Hyde the murder of a lower-class prostitute is added to the
narrative. This addition links Hyde to Jack in his treatment of women and
provides a female double to balance the male double for in the two Jekyll
and Hyde films and Edge of Sanity and Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde Jekyll has
a ‘good’ girlfriend. In Edge of Sanity Jekyll is married and at the end of the
film he kills his wife, as he has previously killed prostitutes, and remains
free and unpunished. In the film no motive is given for his desire to kill
women, he is merely following his instincts. Medical experimentation has
freed him to do as he pleases.
Edge of Sanity eschews the usual Ripper outfit of top hat, cape and black
bag, instead Jack Hyde, as he calls himself, carries a cane and wears modern
clothing. The cane is a phallic substitute in both theory and practice, during one encounter with a prostitute Hyde uses the cane as a phallic substitute to have sex with a prostitute. This sexual encounter is very different
from the Jekyll of Stevenson’s novel, which has homosexual undertones.
Darryl Jones writes that combining the Ripper and Hyde transformed
Hyde’s motives and sexuality ‘what this identification with the Ripper did
was to make Hyde in the public imagination what he was emphatically not
in Stevenson’s original—a heterosexual sex killer.67
In Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde, Jekyll appears nervous of women and in
terms of sexuality the whole film is concerned with the ‘aberrant’ Sister
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Hyde who actively pursues men and women, as she picks up the prostitutes, thus providing a ‘queer’ reading to both characters. The morgue
attendant Byker is a necrophiliac and the unnatural interaction with
corpses is continued by the inclusion of Burke and Hare.
The Jekyll/Jack films are not thrillers, the audience knows from the
start that Jekyll is Jack the Ripper. This changes the role of the motive,
for on one level the motive is that Jack is Mr Hyde, he is the Jungian
shadow of Jekyll. The shadow has no ulterior motive other than being
‘the dark characteristics’ of the psyche. This is certainly the case for Dr
Jekyll in Edge of Sanity. I argue that the portrayal of the shadow in the
film is enhanced by the fact that Jekyll is played by Anthony Perkins. After
portraying Norman Bates in Psycho Perkins can be viewed as the epitome
of the shadow for a cinema audience.
In Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde the murders are carried out to enable Jekyll
to carry on with his medical research. Jekyll justifies the murders because
his research will prolong human life and that he is only killing worthless
prostitutes. This scale of valuation of human life was applied to the murder victims of Peter Sutcliffe, the Yorkshire Ripper. Medical research as
dangerous, illegal and immoral would have become part of the audience
consciousness from the Contagious Diseases Acts and reporting of the
Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon from the nineteenth century and from
more recent history. The film historian David Skal links the portrayal of
mad, bad scientists on screen to the experiments carried out by Nazi doctors such as Joseph Mengeles during World War II.68
Jack the Ripper (Wickes) is not based on the fictional Jekyll and Hyde
but shares the motive of Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde and Edge of Sanity—
medical experimentation—and the presentation of the Ripper as divided
self. This film is a thriller, the audience only discover the identity of the
Ripper—Sir William Gull at the end of the film. For the climax of the
film the various ‘red-herring’ suspects, such as, the police surgeon Dr
Llewellyn, the political agitator George Lusk and one of the policeman
involved in the case, are all seen going out into the night. Certainly during the film Gull is the last person the audience suspects, he is an older,
respectable man who advises Abberline. The more conventional Ripper
suspect is Gull’s son-in-law Dr Acland who attends an inquest in the East
End dressed in top hat and cape, he is rude to Abberline and refuses to
believe a doctor can be involved.
68
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The ‘split’ of self for Gull is not caused by medical potions or gas but
is an internal cause; he has suffered a stroke that has unbalanced his mind.
When caught Gull tells Abberline he has been undertaking a great experiment of the mind and he has only killed worthless whores. After his arrest
he suffers a cerebral haemorrhage and Acland explains Gull’s motives to
Abberline and Godley in terms of Jekyll and Hyde: due to the stroke Gull’s
mind became divided, he wanted to understand his insanity so used himself
as a guinea pig. It is never really clear in the narrative how exactly killing five
women helped Gull’s research, possibly this is the reality, in Freudian terms,
of Gull alternating between repressing the murder drive and giving in to it.
In Edge of Sanity the reason that Jack the Ripper is never caught is
that Jekyll is not someone the police suspect. In Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde
the doctor is killed as he flees the police and the culprit is altogether too
strange for the police to deal with. In Jack the Ripper (Wickes) William
Gull is protected from being convicted as Jack because of Commissioner
Warren, who orders Abberline to keep quiet as the revelation that Queen
Victoria’s doctor was Jack the Ripper would do more harm than good.
Wickes, in the introduction to the film, claims that the narrative is based
on the official Home Office files of the case, and the film was the first to
be written with access to the declassified official documents.
In an interview to the Whitechapel Society conference in 2011 Wickes
stood by Gull as the Ripper, stating that he was the only possible suspect
when the files are read. In terms of the collective unconscious of the audience Gull is a perfect Jack the Ripper: upper class, a doctor, Jekyll and
Hyde double life and protected from punishment by a government conspiracy. However, there was no evidence in 1888 that Gull was suspected
of involvement, his name became linked to the murders much later, most
prominently in Stephen Knight’s book and in the graphic novels From
Hell and Blood of the Innocents where the Ripper is Prince Eddy whose
crimes are covered up by Gull. Unlike other films that depict Gull acting
as part of a royal cover up Jack the Ripper (Wickes) places the motive back
in the medical experimentation section, this brings the Ripper back on
screen as the divided self.
Barbara Creed explores the portrayal of Jack the Ripper as the divided
self. Creed writes of the Ripper and the split self that:
Jack the Ripper is a monster of fragmentation; the threat he represents
is displaced onto the cut and dismembered bodies of his victims. The
fragmentation of the female body in Jack the Ripper films points to the
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concomitant idea of the fragmented self, thus undermining one of society’s
most sacred beliefs: that the self is unified, whole and coherent.69

This fear of the splitting of self may explain why Jack the Ripper is still so
potent a figure for audiences. Especially when we have read news reports
of killers such as Ted Bundy and Harold Shipman who presented charming and benevolent faces while at the same time committing atrocious acts.
The sub-genre that presents Jack the Ripper as either created or motivated by medical experimentation explores our fears of doctors but also
of the divided self in these films that victims are unimportant, no more
than laboratory rats to the men of science. This is the opposite to the next
sub-genre of films I will look at, those of revenge, where the identity and
actions of the victims are vitally important.
The sub-genre I have labelled revenge can be divided again in to personal revenge and state-ordered revenge. In the first category the reason
for the Whitechapel murders is to punish a woman because of the perceived harm she has caused either the murderer or a male relative. In Jack
the Ripper (Franco) the mother of the Ripper was a prostitute, in Jack
the Ripper (Baker and Berman) the Ripper’s son was in love with Mary
Clark and killed himself when he discovered she was a prostitute. In Study
in Terror Carfax kills women to revenge his brother’s physical and mental deterioration as a result of a relationship with a prostitute and in The
Ripper (Meyers) Prince Eddy is killing prostitutes as revenge for infecting
him with syphilis.
The idea that prostitutes deserve their fate at the hands of serial killers is
a popular theory, no matter how small the slight. During the trial of Peter
Sutcliffe, the Yorkshire Ripper, one of the reasons the prosecution gave for
his crimes was that a prostitute had cheated him out of £5. As Jane Caputi
writes this was used as an indication of his sanity ‘Sutcliffe was responsible
for his actions in the sense of having rationally responded to the behaviour
of certain women. These were a prostitute who “cheated” him of £5.’70
The brutality of the murders committed by Jack the Ripper also served to
create the idea that the women had in some way been culpable in their
murders, in the notes section of From Hell Alan Moore writes of Mary
Kelly’s murder ‘she must have done SOMETHING to deserve THAT’.71
69
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All of the ‘Rippers’ in the personal-revenge films are willing to kill any
woman they suspect of being a prostitute, not just the one who has injured
them or their male relative. In Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman) film
the target of the Ripper’s rage is Mary Clark. We hear him approaching
women on the street and asking if they are Mary Clark, even when they
answer no he still kills them. This is repeated in A Study in Terror where
Lord Carfax searches for Angela to punish her but kills any prostitute he
encounters while knowing he has not found his desired target.
When Sir David Rogers/Jack the Ripper eventually finds Mary he tells
her that he is sweeping the streets to keep young men safe, he is killing the
virus. As with Prince Eddy in The Ripper (Meyers) the prostitute is equated
with disease and becomes a homogeneous mass—it is no longer about
punishing a particular woman. I have already written about the effect the
Contagious Diseases Acts had on the perception of doctors (see Chap. 2)
but it also put into the public consciousness the link between prostitutes
and disease. In this way the Ripper can be seen as a protector of society
and of healthy young men in particular, especially as, in three of the films,
the Ripper is a doctor or has had medical training.
The victim’s guilt adds to the persona of the screen Ripper a dimension
that Tithecott identifies as the ‘warrior knight’ which is, Tithecott argues:
constructed with reference to various familiar genres of fiction and cultural
paradigms, the serial killer is a continuation of the male heroes and antiheroes of, say, the Western, of the road movie, of the Gothic, of chivalry.72

The punishment of women who transgress approved male boundaries
were carried out by Jack the Ripper.
In Franco’s Jack the Ripper the punishment of the women is sexual
as well as violent. In the film the Ripper rapes the women in addition to
murdering them; indeed in one scene it is unclear if we are witnessing rape
or necrophilia. No other Ripper is so overtly sexually violent, the act of
stabbing has an obvious phallic violence but it is only Franco’s Ripper who
is a literal rapist. This overt emphasis on the link between sex and violence
is identified by Joan Hawkins as part of Franco’s films: ‘The implied connections between sex and death, blood and semen, cruelty and sexuality,
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that haunt all horror are laid bare in Franco’s work.’73 I propose that the
combination of sex and violence and its maternal cause mean that Franco
gives us the only Freudian screen Ripper.
Franco’s Ripper is both attracted to and hates his mother and her lovers, when he attacks his last victim he treats her as if she is his mother,
accusing her of sharing a bed with everyone. Freud wrote of the Oedipal
Complex that: ‘It was perhaps ordained that we should all of us turn our
first sexual impulse towards our mother, our first hatred and violent wishes
against our father’.74 In the film the Ripper does not have a father figure
to transfer his hatred towards so his sexual and violent impulses become
linked in the love/hate for his mother, this is then transferred onto prostitutes. This Freudian reading of the Ripper in the film allows for a degree
of audience sympathy with the killer as he had a traumatic childhood that
did not allow him to move beyond the initial oedipal stage. This sympathy
is also found in the description of the Ripper given by a blind beggar who
witnessed one of the murders. The beggar is a Tiresias figure, a blind seer,
who again links the Ripper back the oedipal myth. The blind man claims
he can read the aura of the Ripper and that he is not a sadistic killer and he
is as terrified as his victims. Ironically the most violent and unpleasant of
the Ripper films is the one that presents the Ripper as a victim.
Franco’s Ripper is arrested but as he states, as he is led away in handcuffs, that there is no evidence against him. The lack of evidence is also
the reason that the Ripper is not named in Jack the Ripper (Baker and
Berman). The police do not want to besmirch the good names of the men
even when they are sure of their guilt. In A Study in Terror the Ripper is
killed but his name is not revealed because Holmes wants to protect his
family, the good name of the family is again the reason that Prince Eddy
is protected in The Ripper (Meyers). In these films women are killed as
punishment, not necessarily the ‘guilty’ women, while efforts are made to
protect the guilty killer.
The next sub-section of films can be labelled as state-revenge genre.
They present a more constructed protection of Jack the Ripper as the
murders are committed under government directive. Only two films fall
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into this category Murder By Decree and From Hell, yet they have been
hugely influential in terms of public perception of Jack the Ripper in regard
to costume—top hat, cape, black bag—and conspiracy as motive. Both
these films are based on the Stephen Knight theory of a marriage between
Prince Eddy and Annie Crook with the five murders being carried out to
silence the women who knew about the marriage. However, the killings
are identified as following the Masonic punishment rituals therefore, in
addition to being silenced, they are punished for their knowledge.
The women are killed on the authority of the government and in From
Hell Queen Victoria, the reigning monarch, is included as one of the conspirators. In Jungian terms this permission transforms Jack the Ripper
from the personal shadow to a national shadow and in Freudian theory he
is the national id sanctioned. The serial killer as society’s moral enforcer
is identified by Simpson in his examination of serial killers in US film and
fiction. I argue that the explanation given by Simpson is based on Freud’s
theory of taboo applied to multiple murders:
in many ways the multicide who has achieved folkloric dimensions becomes
an unacknowledged but nevertheless useful agent of social control, waiting
in the shadows to strike down individuals who stray from the borders of
accepted behaviour.75

In these films the women one shown as drunk, Sexually in moral and
possessing forbidden knowledge. The audience is given a selecion of bad
behaviour that the Ripper punishes these women for doing.
Murder By Decree was released in 1979 only 3 years after Stephen
Knight’s book that identified William Gull, John Netley and Walter
Sickert as the composite Ripper. However Murder By Decree is not a
straight adaptation of the book. First Sickert and Netley are removed
from the film and William Gull is changed to Thomas Spivey. The major
change to the narrative is the introduction of the fictional character
Sherlock Holmes. This moves the film away from a ‘straight’ adaptation
of Knight’s book and theory. However, it combined, for the audience,
the spectacle of the great Sherlock Holmes solving the mystery of the
masonic or royal conspiracy.
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From Hell is based on the graphic novel of the same title by Alan Moore
and Eddy Campbell, which was based on Stephen Knight’s book. Apart
from merging Sickert with Prince Eddy (in the film Eddy is the artist the
women have modelled for) the film keeps the real names of the characters.
The Ripper is William Gull assisted by John Netley and Sir Charles Warren
on the orders of Queen Victoria. Before going out to kill, Gull is shown
putting on his cape and top hat and picking up his black bag. This is as
much a part of his ritual as the injuries he will inflict.
Gull in From Hell is the quintessential screen Ripper, he has the costume, he is the mad upper-class doctor, he is the punisher of prostitutes
and at the centre of a conspiracy. This may explain why he is the Ripper
that has entered the public consciousness to the extent that in The Simpsons
Homer can identify Jack the Ripper as the ‘Queen’s Private Surgeon’. I
argue that William Gull is the screen Ripper we want and as the dead cannot sue for defamation film makers are free to use his name and biography.
In terms of the truth of what is being depicted, at least in the graphic
novel From Hell, the appendix advises the reader that certain situations
depicted, such as, the wedding night of William and Susan Gull are ‘obviously fictional’. While the meeting between Gull and John Merrick ‘the
elephant man’ is ‘fictional, although plausible’, this alerts the reader to the
creativity being applied to history. This melding of imagined and possible
is the key to the presentation of Gull as Jack the Ripper, the audience are
given the solution that could be possible but which leaves film makers the
freedom to make his motives either a royal conspiracy as in From Hell or
sinister medical experimentation as in Jack the Ripper (Wickes).
The Ripper is a stable screen creation; once the evolution was made
from the figure described in the Chapman inquest ‘foreigner of dark complexion, over 40 shabby genteel wearing a deerstalker’ to the upper-class
doctor in the top hat and cape the development stopped. The 1926 film
The Lodger: A Study of the London Fog and the 1950 film Room to Let gave
the Ripper his screen persona in terms of appearance and this has been
maintained by film and television. I am not suggesting the Ripper screen
persona has stagnated, film makers continue to develop the character but
the screen Ripper has maintained his appearance and motivation.
Jack the Ripper and Count Dracula emerged from fin-de-siècle London
and, as I have argued, share many elements of presentation. However,
while Dracula, and the figure of the vampire, continue to evolve Jack has
plateaued. The vampire has progressed on screen from the upper-class
Christopher Lee to the classless Edward Cullen, his motivations have
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changed, the search is no longer for blood but for love and the vampire is
no longer a monster of the screen but a romantic hero.
Jack the Ripper has not changed in these ways. The evolution that
occurred from the suspected Jewish lunatic in 1888 to the upper-class doctor who encapsulated the fears of nineteenth-century Britain has stopped.
An indication of the stability of the Ripper’s evolution is the fact that is has
remained largely unchallenged. In 2013 Alan Moore and Eddy Campbell
published The From Hell Companion, which contains the notes for the
construction of the graphic novel From Hell. The Companion explores
every aspect of the construction of the narrative and look of the novel
and provides a treasure trove of references and meta-references. The one
aspect neither Moore nor Campbell considers is why the Ripper wears the
top hat and cape. In Alan Moore’s notes to Campbell for the drawing of
William Gull the costume of the Ripper is ‘a thick cloak draped around his
shoulders and a black top hat’.76 No explanation is given for these accessories, Gull is Jack the Ripper and this is what Jack the Ripper wore.
There is no reason for the Ripper myth to evolve any further, for film he
is the perfect screen monster. The instantly recognisable figure, motive and
modus operandi can allow film makers, and audiences, to explore issues
of gender and psychoanalytical issues. The iconography of the Ripper in
regard to the top hat, cape and Gladstone bag epitomises male power and
the male monster: aristocrat, doctor, gothic monster presented in three
accessories. On screen Jack the Ripper is the epitome of the patriarchy,
women are murdered by the Ripper either to maintain the patriarchy in
terms of protecting the monarchy in From Hell and Murder By Decree or
as revenge for actions that have harmed men in Jack the Ripper (Baker/
Berman) and Jack the Ripper (Franco).
Even when the screen Ripper is a women in Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde
and Hands of the Ripper she embodies patriarchal values. Both Mrs Hyde
and Anna kill due to male medical experimentation and to the male id.
On screen Jack the Ripper/Mrs Hyde/Anna are all personifications of the
male id run amok, indulging in taboo behaviour and acting out the death
drive that the rest of us repress.
The Ripper is not only the repressed drives and the id made flesh. He,
or she, is an uncanny figure. In this chapter I have identified that the
sources for the uncanny Ripper; the doctor, the aristocrat, the gothic
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monster, all existed in the public consciousness before 1888 and helped
shape the screen Ripper. The Ripper was both a fin-de-siècle monster and
an embodiment of Jungian archetypes. The fact that the screen Ripper differs so greatly from the 1888 murderer confirms the status of the Ripper
as an archetype as defined by Jung:
the more comprehensive the image that has evolved and been handed down
by tradition, the further removed it is from individual experience. We can
just feel our way into it and sense something of it, but the original experience has been lost.77

This is an apt summation of the Ripper we see on screen, a figure who
would not be recognised by anyone who had actual experience of the
murders in 1888. However, enough remains of the actual killer to add a
frisson of reality to the depiction.
Nineteenth-century perceptions of the monster have merged with
twentieth-century experience of the serial killer to produce the Ripper we
see on screen and not the murderer who killed women on the streets of
Whitechapel.
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CHAPTER 6

The Detective

One of the most important things that an audience of a film about Jack the
Ripper knows is that the killer was not caught. The details of the crimes,
the names of the victims may be forgotten but the fact that the killer was
not apprehended is remembered. In this way the audience or mass expectation of the detective in a Ripper film is very different from that of a film
about the Boston Strangler or Son of Sam.
Films about the Whitechapel murders are not part of the detective
genre, as they do not meet the criteria set out by Philippa Gates in her
examination of the detective film, ‘the genre offers closure in terms of
social fears about crime, as the villains—no matter how seemingly unstoppable—are eventually brought to justice’.1 Even when the detective does
discover the identity of the Ripper, justice, in the legal sense, is never
achieved: a conspiracy is enacted to protect the Ripper; the suspect is killed
or commits suicide during the pursuit; a supernatural element ensures the
murders will restart; or the killer remains undetected. Therefore the audience do not receive any closure via the detective.
I argue that the titles of films about the Whitechapel murders also indicate that they are not part of the detective genre, for the majority of titles
name the killer either explicitly—Jack the Ripper or The Ripper, or in terms
of the killer’s position The Lodger or The Man in the Attic. While films
that do fit within the detective genre often have titles that have the name,
1
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or nickname, of the detective in the title for example Sherlock Holmes: A
Game of Shadows (UK, 2011: Ritchie) Dirty Harry (US, 1971: Siegel) and
Lethal Weapon (US, 1987: Donner).
An additional move away from the detective sub-genre of serial-killer
films as defined by Philippa Gates is the placing of the audience with the
killer instead of the detective in Ripper films. Gates writes of films about
serial killers that:
These films rarely offer the ‘pleasure’ of alignment with the killer in his perpetration of violence and instead, focus on the post-mortem examination
of the killer’s violence and align audiences with the detective-hero and the
pleasure of detection.2

This is not the case for films about the Whitechapel murders. The audience often witnesses the violence of the Ripper from his viewpoint, the
audience moves toward the cowering victim. In From Hell, The Lodger,
Jack the Ripper (Franco) and Man in the Attic the audience spend as much
time with the killer as with the detective. I believe that the audience alignment is with the killer more than the detective.
Laura Mulvey states that film is structured ‘around a main controlling
figure with whom the spectator can identify’.3 However, the detective by
the nature of his role as pursuer not instigator cannot be this controlling
figure. This leaves the Ripper as the figure for the audience to align with,
especially as in terms of films such as Time after Time, Edge of Sanity, Jack
the Ripper (Franco), Dr Jekyll and Sister Hyde and Hands of the Ripper, the
audience knows the identity of the Ripper before the police so the audience is denied Gates’s ‘pleasure of detection’.
If the pleasure of detection is removed from these films then why do
they need a detective figure? I believe that this need lies with the figure of
the Ripper as a taboo breaker. Freud emphasised the need for the breaker
of taboos such as murder to be punished to prevent others breaking the
taboo as there is a danger that others will act to ‘replace unconscious
desires with conscious impulses’.4 Freud also argues that this is the basis
for law and order and that the need to punish acknowledges the mutual
desires of the killer/detective.
2
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The similarity between the police and the Ripper is seen on film in the
way both think about the victims. In The Ripper (Meyers) the killer is
motivated by revenge and a perverted idea of protecting the nation from
disease. In the film Inspector Hanson falls in love with Florrie, a former
prostitute. When his sergeant discovers the relationship he gives Hansom
condoms, protection from Florrie, which Hansom accepts. The view of
the prostitute as diseased is common to both criminal and avenging society in the form of the detective.
It is my conjecture that the role of the detective in Ripper films is not
an attempt to provide closure for the audience via the pursuit of the killer
but to provide meaning and explanation of the Ripper and his crimes. It is
often via the detective that the motive for the murders is revealed and the
persona of the killer completed.
The audience follows the detective following the clues that not only
reveal the name of the killer but also give meaning to the killer. An extreme
example of this is the film The January Man (US, 1989: O’Connor) in
which the locations of the murders correspond to the musical notes of the
song ‘Calendar Girls’ and the killings have a ritualistic element. However,
when the killer is apprehended the detective, Nick Starkey, when asked
who he is says ‘he’s nobody, that’s the problem’. The killer’s identity has
been constructed for the audience by the detective.
An important element of the portrayal of the detective is the attributes
that he has in common with the Ripper. This commonality lends to the
portrayals an ambiguity, for there are elements of the detective in the
Ripper and elements of the Ripper in the detective. This crossover is most
familiar to cinema audiences in the figure of Hannibal Lecter. When Lecter
is introduced to audiences in both Manhunter and Silence of the Lambs it
is because the FBI, in the form of Will Graham and Clarice Starling, need
his help to catch a killer; the killer becomes the detective. This is a fictionalisation of the work of Robert Ressler of the FBI who interviewed
convicted killers, such as, Ed Kemper and Charles Manson, as he believed
that talking to killers had enabled him to gain ‘some insight into criminal behaviour’.5 This insight would then be used to capture other killers
therefore, in one sense, Kemper and Manson are detectives.
In films about the Whitechapel murders there are obvious parallels
between the detective and the Ripper; in From Hell and Jack the Ripper
(Wickes) the team of Abberline and Godley is balanced against the team
5
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of Gull and Netley. In Man in the Attic the policeman Inspector Warwick
takes Slade and Lilly to the Black Museum at Scotland Yard and shows
them the trophies that the police have collected from murders. The audience would know that the Ripper took trophies from his victims and
this is another link between the detective and the killer, both figures are
collectors.
The detective and the Ripper have also been identified with the figure
of the flâneur. Philippa Gates describes the early detective as ‘a flâneur that
observed, deliberated on and made sense of the private sphere; an upperclass, intelligent and rational man’.6 In Chap. 3 I discussed the concept as
Jack as a flâneur so this would appear to be another link between the two
figures. However, just as I argued against Jack as a flâneur because of his
participation in the creation of spectacle I will also argue against the detective as a flâneur. The detective is not observing life as an end in itself but
as a way of gathering information upon which to act. Both the killer and
the detective attempt to influence the narrative. This makes them similar
in not being a true flâneur—that role belongs to the audience only.
The detective is also part of the shadow of the Ripper. If the Ripper is
the negative, the Jungian shadow of the inferior traits of character then
the detective is the positive. An example of this is found in Jack the Ripper
(Baker and Berman), in the film the Ripper is Sir David Rogers and he kills
prostitutes as vengeance for the death of his son. The head of the investigation is Inspector O’Neill who has a paternal concern for the young
women of the neighbourhood. He threatens the owner of the music hall
when he believes he is corrupting his female employees, even though he
is not breaking the law. For O’Neil paternal concern generates a positive
outcome while for Rogers paternal affection results in the slaughter of
women.
In Freudian terms the detective is the ego to the id of the Ripper, seeking to restrain the primal with reason and law. One of the most interesting
depictions of Inspector Abberline as reason trying to contain the primal
is not actually found in a film about the Whitechapel murders but in the
film The Wolfman (US, 2010: Johnston) a remake of the werewolf story. I
think that the use of Abberline as the man sent to investigate the strange
happenings on the moors is a deliberate move by film makers to link the
idea of the werewolf and the Ripper.
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In The Wolfman Laurence Talbot has returned to his ancestral home
after the murder of his brother—the reason Abberline is sent to the moors.
The audience is immediately reminded of Abberline’s link to the Ripper
as when the men meet, Laurence asks him if he was involved in that
‘Whitechapel business’. Laurence is then bitten by the wolf, who is revealed
to be Laurence’s father who murdered his son, Laurence’s brother. The
father has tried to control the beast but through desire for his son’s fiancée
has come to realise that the beast must run free. That the fiancée resembles
the late mother of the boy adds an oedipal reading to the film.
Abberline is presented in a Holmesian model in the film, he refuses
to believe the villagers superstitions about a beast and attempts a geographic profile of where the next attack will occur. However, he fails to
stop Laurence killing his father or murdering a large percentage of the
locals. In the final confrontation with Laurence, Abberline is bitten, which
means at the next full moon he will become the primal beast. In the same
way that the police failed to stop the primal Ripper so they have failed to
restrain the primal wolf and this time the ego has become the id.
In Jungian terms the detective is supposed to be the hero—the positive
side of the shadow/shaman. Jung wrote of the need for the hero to be ‘the
powerful god-man who vanquishes evil in the form of dragons, serpents,
monsters, demons and so on, and who liberates his people from destruction and death’.7 This is not the case in films about the Whitechapel murders, not only in terms of the failure to fulfil the hero’s role and capture
the monster but in the presentation of the detective personally. The film
detectives suffer from alcoholism, drug addiction, criminal pasts, ineffectiveness and failed marriages.
Neither can the detective be viewed as a hero for the mass/audience in
Freudian terms. Freud wrote of the mass, ‘What it expects in its heroes is
brawn, even a tendency to violence’.8 In From Hell Abberline is beaten up
twice by Special Branch, in Jack the Ripper (Wickes) Abberline is stopped in
his attempt to kill Gull, in Time After Time Wells is slapped by Stephenson
and in Jack the Ripper (Franco) Cynthia, acting as the hero, is beaten and
raped. None of these ‘heroes’ can be described as possessing the brawn
needed to dominate the Ripper or represent the mass of the audience.
In the Ripper films even when the detective is not the historic Abberline
or the uber detective Holmes it is still important to have a prominent
7
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character driving the hunt for the Ripper. This setting up of good vs evil
is prominent in detective fiction most obviously in Holmes and Moriarty.
The letters in 1888 purporting to be written by Jack the Ripper and
the piece of kidney allegedly from one of the victims were actually sent to
the Central News Agency and not the police. Therefore, the setting of the
Ripper directly engaging a specific policeman is inaccurate. However, the
idea of a killer directly engaging with a specific detective/policeman has
been a factor in investigations of other serial murders. The FBI profiler
John Douglas, when investigating the ‘Green River Killer’ case, suggested
that one approach would be to use ‘the media to put forth one investigator as “supercop” to lure the killer to contact him’.9 This would set up
the killer as Moriarty to a Holmes. This concept had a detrimental effect
on the investigation of the Yorkshire Ripper case when the police received
letters believed to be from the killer, signed Jack the Ripper, and addressed
to Assistant Chief Constable George Oldfield. Oldfield believed that the
killer was engaging with him personally.
The reality of the capture of serial killers both real and on screen is set
against this idea of a ‘super detective’. Ted Bundy was captured for the
final time by a uniformed policeman after he was seen driving erratically,
Edmund Kemper turned himself in. Neither is there constantly a triumphant detective on screen. In Kiss the Girls it is the escape of one of his
victims that brings Casanova to police attention. In regards to two of the
most chilling screen serial killers, John Doe in Se7en and Buffalo Bill in
Silence of the Lambs it is not the screen detectives that catch them. Richard
Dyer notes ‘In Se7en, Doe simply gives himself up. While the FBI needs
Lecter to track down Buffalo Bill in The Silence of the Lambs.’10 The screen
and real police then appear to rely more on luck and other criminals than
detective ability.
The public perception of the police in 1888 was not favourable. It may
be argued that the fall from grace for the police in terms of public opinion
went back to 1860 and the murder of Saville Kent that was investigated
by Jack Whicher. Kate Summerscale writes of the public perception of
police detectives before the case that ‘these men were figures of mystery
and glamour, the surreptitious, all seeing gods of London’.11 However,
after Whicher had investigated the murder and brought charges against
9
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the daughter of the house Summerscale writes that the detective became
‘a shadowy figure, a demon as well as a demi-god’.12 This combination of
god and demon is present in the figure of Sherlock Holmes and in films
about the Whitechapel murder in the figure of Inspector Abberline.
In the articles written by W. T. Stead in regard to child prostitution the
police had been presented as ineffective and uncaring. In the Contagious
Diseases Act legislation they had been at the forefront of accusing women,
including one woman who when falsely accused of prostitution had
committed suicide. However, it was the police response to the ‘Bloody
Sunday’ protest of 1887 that most informed the contemporary view of the
police during the Whitechapel murders. The police, especially Sir Charles
Warren, were viewed as having overreacted to the presence of protesters in Trafalgar Square. This view was articulated in a letter to The Daily
Telegraph on 19 September 1888 when the writer stated that the police
had ‘by a series of blunders, angered the mob in Trafalgar Square and
made it dangerous’.
The police, apart from the Abberline figure, are not depicted favourably on screen. The upper ranks are shown as not caring about the murders and having no respect for the lower classes. In The Ripper (Meyers)
Florrie, a Whitechapel prostitute, has seen the Ripper (Prince Albert) and
Warren uses her as bait as ‘prostitute places no value on herself so why
should we?’ The uniformed police are shown as bumbling and idiotic, in
What the Swedish Butler Saw (Sweden, 1975: Becker) the police search
a house for the Ripper but fail to realise that a figure hiding behind an
aspidistra is actually a woman. The policeman congratulates the owner
of the fine specimen, the audience at first may think he is referring to the
woman, however, he means the plant. He fails to identify the sculpture as
a women climbing it is not as fine a specimen—the opposite of the acute
observation of Holmes.
During the murders the press was critical of the police investigation;
Punch ran a cartoon of a policeman wearing a blindfold and being pushed
around by the criminal classes. The letters pages of the newspapers were
full of advice for the police, from the practical letters recommending the
beat police be issued with rubber soled boots so that they could patrol
the streets silently to the suggestion that policemen be ‘selected more for
their brain power and ability to meet cunning with cunning, than for their
height and chest measurements’. The idea that can be gathered from the
12
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public opinion in newspapers is that the police were heavy footed idiots
blundering around Whitechapel.
The criticism reached such a point that on the 4 October 1888 Sir
Charles Warren wrote to the editor of The Times to refute some of the
criticisms levelled at the police, particularly the accusation that the beat
police were constantly being moved, which meant they could not get to
know the area. However, in the letter Warren also wrote that:
the unfortunate victims appear to take the murderer to some retired spot
and to place themselves in such a position that they can be slaughtered without a sound being heard; the murder, therefore, takes place without any clue
to the criminal being left.

This statement from Warren appears to shift the blame for a lack of progress on catching the Ripper to the victim and away from the police.
This attitude is found on screen in the upper class and upper level of the
police ranks but is counterbalanced in the portrayal of Inspector Frederick
Abberline or his fictional equivalent. One of the ways this is achieved is via
class and origin. In reality Abberline was born in Dorset and until 1863
worked as a clock smith, a skilled occupation that was considered to be
a lower-middle class occupation. During his police service he worked in
Whitechapel from 1873 until 1887. Therefore while he was not a ‘local’
in the strictest sense, nonetheless, Abberline knew the area and the people.
However, the Abberline we encounter on film is a working-class
cockney played in one incarnation by the epitome of that class and origin—Michael Caine. By making Abberline a ‘local’ of Whitechapel the
presentation becomes class based for not only is he fighting the figure of
the Ripper but also the upper-class indifference of the police hierarchy.
If there is a traditional ‘hero’ in films about the Whitechapel murders
it should be Abberline, for although he did not solve the case the general
consensus among researchers is that he could not have done more and
risked his health in the time he devoted to the case. At the time of the
murders Abberline was also a married man, he married his second wife
in 1876 and they were together until his death in 1929. In his spare time
he enjoyed gardening and after he left the police force he worked for
Pinkerton’s Detective Agency policing the gaming rooms of Monte Carlo
before retiring to Bournemouth.
If the detective in a Ripper film is not Abberline he is still depicted as
lower class or outside the upper echelons of society to which the Ripper
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belongs. In The Ripper (Meyers) Inspector Hanson is an East End boy
made good. In Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman) Inspector O’Neil is
Irish and the man helping him, Sam Lowry, is an American detective, both
outside the English ruling class to which the killer belongs.
In The Lodger (Ondaatje), set in Los Angeles, class is no longer a dividing factor. In this instance one of the detectives is presumed to be gay.
Richard Dyer has written that serial killers on screen are often portrayed
as having ‘full, partial, implicit or repressed homosexuality (Psycho, Silence
of the Lambs, Henry and Se7en, for instance, are the tip of the iceberg)’.13
The 2009 The Lodger is the first time that the detective has implied homosexuality, although it transpires that the detective is not gay but making a
point about assumptions. This does, however, place the detective against
the heterosexual power structure, which can be read as a parallel to the
class of Abberline/Hansom/O’Neill.
The Ripper was never caught, so, even when the figure identified on
screen is based on an actual person the gaps in the biography have to
become fictionalised due to a lack of knowledge. Yet the screen Abberline
receives the same fictionalisation even though a biography of him is available. To examine the reasons I believe this fictionalisation occurs I will
make two case studies of Abberline on screen, the Michael Caine portrayal
from Jack the Ripper (Wickes) and Johnny Depp in From Hell. These portrayals are very similar although they are based on vastly different sources.
From here on I will refer to the Abberline I am discussing by the surname
of the actor playing him to avoid confusion.
The reputation of Caine and Depp I believe impacts upon the presentation of Abberline. Richard Dyer writes that:
As regards the fact that a given star is in the film audience foreknowledge,
the star’s name and his/her appearance including the sound of her/his voice
and dress styles associated with him/her all already signify that condensation
of attitudes and values which is the star’s image.14

Both Caine and Depp have particular attitudes and values for the audience that are present in the construction of the screen Abberline. The star
persona of Caine is a working-class Londoner, an anti-authority figure who
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is clever but not overly educated as is the main character in The Italian Job
(UK, 1969: Collinson).
In contrast Depp has an idiosyncratic screen presence playing either
anti-heroes or non-traditional heroes such as Ichabod Crane in Sleepy
Hollow (US, 1999: Burton) and from his private life an association with
drugs and the counter culture. Dyer also identified that there are risks for
films that these elements of the star will not be recognised by the audience in which case ‘The film must use the various signifying elements of
the cinema to foreground and minimise the image’s traits appropriately.’15
In the case of Depp his portrayal of Abberline as a flawed yet shamanistic figure and double to the Ripper is added to by the character’s drug
use, an issue that the audience know has been part of Depp’s life. In addition to his acknowledged drug use Depp is also known as having Native
American heritage, he is ‘the grandson of a Cherokee’16 a nation associated with shamanistic practices.
Neither the biographical records of Abberline nor the source for the
film From Hell, Alan Moore’s graphic novel of the same title, has Abberline
using drugs. Indeed neither did the film originally. In an interview in 2001
Depp describes the addition of a drug habit and his reaction to it. As the
film progressed, the Hughes brothers added a few opium-smoking additions to Depp’s character—just the kind of tics that appealed to Depp.
“I liked the idea that he was this very good Inspector” Depp says, “But
he had his dark side—that he was a bit of a junkie really.”17
This is essentially Depp responding to the concept of Abberline as the
shadow of himself as well as the Ripper. In From Hell one of the myths
about finding a stalk of grapes near the body of Elizabeth Stride is used
to illustrate the level of Depp’s drug addiction; he smells laudanum on
them and when he reports this to Sir William Gull he replies that only
doctors and drug addicts can recognise the smell. In this way part of the
mythology of the Whitechapel murders is part of the fictionalisation of
Abberline. Thus Gull, who the audience later discover is the Ripper, links
drug addicts—Abberline and doctors—with himself. The link between the
ritual nature of drug taking and the ritual of serial murder is shown by juxtaposing the preparations of Depp of the absinthe/laudanum cocktail with
15
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the preparations of the Ripper to go out and kill. Both are shown listening
to a gramophone as they prepare for their vices.
In the film drug use is also shown as part of the psychic visions that
Depp has, which allow him to see the future and events taking place at a
distance. These visions, combined with drug use, introduce the Jungian
archetype of the shaman/medicine man to the figure of the detective. The
Jungian definition of this archetype is as follows: ‘He is, like the anima,
an immortal daemon that pierces the chaotic darkness of brute life with
the light of meaning. He is the enlightener, the master and teacher, a
psychopomp.’18 The idea of a figure bringing meaning to chaos is very
applicable to the figure of the detective in general and the depiction of
Abberline in From Hell in particular. The visions give Depp a daemonic
element and these visions combined with more routine police work allow
him to understand the meaning behind the apparently chaotic Ripper
murders. In From Hell Depp is also a psychopomp, a figure that guides the
dead, for he places two coins on the eyes of the body of Annie Chapman
so that she can pay the ferryman to cross the Styx and enter the afterlife.
The coins Depp places on Annie are heads up so the figure of Queen
Victoria is shown on them. For the audience who are familiar with the
royal conspiracy as the reason for the murders this is a clever way on connecting the detective, victim and Ripper.
I have identified the screen Ripper as a trickster and I believe that the
screen detective that hunts him also has elements of this archetype. In
From Hell Depp uses trickery to obtain access to Special Branch to look
at confidential files and hides the truth from Warren about the murder of
Mary Kelly. The element of the trickster is also present in the depiction
of Abberline by Caine. To catch the killer Caine tricks Gull by switching places with Netley. In Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman) Inspector
O’Neill tells the suspect Sir David Rogers that the witness he tried to kill
is actually alive as he attempts to trick Rogers into trying to kill the man
in front of witnesses. The Ripper is a trickster and therefore, to attempt to
capture him, the detective must also act as a trickster.
In both the graphic novel and the film From Hell there is a romantic relationship between Mary and Abberline. There is no evidence that
Abberline had met Mary Kelly and he was married at the time of the murders. In the film Depp’s wife has died in childbirth and there is a requited
romance between the characters. This adds a romantic plot line to the film
18
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and also shows the humanity of the lower-class Depp in comparison to the
callousness of the upper-class Warren whose response to the murders is to
be pleased there is ‘one less pinch prick on the streets’.
This romance adds an additional level of horror to the moment Depp
enters Mary’s room and sees her body however, this is not Mary. While
the face of the woman has been obliterated her hair is spread across the
bed and it is brunette not red hair as Mary had. Depp notices but keeps
silent tricking Gull, Warren and the other conspirators into believing they
have completed their plan. Again this has taken part of a myth associated with the murders and used it to develop the fictional presentation of
Abberline. After Mary Kelly’s murder Caroline Maxwell, a neighbour of
Mary’s, claimed she had spoken to Mary at 8.30 a.m. on 10 November.
However, this contradicts the medical evidence that stated that Mary had
been dead for several hours by 8.30 a.m. The only way to unite these
events is if the body in the room was not Mary Kelly. This narrative also
allows for a ‘happy ending’ for one of the Ripper victims, a chance to move
away from Whitechapel and start a new life. The fact that Depp denies
himself happiness, he does not go to Mary as he fears he will be followed
and the conspirators will find Mary and kill her, allows him to be a romantic self-sacrificing hero.
The romance between the detective hunting the Ripper and a woman
who is a potential victim of the killer sets up another conflict between the
Ripper and the detective, it becomes personal. From Hell is not the first
film to do this. In all versions of The Lodger until the 2009 remake the
lodger is in competition with the policeman for the affection of the daughter/niece of the house. In the 1926 and 1932 version where the lodger
is not the killer, he triumphs in terms of romantic competition. However,
when the lodger is the killer (in the 1944 The Lodger and Man in the Attic)
the policeman is the man who gets the girl. From Hell is different in that
while the Ripper wants Mary’s body it is not to answer a romantic need.
Due to the age difference between Gull and Abberline and the fact that
Gull seems to take a paternal interest in Abberline the conflict over Mary
suggests a Freudian reading of the relationship.
In Jack the Ripper (Wickes) Abberline is played by Michael Caine and
there are similarities between the depiction by Caine and Depp; both play
Abberline as working-class, local to Whitechapel and both are the biggest ‘names’ in the productions. However, unlike Depp, Caine is actually of working-class origin and his film career in roles such as Alfie (US,
1966: Gilbert) and The Italian Job emphasised this persona. Therefore,
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the audience expectation is of Caine to play a role that is class based and
challenges authority and in this way he can be a figure that the audience
relate to. Coville and Lucanio write of the performance that ‘Abberline
shouts at one point, “I hate politicians,” thereby, undoubtedly, receiving
the cheering accolades of viewers who share that sentiment’.19 The fact
that Caine is shown as visibly upset as he leaves the scene of Mary Kelly’s
murder adds to the portrayal of sympathy for the victims that is lacking in
superior officers.
While Depp had a drug addiction Caine is shown as having a problem
with alcohol; the first time the audience encounter Caine he is sleeping
off two bottles of whisky in a police cell and his drinking is well known to
his colleagues. At the Whitechapel Society Conference in 2011 the writer
and director of the film, David Wickes, when asked about the portrayal
of Abberline as an alcoholic denied that this was the intention. Wickes
said that he had researched Abberline and the portrayal was just of someone who liked a drink. I would challenge this as I think the manner in
which Godley polices Caine’s drinking is more akin to Watson monitoring
Holmes’s drug problem. The portrayal of Abberline is that of the flawed
detective in the Holmesian manner, unlike Depp the addiction does not
add to his abilities but detracts from them. This means that Caine must
master his vice to catch the Ripper, he is seen taking out the whisky bottle
and deliberately replacing it without drinking, unlike the Ripper his ego
masters the id.
If the police cannot catch the Ripper then film suggests amateur detectives can. In Room to Let it is Curly, a journalist and a boyfriend of the
daughter of the house, who investigates Dr Fell. In The Ripper (Lewis)
and Ripper (Eyres) it is a student in the class who suspects his/her professor is committing Ripper like crimes. In Time After Time H. G. Wells
does not deduce the Ripper’s identity but does attempt to end his crimes.
I also argue that the landlady in the lodger sub-genre of Ripper films can
also be viewed as a detective. Although in the two earliest film versions her
suspicions prove unfounded, she does follow the detective role in terms of
observing, following clues and interrogating the suspect.
The 1988 film Jack’s Back is of interest as it deals with the idea of the
double between killer, victim and detective. In the film James Spader plays
twins, John the ‘good’ twin is a doctor who is murdered when he discovers a colleague has performed an illegal abortion. As a series of Ripper
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copycat murders have taken place, when John’s body is discovered the
police believe he was the killer and has committed suicide. Rick, the ‘bad’
twin, who has a criminal record and a dubious past, is hypnotised and
can see his brother’s killer. This is not actually the Ripper killer but via
hypnosis he ‘sees’ the real killer and eventually kills the Ripper with his
own knife. There is an element of detection in Rick’s investigation but the
resolution of the murders is due more to Rick’s knowledge of criminality
and his visions of the killer that appear to be linked to the fact he was an
identical twin. In this way Rick is double to both the victim and the killer.
Somewhere between the amateur sleuth and the police is the figure
of Sherlock Holmes; at the time of writing I can identify nine books that
pit Holmes against the Ripper but only two films A Study in Terror and
Murder By Decree have Holmes hunting the Ripper. The link between
the fictional Holmes and the real Ripper has been blurred since 1888.
Holmes’ creator Arthur Conan Doyle wrote that he had been contacted
by ‘a Liverpool merchant keen to know the identity of Jack the Ripper’.20
So prevalent has the assumption of a link between the two become that
when writing about Holmes and the Ripper Coville and Lucanio feel the
need to remind the reader that ‘In truth, Sherlock Holmes never met
Jack the Ripper’21 this, while blatantly obvious, needs to be stated. As the
Ripper has become fictionalised via film and books he becomes a figure
divorced from reality.
The similarities between Holmes and the perception of Jack the Ripper
were strong enough that Martin Willis has argued that Conan Doyle
altered the presentation of Holmes between A Study in Scarlet published
in 1887 to The Sign of Four published in 1890, after the Ripper murders.
In A Study in Scarlet Willis sums up the character of Holmes as ‘a cold
blooded, amoral man of medical knowledge known to conduct violent
experiments on fresh corpses’.22 While in The Sign of Four Willis notes
that Holmes has changed, ‘Holmes is no longer mysterious and maniacal but learned, calm and precise.’23 But even these changes cannot fully
remove the element of the criminal/Ripper from Holmes on screen. In A
20
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Study in Terror Holmes does not exhibit sympathy for the victims, when
Watson tells him of the murder of Polly Nichols Holmes says she must be
a prostitute as no ‘respectable’ woman would be out on the streets at that
time of night. In Murder By Decree Holmes’s drug use is hinted at, Watson
chastises Holmes for using his needle to clean his pipe, but for the audience the use of the needle is indicative of drug addiction. Therefore, the
film Holmes, like the film Ripper, places no value on the victims and in his
drug addiction also indulges in a taboo vice.
In both films Holmes fails to hand the killer over to the police. In A
Study in Terror the Ripper has been killed in a fire but Holmes will not
tell the police his name to spare the feelings of his family. In Murder By
Decree Holmes agrees not to make public the conspiracy as long as the
child of Annie Crook is protected. In this way the films allow Holmes, as
the master detective, to solve the Whitechapel murders but also to explain
why the murder was never named publicly.
In The Case of Charles Augustus Milverton Holmes and Watson witness
the murder of the eponymous blackmailer and Holmes neither aids the
victim nor tells the police who killed him. Holmes is satisfied that justice
has been done to Milverton. Joseph Kestner writes of Holmes that ‘frequently he is justice’.24 In this way he can also be seen to be a double of
the Ripper, in From Hell, Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman) and indeed
A Study in Terror, there is an element of the Ripper carrying out a twisted
form of justice to punish the victims.
The screen iconography of Holmes and the Ripper in these films maintains the film conventions of Holmes wearing a deerstalker and the Ripper
wearing top hat and cape. However, there is one scene in A Study in Terror
that sees Holmes and Watson visit a pub in the East End dressed in top
hat and evening wear. This is not repeated in Murder By Decree, for while
Watson is seen in evening dress Holmes wears his deerstalker and tweed. I
would argue that the reason for not dressing Holmes in ‘standard’ Ripper
screen costume in the later film is due to the publication in 1978, a year
before the film was released, of the Michael Dibdin novel The Last Sherlock
Holmes Story. In the novel Watson discovers that Holmes’s mind has fractured to the point that Holmes is actually Jack the Ripper and that he is
hunting himself. The screen Holmes is the shadow of the Ripper in terms
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of being able to interpret his motives and clues but his presentation cannot
move to the point where he is a viable Ripper suspect.
Even when Holmes is not present in a Ripper film I would argue that
the screen detective hunting the killer often has his attributes and abilities. In Jack the Ripper (Franco) Selby is aided by a blind man who has
witnessed the crimes and provides him with a description—‘His scent is of
old books, soap, woollen clothes, fine Turkish tobacco, medicinal alcohol
and the medicinal plant’. This will eventually lead Selby to the killer by
tracing where the plant is grown. The detail of tobacco and scents is an
observation worthy of Holmes. By solving the murders but withholding
the criminal from the police the film Holmes fits within the canon of the
literary Holmes.
The close relationship between a killer and a detective has been explored
in the television programme Hannibal (2013–2015). In this three season
drama the characters of the infamous fictional serial killer Hannibal Lecter
and FBI Investigator Will Graham are shown before the events of the
novel/film Red Dragon. Hannibal is an active but unsuspected serial killer
who is asked by the FBI to provide a psychological assessment of Will
Graham. Hannibal’s crimes link him to Jack the Ripper as he is nicknamed
the Chesapeake Ripper by the press after a series of murders that have
the characteristics of the Ripper—mutilated bodies, a killer with medical
knowledge, bodies left as if on display. Graham is an FBI consultant whose
ability to empathise with murderers enables him to apprehend them. This
ability is shown by placing Will in the crime scene and depicting him carrying out the killer’s actions. From episode one the audience is introduced
to the narrative conceit of having the detective act as if he is a killer.
This merging of detective and killer reaches its nadir in the relationship
between Will and Hannibal, to the point that Hannibal is able to frame
Will for his own crimes and have Will’s friends and colleagues believe that
Will could have killed people. The programme plays with the collective
unconscious of the audience by placing Will in scenes that had been used
to depict Hannibal in the film The Silence of the Lambs. One of the most
iconic scenes of the film is Hannibal wearing a mask, bound in a strait
jacket and being placed on a trolley to move him. In the television programme Will is shown in this guise after being incarcerated in an asylum
for Hannibal’s crimes. This betrayal of the detective by a figure he thought
he could trust is found in the relationship between Abberline and Gull in
both Jack the Ripper (Wickes) and From Hell.
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In both of these films the Ripper plays detective to ‘help’ the police
and Hannibal does the same. Hannibal not only assists Will in his investigations but while Will is incarcerated takes his job with the FBI. The
merging of detective and killer, of not really knowing who is the main
character to focus on, is a self-conscious element of the presentation of
the characters. To the point that the opening titles of every episode switch
the names of the two stars—Mads Mikkelson and Hugh Dancy—so they
literally swap sides on screen.
I have noted that there is an element of seduction by the Ripper, of the
detective, that the lower-class detective is flattered by the attentions of the
upper-class man. Never in the films about the Ripper does this seduction
reach the level of the relationship between Will and Hannibal, for it is in
essence a love story. Neither Will nor Hannibal is depicted as being gay,
in fact both of them have relationships with women, but they do love
each other. So obvious is this that a tabloid journalist dubs them ‘murder
husbands’. The strength of the performances is that they avoid the idea of
the other in terms of sexuality that Richard Dyer identifies in Buffalo Bill
or Norman in Psycho. Hannibal’s initial reaction to this love is to frame
Will, then to try to form a substitute family, then to attempt to cannibalise
him and finally to attempt to unite with him as murderers. Will when he
realises Hannibal’s true nature attempts to kill Hannibal, then to send
him away and finally to enact a murder-suicide. The last we see of Will and
Hannibal on screen is Will with his arms around Hannibal pulling him
over a cliff, we presume their death. However, the Chesapeake Ripper, as
with Jack the Ripper, is not so easy to destroy. The final scene of the final
episode shows a dining table, seated at the table with one leg amputated is
a woman Hannibal has promised to eat, the table is set with a main course
that resembles a human leg. Our audience assumption is that Hannibal
survived and is keeping his promise.
The relationship between Hannibal and Will to my mind is the culmination of every relationship between Jack the Ripper and Inspector
Hanson, Abberline, Sherlock Holmes and so forth. The attributes that
the detective needs to catch the Ripper place him too close to the killer.
For Freud the ego has to engage too much with the id. The positive and
negative of the Jungian archetypes become too fluid in the actions of the
killer and the police, once the policeman has engaged with the negative of
the shadow it is harder to become the positive again.
In Hannibal the major change for the audience is the realignment of
the relationship between Clarice and Hannibal to Will and Hannibal. The
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programme does have female characters in major roles but the two women
who investigate Hannibal with the intent of bringing him to justice both
meet horrible fates—the forensics officer Beverley is murdered and then
sliced into pieces by Hannibal and the FBI trainee Miriam is held prisoner
for years and has her arm amputated. Only a male investigator can come
close to meeting Hannibal on his own terms, this is a motif that is found
when a woman investigates Jack the Ripper.
In three films Love Lies Bleeding, Jack the Ripper (Franco) and Ripper
(Eyres) the role of the amateur sleuth is taken on by a woman. In Love Lies
Bleeding Catherine is the daughter of a doctor, from an upper-middle-class
family and a ‘modern’ Victorian woman who wants to work and enjoys the
modern view of women in the play A Doll’s House. In the film the police
are seen as either brutal or ineffective (Abberline beats up Lusk for rabble
rousing) or dangerously misguided (the Commissioner of Police orders
the arrest of prostitutes as they are the root of the problem).
Catherine becomes involved in the investigation via a friendship with
Josephine Butler and her concern for the social conditions for women in
Whitechapel so it is not a deliberate investigation into the crimes and in
fact her realisation that the Ripper is her fiancé Jonathan is accidental.
After having sex with Jonathan for the first time Catherine discovers in
his bathroom a locket belonging to Mary Kelly. Catherine had met Mary
earlier and gave her money to leave Whitechapel; in return Mary gave
Catherine a small calibre pistol. When Jonathan discovers Catherine with
the locket he threatens her with a razor, then breaks down in tears, finally
he grabs the gun from her and shoots himself in the head. The film ends
after 10 years have passed; Catherine is writing that the identity of Jack
the Ripper is still unknown. Catherine did not tell anyone of her discovery,
possibly to protect the memory of the man she loved or to protect her
reputation as a woman who had broken a social taboo by having sex with
a man who was not her husband.
In Jack the Ripper (Franco) Cynthia is the ex-girlfriend of Inspector
Selby, the man investigating the Ripper murders. Selby is shown as being
less than impressive in his role; he quickly loses control of a meeting of
prostitutes and witnesses, which descends into bawdy chaos. Cynthia and
Selby have parted because she wants him to treat her as an equal, but
he is unhappy that she puts her career as a dancer ahead of him, as he
does ‘important work’. After the press criticise Selby Cynthia attempts to
help him by going undercover as a prostitute and looking for the Ripper.
Unfortunately Cynthia finds the Ripper who abducts and rapes her. Selby
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guided by the blind man finds them and arrests the Ripper, who tells Selby
‘You will never prove it’. When Selby asks Cynthia why she did it she
replies ‘I think I love you’.
I believe that rather than being the hero of the film, in the way that
the ‘Final Girl’ can be in slasher films, the presentation of Catherine and
Cynthia owes more to the figure of the femme fatale. By this I mean that
while it may at first appear that they are independent women attempting to
take on male roles, the truth is that both of them suffer for these actions.
Cynthia takes on Selby’s male role as detective and is raped by the Ripper
and still fails to prove his guilt. Catherine rejects her father’s and fiancé’s
instructions to stay away from Whitechapel and then transgresses society’s
rules about female sexuality and discovers her fiancé is the Ripper and after
his suicide is left with this knowledge. It may be argued that these films
are set in 1888 and therefore these characters could not in reality have had
any impact on the investigation. However, these films are fiction and could
easily have narratives that allow women to take a role in the case. Instead
they maintain the status quo of women on screen as victim not detective.
In Ripper (Eyres) the detective role is taken on by Molly Keeler alongside two male characters also taking on the detective role, Professor Kane,
a profiler and Molly’s teacher, and Detective Kelso, a policeman who has
investigated past cases involving Molly and Kane. I think the fact that all
three share surnames beginning with the letter K is part of a deliberate
attempt to link the characters, all are socially awkward and all are presented as the potential killer.
Both Molly and Kane are survivors of earlier attacks by killers that have
caused them to change their lives. For Kane this is a change in career,
teaching instead of working with the FBI. For Molly the change is physical, she was the typical American beauty in terms of long blonde hair
and feminine clothes, her hair is now dyed red, she has tattoos and wears
masculine clothing. As a man Kane’s change is in his career and how he
interacts with society while for Molly it is how society looks at her that she
attempts to change. Molly reacts violently to male attention but does have
sex with Kane; she asks him to let her in and is not put off by his physical
or mental scars, possibly viewing another survivor as non-threatening.
The film has rather a confused ending, Kane is arrested as the killer
and the film ends with his execution and Molly is restrained in a mental
hospital. However, as Kane is being arrested Molly has visions of herself
committing the murders and later hallucinates that she is back in 1888 and
announces that she is ‘cunning Jack, Jack whose sword never sleeps, trade
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name Jack the Ripper’. The suggestion that Molly herself has committed
the murders or that she is mentally ill removes any authority from her role
as a detective.
In Chap. 4 I identified that Molly does not fit with Carol Clover’s ‘final
girl’ theory as although she can be seen as a male surrogate in terms of
her clothing, having sex with Kane means she lacks the sexual inactivity
that Clover argues is essential for the final girl in terms of male-audience
response. The film is part of the slasher genre, where according to Clover’s
arguments the final girl is needed because traditional hero figures are ineffective—therefore Molly should be ideally placed to be the hero. The
detective in the form of Kelso has proved ineffective in solving the case
Molly was originally involved in and I would argue that Kane can be read
as a father figure in his role as teacher. However, in his sexual relationship
with Molly and another of his students he is the bad father.
Molly does display detective abilities; she is able to hack into a secure
police computer to retrieve information about the case. This can be compared to Abberline in From Hell breaking into the secure files at Special
Branch. Molly also has the acute observation skills related to Sherlock
Holmes as she realises that Kane was present at the first murder scene by
observing his shoes. In order to defend herself Molly will take physical
action, when a suspect approaches her she knocks him out with a poker,
the only potential victim to successfully fight back.
However Molly, along with the other female detectives, cannot be a
detective in the model of Holmes because the skills Holmes possesses are
gendered male. Joseph Kester writes that Holmes is skilled in ‘observation, rationalism, factuality, logic, comradeship, daring and pluck’25 and
as Kestner identifies these were gendered as masculine attributes by the
Victorians: I contend that these are still gendered as masculine. Even in
The Silence of the Lambs, a film that feminist film theorist Amy Taubin
describes as ‘profoundly feminist’26 when observation, logic and factuality
are needed Clarice turns to Lecter. I contend that the only detective to
emerge relatively unscathed from an encounter with the Ripper is Holmes
because he can rely on masculine qualities.
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In spite of her detective abilities Molly cannot truly be seen as the hero
as defined by Clover for the final girl: ‘if not the killer of the killer then
the agent of his expulsion from the narrative’.27 Molly neither kills Kane
nor causes his expulsion from the narrative in terms of arrest. This is done
by Detective Kelso who arrives on the scene to arrest Kane as he is trying
to persuade Molly of his innocence. If Kelso had not appeared then it is
possible that Kane would have either killed Molly or convinced her he was
innocent.
In Time After Time the identity of the Ripper is established early in the
film, therefore the role of H. G. Wells as the detective in the film is not
to discover who the Ripper is but to capture him and prevent him continuing to kill. In the hunt for the Ripper Wells is assisted by Amy, who
inadvertently provides Wells with the first clue to Stephenson’s location.
In Chap. 3 I identified the relationship between Stephenson/Jack the
Ripper, Wells and Amy as that of the Jungian animus/anima with Wells
taking on the role of the anima to both Stephenson and Amy. This is true
in terms of the romantic relationship between Amy and Wells, with Amy
taking on the traditional male role in terms of initiating sex and driving the
relationship. This changes when they are actively engaged in the pursuit
of Stephenson when they learn via time travel and a newspaper report that
Amy will be the next Ripper victim. This immediately changes her status
and Wells insists that she play no further role in the hunt for the Ripper
and at this point his behaviour becomes that of a more traditional male
hero. Wells leaves Amy behind while previously she had driven him to
murder sites and he buys a gun. When Amy is kidnapped by Stephenson,
Wells teaches himself to drive and goes to her rescue.
When faced with Stephenson, however, Well’s reverts to more feminine
behaviour, he does not threaten him with the gun but begs for Amy’s life
with tears in his eyes. The confrontation ends with Stephenson acquiescing to Wells as he removes the safety device that keeps the traveller
safe within the time machine. The more traditional male and violent confrontation between detective and serial killer is avoided. Once Stephenson
has been banished the relationship between Amy and Wells becomes the
expected romantic film ending. Despite Amy previously divorcing her husband because he did not want her to work and she did not want to be a
housewife she gave up her modern life in 1979 to return with Wells to
1893.
27
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In the previous chapters I have presented an analysis of the attributes
of the detective who hunts the Ripper on screen. To order the chapter I
separated the detectives into categories—police, amateur, female investigator—to examine the class of the detective on screen I will maintain these
divisions. I have presented the idea that the detective and the Ripper share
characteristics and this lends a similarity to these characters for an audience. Class is a way in which the presentation of the detective and Ripper
can be differed. I want to consider the class of the detective, how this is
presented and the reasons for any class distinction.
In films that are set in 1888 the main detective is either a version of
Inspector Abberline or Sherlock Holmes. The former is depicted as working class, local to Whitechapel; this is presented in the accent of the character, the clothes, which are presentable but not ‘fancy’, and the fact that
he is a policeman and therefore works to earn a wage. This is in contrast to
the character of the Ripper, who is either an aristocrat who does not have
to work or a doctor who has achieved enough social and financial success
to work as he chooses.
In Jack the Ripper (Wickes), Ripper (Myers) and From Hell the lower
class of the detective contrast with the upper-class Ripper is more developed as the detective has prolonged screen contact with the character who
turns out to be the Ripper. In each of the films the Ripper is seen to take
an interest in the detective, who is flattered by the attention of the upperclass man. This links the detective back to the nineteenth-century idea
of prostitution and I believe makes the detective a victim of the Ripper.
In 1850 the Westminster Review published an article that explored the
reasons women became prostitutes, one of which was ‘they are flattered
by the attention of those above them in station’.28 The same flattery is felt
by the detective thus moving his class further away from the upper-class
Ripper toward the lower class of the victims.
Sherlock Holmes in A Study in Terror and Murder By Decree is not
working class, for although a ‘jobbing’ detective he does not receive
money for investigating the crimes but investigates for his own intellectual
stimulation. While Holmes may not be working class, he is upper-middle
class on screen, he is still of a lower class than the Ripper who in A Study
in Terror is an aristocrat and in Murder By Decree is part of a conspiracy led
by the ruling elite. The figure of Dr Watson is used in A Study in Terror
28
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to emphasise the class of Holmes, the Duke of Shires tells Watson that
being a doctor may be acceptable for certain classes but he still considers
it a ‘trade’, this view also encompasses Holmes as while he is not a manual
worker he still works.
While Holmes and the police detective are of different classes they
share the similarity of being lower class than the Ripper. This difference is
important to the presentation of the Ripper as upper class, a way in which
the characters, who may share other attributes can be differentiated for
the audience. The attributes of the Ripper and the upper class are negative—idleness, perversion, taboo behaviour. While the detective may share
the taboo behaviour in terms of drug abuse in From Hell and Murder By
Decree, their working-class/middle-class attributes of activity and a pursuit
of justice mark them as different from the Ripper.
In Time After Time and Ripper (Eyres) women are involved in the
hunt for the Ripper and both are again of a lower class than the killer. The
lower-class detective versus the upper-class serial killer is one area of film
that appears to treat the genders in the same way. In Silence of the Lambs
Clarice Starling is working class whereas Hannibal Lecter is professional
upper-middle class, during their first encounter Lecter highlights Clarice’s
class—‘Good nutrition’s given you some length of bone, but you’re one
generation from poor white trash.’
In Time After Time Amy works in a bank while H. G. Wells, as a scientist, is the same class as the Stevenson/the Ripper. This puts Amy below
both men in terms of class. In the film the Ripper does not escape, but
accepts his fate with a look of understanding between him and Wells. Amy
then travels back in time with Wells to become his wife and therefore take
on his class status. There is a pattern in Ripper films that when the Ripper
is identified it is not the working-class detective figure who decides his
fate but a figure of the same class. In Love Lies Bleeding the identity of the
Ripper is known to Catherine, he was her fiancé and of the same class.
Catherine makes the decision not to reveal the truth, thereby protecting
the killer.
That the detective is of a lower class than the victim may also be used
to understand why, in Ripper films, the ego fails to master the id. This is
specific to Ripper films rather than to films about serial killers or detective films in general. Philippa Gates notes that in the 1980s the action
hero became conspicuously working class.29 This did not however impede
29
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the hero from stopping the upper-class villain. The epitome of this is the
film Die Hard (US, 1988: McTiernan). Bruce Willis is a policeman, his
costume of white vest, or ‘wife beater’ as the top is known in the United
States for its association of working–class violence, and his obvious lack of
comfort with the corporate world identify him as working class. This is set
against the main villain played by Alan Rickman who wears a tailored suit,
issues orders in an upper-class English accent and understands the corporate hierarchy. Willis, with his working-class physicality is able to defeat
Rickman. This juxtaposition of upper and working class is an echo of the
detective/villain balance in Ripper films but the detective fails where Willis
succeeds.
Class is an issue for the ego reading of the detective, for the ego cannot compete with the combination of id and privilege that the upperclass screen Ripper possesses. The upper class are viewed as protecting the
Ripper on screen even though the Ripper has broken a taboo. This would
seem to challenge Freud’s assertion that punishment of taboo is essential
and ‘one of the foundations of the human penal code’.30 The detective,
whether a policeman or an amateur, should be a personification of the
penal code that punishes the taboo-breaking Ripper. However, the class
system overrides this code: the Ripper is stopped but not always punished.
I would argue that every detective who is involved in the hunt for the
Ripper shares elements of character that can be divided between Sherlock
Holmes and Jack the Ripper. An example of this is the policeman in The
Lodger (Brahm), a film made before the Ripper and Sherlock Holmes had
first met in either print or on screen. Inspector Warwick applies Holmesian
methods of deduction in establishing a pattern in the Ripper’s victims
and attempting to use science in the form of fingerprints to identify Slade
as the Ripper. His similarity to the Ripper comes in his desire to show
Kitty the trophies in the Black Museum, gruesome objects collected as
part of the police history to which he belongs as the Ripper collects gruesome trophies from his past ‘triumphs’. Warwick, like the Ripper is also
prepared to break the law; early in the film he states that it is illegal for the
police to carry guns however at the end of the film as he pursues Slade he
has a gun and shoots Slade.
The male detective is the shadow of the Ripper and the ego attempting
to control the id but, as with Holmes, is depicted with attributes shared
by the killer. These can be used on film to explain why the Ripper was
30
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stopped but never brought to justice, the detective who has to be similar
enough to the Ripper to catch him is too similar to be the bringer of legal
justice.
In terms of female detectives they are closer to the victims than the
Ripper and while some of them do possess Holmes’s abilities they either
fail to bring the killer to justice or are rendered insane, abused or alone by
the experience. The most positive outcome for the female detective is for
Amy in Time After Time but this still involves her abandoning her life and
ambitions for the sake of a romantic outcome.
The detective, either male or female, fails to fully embody the Jungian
archetypes or Freudian id in the same way as the Ripper does on screen.
Therefore, the detective in comparison is not as successful a screen presence as the Ripper and fails to dominate the audience. This engenders an
idea of failure even when the detective succeeds.

CHAPTER 7

The Victims

I have argued that in films about Jack the Ripper it is the Ripper himself who is the most powerful screen presence. In the screen hierarchy of
Ripper films the Ripper is first, then the detective and last the victims, the
women who in the words of Clive Bloom ‘exist to scream and die’.1 This
may appear callous but from a narrative perspective this is what the victims
need to do to drive the film forward, especially in serial-killer narratives
when for the audience the point is often to get to the next murder. In this
way I argue that the victim’s murders can be compared to the structure
of porn films, the murder is the ‘money shot’ and this is the place that the
audience need to be taken to as soon as possible. This is why for the majority of Ripper films the victims only appear briefly, with no back story and
are dead within seconds of appearing on screen.
The only film in which we spend time with the victims is From Hell and
this is to serve the narrative arc of the Masonic/royal conspiracy. However,
even in From Hell there is little character development, and what there is
does not provide a sympathetic view of the victims. In the film Liz Stride
is shown as a predatory lesbian, she comforts Polly Nichols and then forces
a kiss on her. Liz then buys food and drink for the younger girl Ada and
tries to kiss her. When Ada pushes her away Liz angrily reminds her that
she paid for her food. In this way Liz becomes a purchaser of prostitutes as
well as a prostitute, taking on male vice as well as female vice. Liz becomes
angry at this rejection and leaves the safety of the group and is then killed
1
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by the Ripper. Her choice to go out into the streets that she knows are
dangerous makes the audience less sympathetic to her.
Failing to self-protect is one of the reasons given by Richard Dyer in
his examination of why an audience does not relate to the victims of serial
killers;
we are less inclined to invest the emotional energy of identification in those
who fail to get away, who don’t stand up for themselves, who perhaps after
all, a little voice may whisper, really could have defended themselves if they’d
truly had the will.2

One of the most consistent presentations of the victims of Jack the Ripper
is their culpability. More so than any other victims of screen serial killers with the exception of the victims of John Doe in Se7en, the women
murdered by the Ripper are seen as being somehow responsible for their
fate. If the films are set in 1888 then the victims are prostitutes who are
immoral or diseased as in Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman) and The
Ripper (Meyers). If the murders are contemporary to the date of the film
such as Time After Time or Ripper (Lewis) the victims are morally questionable, either women who are willing to invite strange men to their
home or women who are out alone at night. This can be contrasted to the
victims of Buffalo Bill in Silence of the Lambs who are chosen not for a lack
on their part, in terms of morality, but a lack on the part of the killer, the
lack of any other way to transform into a woman.
This culpability or ‘she had it coming’ view of women killed by the
Ripper on screen finds it’s apotheosis in Pandora’s Box. The character of
Lulu does not fit with my argument that the Ripper’s victims are given
little screen time as she has dominated the film. However, I counter this
with the assertion that Lulu is not a true victim of Jack the Ripper in
the way that the women killed in films that focus on the narrative of the
Whitechapel murders are. As Barbara Creed noted that in this film Jack
the Ripper’s appearance is unexpected,3 we have not been watching a
film about the Whitechapel murders, we do not expect to encounter the
Ripper. We have instead watched Lulu dance, seduce, marry, kill, escape
judgement and finally, on Christmas Eve, take to the streets as a prostitute.

2
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That Jack has become the hand of society’s justice, I believe, moves the
depiction of both Lulu and Jack from personal to archetypal. Lulu is the
anima to Jack, Jung wrote that the anima is ‘the serpent in the paradise
of the harmless man with good resolutions and still better intentions’.4
This is certainly found in the portrayal of Jack in the film, Pabst gives us
a Ripper who appears to be trying to resist his urges. When Lulu brings
him home he has no money so wants to leave, Lulu tells him she likes
him and he throws away the knife he is carrying. Once in Lulu’s room it
is the bread knife glinting in the lamplight, the knife Lulu left there, that
catches his eyes and almost hypnotises him into killing her. It is Lulu who
invites him in and however inadvertently gives him the weapon, she literally brings her death home. This is in contrast to the earlier encounter Jack
had with a ‘good’ woman, a member of the salvation army who gives him
a hot drink and wants to help him.
In addition to Lulu being the Jungian anima of the Ripper I identify
her as Freudian id to the Ripper as the super ego. Lulu has never been
governed by her ego, her behaviour has followed the id, as Freud wrote
the area of the subconscious that deals with the passions. From Lulu’s
seduction away from his fiancée of Schorn to the deadly consequence of
bringing the Ripper home because she likes him. Freud defined the super
ego as ‘that it can be hyper-moral and the becomes as ruthless as only the
id can be match’.5 Freud gave the super ego or ego ideal a connection to
the world outside the individual subconscious, identifying it as ‘the shared
ideal of family, class, nation’.6 If, as Creed and Doane agree, Jack is used
to enact the justice that society failed to use on Lulu then he can be the
super ego.
A Freudian reading can be applied to the undeniable attraction between
Lulu and Jack in the film. In her biography Lulu in Hollywood, Louise
Brooks wrote of Lulu’s encounter with Jack; ‘It is Christmas Eve, and
she is about to receive the gift that has been her dream since childhood:
death by a sexual maniac’.7 Freud wrote ‘a sadist is always at the same time
a masochist’.8 This combination can be seen in Pandora’s Box with Lulu
who smiles at the hurt on the face of Schon’s fiancée when they are discovered together and takes advantage of Gerschwitz’s feelings for her and
4
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then welcomes Jack in to her rooms. Lulu is both sadist and masochist,
but she is the only one of the Ripper’s victims to be depicted this way. The
reason for this is that Lulu is the most developed of the victims, the only
one who has more screen time than the Ripper.
I have argued that the persona of the screen Ripper has been constructed from social, fine art and literary ‘villains’ because there was no
existing visual references for a serial killer. This is not the case for the victims of Jack the Ripper as the nineteenth century had produced an established visual language for women who worked as prostitutes. In terms of
Freud’s theory of the uncanny and Jungian archetypes I believe that the
Ripper and the victims share more than any other serial killer/victims presentation on screen.
The screen Ripper’s costume of top hat and cape is culled from the
idea of the upper-class Victorian villain prevalent in art and literature. For
filmmakers and audiences the costume of the Ripper’s victims—prostitutes—was familiar from art and literature so did not require construction
but was merely lifted from the source into film. This ‘lifting’ would have
been understood by the audience in terms of both the Jungian concept
of the collective unconscious and what Christian Metz describes as part
of a ‘signifying organization’ of cultural codes of a social group. Metz
argues that an audience will understand these codes, in this instance how
a prostitute should look, without any formal instruction requiring only
‘living, and having been raised, in a society’.9 This is applicable to the
view of the victims in Ripper films as they are presented using the same
cultural codes throughout Anglo-American societies. Nineteenth-century
art and literature had constantly returned to the subject of the prostitute.
This is reflected the medical and sociological interest the Victorians had
in the subject: prostitution was one of the most discussed topics of the
nineteenth century.
The visual iconography of the prostitute was based around clothes,
especially gaudy ‘finery’. Lynda links this iconography of the prostitute to
the idea that one of the causes of women becoming prostitutes was ‘love
of dress’.10 In art and literature this vanity or desire for fine clothes was
used to identify a woman as a prostitute. In the novel Mary Barton (1848)
Esther is warned by her brother-in-law John that her love of clothes will
cause her to become a ‘streetwalker’. When his prophecy comes true
9
Christian Metz, Film Language: A Semiotics of the Cinema (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1991), 112.
10
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John goes to look for Esther and walks the streets himself ‘peering under
every fantastic, discreditable bonnet’.11 The prostitute could then be recognised by her fine clothes and bonnet; in fact the Ripper’s first victim,
Mary Ann Nichols, was convinced she could earn her rent money as she
had a ‘jolly new bonnet’. The film A Study in Terror includes this line,
although in the film it is spoken by Annie Chapman, played by Barbara
Windsor, not Mary Ann Nichols.
The depictions of women in A Study in Terror use the Victorian visual
construction of the appearance of prostitutes and ‘respectable women’.
Annie Chapman is shown wearing a fitted red silk dress and fine bonnet,
the dress is low cut to emphasise her breasts. Annie is shown walking the
streets after her landlady has thrown her out, all she has are the clothes
she wears; she attempts to pick up a man but is turned down and returns
to the streets where she is killed by the Ripper. In A Study in Terror the
‘respectable’ woman is Sally, played by Judi Dench and her costume is
the opposite to Annie’s; Sally wears brown, a heavy skirt with a brown
plaid scarf, she does not wear a bonnet and is seen either assisting in the
clinic for the poor or providing a home environment for Lord Carfax.
Sally’s clothes are closer to those of the reality of Mary Ann Nichols, the
first Ripper victim. A journalist described the clothes Mary was wearing as
‘well-worn brown ulster, a brown linsey skirt, and jacket, a grey linsey petticoat, a flannel petticoat’.12 However, on screen the reality of the dress of
the victims is sacrificed to the Victorian iconography of the fallen woman;
film follows the visual and literary sources not the facts.
The iconography for the respectable woman, the plain, modest costume and her role as helpmeet can again be found in Victorian art and
literature. In 1863 George Elgar Hicks painted a trilogy of works that
depicted woman’s roles as carer for children, support for men and carer
for old people. In these works the ‘respectable’ woman is shown dressed as
the opposite of the ‘fallen’ woman, her clothes are simple and practical and
her role is to support those around her, not to buy and wear fancy clothes.
The importance of the difference between the clothes of the fallen and
respectable woman is highlighted in Mary Barton by Esther who when she
wants to visit her family replaces her gaudy clothes and colourful bonnet
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with ‘a black silk bonnet, printed gown, a plaid shawl’.13 By wearing these
clothes she is able to persuade her niece that she is a married woman not a
fallen one. In films that are updated versions of the murders this contrast
continues. In Time After Time the respectable Amy wears business suits
while the victims of Jack wear nightclub clothes. This is a way to visually
distinguish between Amy as a woman earning her living to the victims of
Jack who are interested in pleasure not work.
All of the films about the Whitechapel murders depict prostitutes in
gaudy coloured, low-cut clothes apart from Pandora’s Box. Throughout
the film Lulu has been seen in beautiful costumes but the quality has
declined as her circumstances have declined. In the scene where Lulu goes
out onto the street as a prostitute she is wearing her simplest outfit. Louise
Brooks who played Lulu describes how Pabst selected the outfit for her
encounter with Jack from her own clothes, in fact her favourite suit. Pabst
had the suit torn and stained with grease and then given back to Brooks.
When she wore the altered suit Brook’s described how she felt, ‘I slipped
the blouse over my head, and I went on to the set feeling as hopelessly
defiled as my clothes, working in that outfit, I didn’t care what happened
to me.’14 The reason that the audience do not need to see Lulu in gaudy
clothing is that they know her story they do not need a bonnet to tell demonstrate her morality. At this point in the film we have watched Lulu lose
everything and be reduced to walking the streets on Christmas Eve to earn
money while the men in her life go to the pub. By putting Lulu/Brooks
into a soiled suit of clothes she has chosen Pabst instilled into her the idea
that choices are what led her here.
The iconography of the appearance of the prostitute works only when
the occupation of the screen victims of Jack are prostitutes but this is not
always the case. The majority of films that tell the story of Jack the Ripper
do keep the victims as prostitutes. Indeed the audience expects the Ripper
to kill prostitutes for this was made clear in the initial press reports of
the crimes. The victims were all identified as being ‘unfortunates’ by the
press, one of the many Victorian euphemisms for prostitutes. This need
for euphemism is thrown back at Abberline in From Hell by Mary Kelly.
Kelly mocks the term by saying that England does not have whores just a
mass of very unlucky women.
The occupation of the Ripper is either a doctor or a member of the
upper class with very little divergence from these areas and the same can
13
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be said for the victims for if they are not prostitutes they are actresses,
models, bar maids or dancers. All of these occupations have a moral taint
left over from the nineteenth century as being less then respectable and
somehow transgressing the respectable woman’s role, which links them to
prostitutes.
In The Lodger (Brahm) the occupation of the victims is changed
from prostitutes to actresses to avoid censorship from the Hays Office.
However, for the audience there was a link between actresses and prostitute. In her examination of the careers of nineteenth-century actresses
Kerry Powell notes that actresses and prostitutes were linked in the public
mind.15 Therefore, when the Ripper murders actresses the audience of the
film has a link that is still used.
In addition to the occupations—prostitute, model, actress, barmaid,
dancer—being linked in terms of immorality for the audience all of these
professions seek to engage the look of the spectator. All of these professions depend upon being looked at and must deliberately engage the viewer’s gaze to achieve success. Peter Bailey writes of the Victorian barmaid
as a figure to be looked at; advertisements for barmaids would ask for a
photograph in the form of carte de visite and that for the men frequenting
the pubs they had to make the barmaid notice them. Bailey writes of ‘the
vital role men ascribed to the barmaid in the bidding for, and bestowal of
recognition’.16 The barmaid—like the prostitute, the actress, the dancer,
the model—is both to be looked at and to acknowledge the gaze of
the male spectator, and this is apparent in films about the Whitechapel
murders.
Within the horror genre victims are not expected to acknowledge the
male gaze or to put themselves on display. In slasher films the inevitably
female victim is expected to run and hide from the killer. In Halloween
(US, 1978: Carpenter) Laurie hides from Michael in the closet. The
occupation of the Ripper’s victims means that they cannot hide but must
be on show, they are a spectacle. Not only are the victims spectacle but
because of the nature of their screen occupations they are active not passive spectacle. I suggest that this challenges the argument put forward by
Laura Mulvey for ‘woman as (passive) raw material for the (active) gaze
15
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of the man’.17 However, in films about the Whitechapel murders, the
victims are not passive in terms of the male gaze. In A Study in Terror
Mary Kelly entices the Ripper up to her room, the camera is placed with
the Ripper so the audience is also the recipient of the active spectacle that
is put on. The victim controls the spectacle as she holds eye contact with
Jack/audience and proceeds to strip, haggle to increase the price and
then rolls seductively on the bed while bathed in red light. She is perfectly
aware of her role as spectacle.
This awareness by a woman of her position as spectacle is developed
in the film The Ruling Class. Grace strips for the camera and breaks the
fourth wall by addressing the audience, explaining that her performance
is a way of relieving first night nerves for her wedding-night performance.
Grace identifies herself as a performer as she puts on a strip show, aware
of herself as spectacle. None of the male characters in the film are present
for this performance so this is for the film audience alone. This challenges
Mulvey’s assertion that the male screen presence and the male spectator
are united by the performance of the woman on screen. As Grace talks to
the audience she reveals that she would not want to see a man strip, gendering the spectacle female.
Within the films the victims are in control of the gaze while they are
alive but this control is removed by the Ripper when they are dead, not
only in the sense that the victims corpses become spectacles for the police
and crowds that gather at the murder scenes. In From Hell after Gull has
murdered the woman he thinks is Mary Kelly he hallucinates that he is
giving an anatomy lesson with the body laid on the table as male students
watch him. This makes the woman a passive and, with the destroyed body,
a literally raw object of the active male gaze.
In Man in the Attic it is the active male gaze combined with the active
female spectacle that causes Slade/Jack to attack Lilly; Slade goes to the
theatre and watches Lilly perform the Can-Can. It is not the spectacle,
surely the most active of performances, that tips Slade into a murderous
rage but the sight of other men looking at Lilly. At first Slade demands
that Lilly leave the theatre as he hates her being exposed for men to ogle,
Lilly refuses to give up the theatre, Slade then holds a knife to her throat
accusing her of inciting men to lust not love. To Slade Lilly is very much
in control of the gaze, men are lead astray by looking at women but the
fault lies with the women not the men.
17
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This is a nineteenth-century view of women who make themselves a
spectacle, such as prostitutes and actresses, as being responsible for luring
men from the path of righteousness. In his examination of late-nineteenthcentury concepts of femininity Bram Djikstra writes of the blame that was
shifted away from the men who used prostitutes to the women themselves
‘it was easy for the middle class male to see himself as the helpless victim
of these tempting sirens and vampires of the streets, these lusty creatures
of the working class’.18 If Slade, or any of the screen Rippers, can indict
the victims in terms of guilt or responsibility for their murder then this
can affect the response of the audience. In The Ruling Class Grace begins
the film as the active female spectacle and prostitute, therefore, not a sympathetic character. However, she achieves audience sympathy as she falls
in love with Jack and becomes a wife and mother, the only victim to be a
maternal figure on screen. In A Study in Terror the victim who invites the
Ripper in and then puts on a show for him is less likely to elicit audience
sympathy.
If the argument I have put forward, that the victims in Ripper films are
not passive recipients of the active male gaze, this further challenges the
presentation of the Ripper as the flâneur. I have argued that the Ripper is
too active a figure to be a true flâneur; he is the cause of the crowds that
gather not merely one of them. The prostitute and the flâneur are both
figures that inhabit the streets and the prostitute would have been one of
the sights of the city that the male gaze of the flâneur would have seen.
In her examination of the Victorian City Deborah Epstein Nord links the
flâneur and the prostitute in terms of gaze and spectacle.19
If the female stroller is a prostitute then she needs to be noticed and not
anonymous and I argue that in the Ripper films the victims challenge the
anonymity of the male flâneur. In Jack the Ripper (Wickes) the son-in-law
of William Gull indulges in the behaviour of the flâneur, attending one of
the inquests of the victims but his anonymity is challenged by a prostitute
who approaches him and offers him oral sex in very picturesque language.
The Ripper, or indeed any male character, does not remain camouflaged
by the crowd for the victims for they are looking for him as much as he
is looking for them. In From Hell the group of women spot the police at
18
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the funeral; in Murder By Decree when Watson goes into Whitechapel to
investigate he is soon spotted by the local prostitutes.
I do not identify Jack as the flâneur nor the victims but the audience of
the Ripper films can fulfil that role and this allows the female spectators of
the films to achieve the anonymity and camouflage of the crowd, therefore, a woman viewer can be read as a subversive figure. This subversion
is further developed when considering the presentation of the woman in
terms of fetish.
In films about the Whitechapel murders I suggest that the bodies of the
victims are erotic sites of fetish for the male viewer in terms of Freudian
castration anxiety, both titillating and terrifying. The combination places
the screen victims as spectacle for the male viewer not the female for it is
the male viewer who Freud argues suffers from castration anxiety when
viewing women. The male spectator needs even more reassurance when
looking at prostitutes on screen, for these are women who are defined by
their sexual activity, their use of the genitals that in Freudian terms have
already received the ‘atrocious punishment’.20 Laura Mulvey argues that
there are two avenues that the male unconscious can take to deal with
castration anxiety; both are found in the depiction of the victims in Ripper
films.
The first avenue Mulvey defines as a ‘Preoccupation with the reenactment of the original trauma’21: the wounds that the Ripper inflicts
on his victims can be viewed as castration, the reproductive organs are
destroyed or removed, leaving the genitalia damaged. The second avenue
is ‘complete disavowal of castration by the substitution of a fetish object
or turning the represented figure itself into a fetish’.22 By turning the victims, both as fetish objects in terms of breasts, hair and leg, or as figures
in themselves as fetish, the victims can become a source of reassurance and
therefore pleasure for the male spectator. This is in contradiction to the
argument of Barbara Creed that horror films can appeal to both men and
women but this is in terms of fear, that both human and gendered fears
can be combined. I agree with this in terms of the presentation of Jack the
Ripper on screen but in terms of pleasure the presentation of the victims
is gendered male and I argue agrees with Christine Gledhill’s definition
of pleasure,
20
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Pleasure is largely organised to flatter or console the patriarchal ego and it’s
unconscious. Simultaneous sublimation and repression of femininity is literally re-enacted in the way plot and camera place the female figure in situations of fetishistic idealization or voyeuristic representations.23

The victims of the Ripper are presented voyeuristically and as fetish objects
for the male ego.
The titillation of looking at images of prostitutes is identified by Lynda
Nead as one of the elements of looking at nineteenth-century prostitution
and is present in viewing films. Paintings and literature made a spectacle
of the prostitute both as a whole figure and in terms of the female body
as parts. This is a form of presentation that is not limited to the figure of
the nineteenth-century prostitute. In the film Klute (US, 1971: Pakula)
the leading female role is Bree, an actress/model/prostitute, who in the
opening scenes is shown at a modelling audition. The models sit in a row
while the camera and the casting agents inspect and comment on their
hands, eyes, faces, reducing the women to body parts. When Bree is not
hired for the modelling job she has to revert to her former career as a prostitute, a job that again means she becomes a fetish object.
In Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s 1870 poem Jenny the work illustrates both
the voyeurism of the narrator and the deconstruction of the prostitute
into component parts. The poem fetishes the hair and breasts of Jenny,
her loose hair and unlaced silk opened to the waist. Both of these elements
are fetishized on screen in films about the Ripper murders. In The Lodger
(Hitchcock) the victims of the killer are all blonde; the film opens behind
the scenes at a show called ‘Golden Curls’ where the chorus girls wear
blonde wigs, the actresses joke that they will stop using peroxide.
In Jack the Ripper (Franco), The Ruling Class, Edge of Sanity, From
Hell, What the Swedish Butler Saw prostitutes are all shown topless. In
the two films where the killer is female, Hands of the Ripper and Dr Jekyll
and Sister Hyde, the killer also appears topless and observed on screen as
such. A Study in Terror, which due to the release date of 1965 would have
encountered problems with the censors if the women had been shown
as topless, still fetishizes breasts. First, in the casting of Barbara Windsor
as Annie Crook, dressed in a low-cut red dress as Annie Chapman, who
appears in the film’s trailer striding down an East End alley breasts heaving.
23
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This was one of Windsor’s earliest film roles but her screen identity as
busty blonde had begun to be established in the films Carry on Spying
(UK, 1964: Gerald Thomas) in which she played a spy who appears on
screen in a belly-dancer’s outfit.
The combination of spectacle and breasts as fetish is further developed
in the film by the presentation of Mary Kelly, who entices the Ripper in
and strips to corset and bloomers to seduce him. The actress who plays
Kelly, is again a busty blonde whose breasts almost spill out of her corset
as she cavorts on the bed. This scene places the camera, and therefore
the audience, with the Ripper as Mary seduces him/us. I believe that this
camera angle and prostitute as fetish/spectacle and murder victim is influenced by the film Peeping Tom. In the film Mark is both a photographer
and a murderer, using his camera as both a weapon and a means of turning
the women into spectacle. Powell places the audience in the viewpoint of
the killer and the camera, the women are fetishized in terms of breasts—
one of the magazines in the newsagent/porn shop advertises ‘Girls on
front covers and no front covers on Girls’ and also in terms of legs. In the
opening scene we see women’s legs in high heels and seamed stockings via
the camera, legs are not usually fetishized in Ripper films set in 1888 as
Victorian crinolines hide the legs but can, with the use of corsets, emphasise breasts. The exception to this is in the films The Lodger (Brahms) and
Man in the Attic as Lilly is a dancer and wears short skirts on stage.
William Mank notes that the costume for Lilly and her dancers in The
Lodger (Brahms) was dictated by the censors at the Hays Office, who
insisted on opera hosiery.24 Opera hosiery emphasises the length of the leg
and when Merle Oberon bends forward and lifts her skirts in the dance,
exposing her legs, this is when the men in the audience lean forward to
enjoy the spectacle causing Slade/Jack the Ripper to react violently.
The presentation of the victims is also an erotic construction for the
male viewer and this means that the depiction on screen deviates from
the biographies of the women murdered in 1888. Apart from Mary Kelly
all the victims of the Ripper were in their forties when they died, however, on screen the ages of the victims are lowered. In From Hell, Jack the
Ripper (Baker and Berman), Study in Terror, Edge of Sanity, Dr Jekyll and
Sister Hyde, Jack the Ripper (Wickes), Time After Time and The Lodger
(Ondaatje) the actresses playing the victims are in their twenties or thirties
and have a healthy Hollywood glow that would not have been the case for
24
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the impoverished, alcoholic middle-aged women murdered in 1888. Clive
Bloom addresses this issue and offers an explanation: the reality of the life
of a nineteenth-century prostitute—anal sex, poor diet and grooming—is
not ‘likely to appeal either to film audiences or casting directors’. Bloom
develops this argument by differentiating between the prostitute and the
actress who plays her; ‘Actresses who portray prostitutes are keyed to a different look, and this is the voluptuous. Figures are full, curves are plentiful
and bosoms overflow’.25 This relates, in my opinion, to the construction
of the victims as fetish rather than fully realised character.
The victims of the Ripper also share a common narrative purpose with
the detective in the films, that is, they are also used to construct the identity of the Ripper. While the detective and the Ripper are set against one
another in terms of class, an inverse image of upper and lower class, the
victims construct the identity by what is done to them and why. The current theory among Ripperologists is that the name ‘Jack the Ripper’ was
constructed by an inventive journalist however, it encapsulates what is
done to the victims, flesh and organs ripped from a body. Films, such
as Ripper (Lewis), that present the violence of the Jack in graphic terms
using special effects technology, or From Hell where the police surgeon is
shown as vomiting after looking at the injuries of the victims, emphasise
the visceral reality of these injuries.
This construction via victim violence is also found in real-life serial killers, Dennis Lyn Radar is better known as the BTK (Bind Torture Kill)
killer because this is what he did to his ten victims. Fictional killers are also
constructed by action, in The Silence of the Lambs the killer who flays the
skin from his victims is Buffalo Bill and of course the infamous killer who
eats his victims is Hannibal the Cannibal. In the film Copycat (US, 1995:
Amiel) this sense of the killer constructing his identity via his victims is
made into a conscious act as the killer copies the victimology and acts of
serial killers such as Ted Bundy and the Zodiac killer to create his identity
as a serial killer. In the film the heroine Helen is attacked by him because
having survived an attack by a serial killer she is a ‘famous victim’. To kill
her where another failed cements his identity as a serial killer.
In Copycat the role of Helen is played by Sigourney Weaver, usually an
actress who plays the strong female hero not the victim. Helen is able to
defeat the killer first, by laughing at him and his attempt to kill her, and
then by fighting back. This differs from the victims in the Ripper films.
25
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None of the films show any of the victims physically fighting back and
defeating the killer. In From Hell Mary Kelly escapes her fate by leaving
her room, but the Ripper still kills the woman he finds in her room. In the
majority of the films if a victim escapes the Ripper it is with the aid of the
police, the only time the Ripper is killed by a potential victim is in Room
to Let and as I have argued in an earlier chapter this is when the woman,
Mrs Musgrave, assumes a male role by using her husband’s gun, a man’s
weapon.
When I examined the depiction of the female detective (Chap. 6) I
argued that none of them can be considered as Clover’s ‘final girl’ and this
holds true for the victims, which is why they cannot escape the Ripper.
All of the victims fail to be Clover’s ‘final girl’ as one of her criteria is that
the ‘final girl’ should be sexually inactive this, for the Ripper’s victims, is
impossible for it is their sexual activity that places them in the Ripper’s
purview.
In addition to the violence they suffer, the victims form the Ripper’s
identity by their behaviour, or rather the behaviour of women that the
Ripper punishes them for. In The Ripper (Meyers) prostitutes are being
punished by the Prince of Wales as the source of disease, in From Hell
prostitutes are being punished for knowledge of a clandestine marriage,
in Man in the Attic and Time After Time prostitutes are being murdered
due to the killer’s rage at his mother. Each of these provides the motive for
the Whitechapel murders and therefore gives the Ripper his motive and
reveals an element of his profile.
One of the main elements that creates the identity of the screen Ripper
is class; the screen Ripper is upper class and as I have argued the detective
hunting him is usually depicted as lower or working class. The victims are
placed in a class both below and separate from the Ripper and the detective, and indeed from all other people on screen. This is an element in
the presentation of the victims that is found in the contemporary press
reports of the murders, The Evening News, Pall Mall Gazette and The Star
all describe the victims as ‘unfortunates’, they have lost any claim to other
class. On film this serves to emphasise the way in which prostitutes are
placed outside society and in this way they can be compared to the Ripper
himself. The Ripper, even when he is upper class, because of his crimes is
also outside society; in From Hell even though Queen Victoria and the
ruling elite initiate the murders they turn against Gull/the Ripper when
his crimes become beyond the pale and punish him. In Jack the Ripper
(Wickes) Gull’s murderous experiments see him left mad and cast out
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from his family and in Room to Let Dr Fell had been removed from society
and placed in an asylum.
The Ripper and the prostitute can be viewed as those who society needs
but does not want to acknowledge; the prostitute is needed to satisfy male
need while Jack is needed to punish the prostitutes when they become
diseased or threaten the patriarchy. Sandra L. Gilman in her essay ‘“Who
kills Whores?” “I do says Jack”’ compares the Ripper to the prostitute and
notes that while the nineteenth-century medical profession was obsessed
with controlling the prostitute or removing her from the streets, the
‘good’ doctor fails and it is Jack who succeeds because ‘the scourge of the
streets, the carrier of disease, can be eliminated only by one who is equally
corrupt and diseased. And that was Jack’.26 On screen the Ripper and the
prostitute occupy the same space, both are seen at night as they work,
both inhabit the shadowy, in all senses, East End while others on screen
inhabit the West End of light and respectability.
This link between the screen Ripper and victims is articulated in the
film Edge of Sanity, which is a narrative that combines the Whitechapel
murders with the Jekyll and Hyde story. In the film when Jekyll becomes
Hyde he also becomes Jack and leaves his blonde, English rose wife who is
dressed in white to spend time with prostitutes. Jack Hyde and the prostitutes are dressed in clothes contemporary to the date the film is made,
1988, not the date of the murders 1888. Jack wears not the usual top hat
and cape but a black modern-cut suit with a grey shirt. The prostitutes
wear short net skirts, one in dayglow pink, long gloves, corsets and large
cross earrings, they are at once conforming to the Victorian idea of the
prostitute as wearing ‘cheap finery’ and the outfits worn by an icon of the
twentieth-century—Madonna. The outfits worn by the prostitutes are, I
argue, based on the clothes worn by Madonna in music videos such as
Like A Virgin and Borderline. By dressing both Jack and the prostitutes,
his victims, in modern clothes they are linked in the eyes of the audience.
In Edge of Sanity Jack and the victims are linked in terms of sexual
morality, this is the only film where the Ripper and the victims have a
sexual relationship that can be viewed as a relationship. In Jack the Ripper
(Franco) there is sexual violence, the Ripper rapes his victims but the relationship in Edge of Sanity is shown as a consensual S&M relationship.
26
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In one scene Jack/Hyde and a prostitute torment a male prostitute with
Jack directing the sexual scenario and then watching as they both strip and
have sex. This is juxtaposed with Jekyll’s relationship with his wife, which
is based around dinner parties and trips to the opera. The film seems to
suggest that by becoming Jack, Jekyll is able to explore his sexuality and
that the prostitutes are willing, albeit paid, partners in this, that sexuality
can only be expressed by the Ripper and the prostitute.
The victimology is interesting in Edge of Sanity in that one of the prostitutes, Charlie, is a man and there is a homoerotic connection between
him and the Ripper. This is the only Ripper film that the killer crosses
victim’s gender when not killing to protect himself; in Jack the Ripper
(Franco) the Ripper kills a man who has discovered his identity. Serial killers, on film and in reality, do not usually select men as victims, at least not
heterosexual men. In his exploration of the history of British serial killers
David Wilson identifies the five major groups that have been targeted by
killers in the past 120 years and two of the groups are gay men and prostitutes.27 Prostitutes and gay men are outside the structures of society and
therefore legitimate victims for a serial killer, part of the ‘riffraff, marginals’ that Richard Dyer identifies at the serial killer’s victims.28
The film ends with the male and female prostitutes still alive but Jekyll/
Jack kills his wife when she discovers his double life. Jekyll is not identified as the murderer so is free to carry on his experiments, both medical
and sexual. This is an inversion of the view of the Ripper as an almost
saviour like figure of middle-class morality killing the bad woman—the
prostitute—to protect the sanctity of the home and family that is found
in films such as The Ripper (Meyers), Jack the Ripper (Franco) and Man
in the Attic.
While considering the Ripper as the protector of the home and family
unit it is interesting to note that apart from Mary Kelly all of the 1888
victims were mothers, although separated from their maternal role. Due
to problems with alcohol none of the women were part of a family unit
therefore, the press coverage of the time emphasised not the brutal murder of a mother but the murder of an unfortunate. This lack of maternal
role is repeated on film, when a child is included in the narrative it is the
child of Annie Crook, rather than a victim’s child and is used in Murder By
Decree and From Hell to support the royal conspiracy narrative.
27
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At the end of From Hell Mary Kelly is shown living in Ireland and raising Annie’s child as her own. However, the maternal role must be shown
as happening away from Whitechapel and from Mary’s former life, indeed
in the film Mary is never seen picking up a client and has shown maternal concern for the young prostitute Ada, giving her somewhere to stay.
In this way she is ‘pure’ and can be a maternal figure for the child. An
interesting anachronism in the presentation of Alice, the daughter of the
Duke of Clarence and Annie Crook, is that although she is being raised
in Ireland by an adopted mother with a cockney accent she has a cut-glass
upper-class English accent. I read this as an indication of nature over nurture, that no matter where this child is raised she is of royal blood and will
show this in accent and bearing. This removes the responsibility for moral
development away from Mary, this can be seen as reassuring the audience
that the ‘taint’ of prostitution will not be passed onto Alice.
The Whitechapel murders, as depicted on screen in terms of the Ripper
himself and the swirling fog of the streets, can be read as uncanny. This
is also true for the presentation of the victims of the Ripper on film. In
his essay ‘The Uncanny’ Freud describes his experience of getting lost
in the side streets of a small Italian town and the growing sense of the
uncanny he develops. One of the elements that add to this feeling is that
he only encounters prostitutes, ‘Only heavily made up women were to
be seen’.29 Therefore, independently of the Ripper the prostitute is an
uncanny figure. This, I argue, is connected to the link Freud identifies
between female genitalia especially for ‘neurotic men’ and this is due to
the ontological route of uncanny the German ‘unheimlich’ or unhomely.
Freud writes of some men’s reactions to female genitalia ‘what they find
uncanny (“unhomely”) is actually the entrance to man’s old “home”, the
place where everyone once lived.’30 The prostitute is uncanny because the
‘old home’ of her genitalia is available to anyone who can pay.
In The Ripper (Meyers) the presentation of the prostitute Florrie, I
believe, merges the good and the uncanny. Florrie had been a servant but
was seduced by the master of the house and dismissed. She then went on
to live on the streets where she exchanged sex for food. This subsistence
prostitution is at odds with the nineteenth-century idea of selling virtue for
pretty clothes and in the presentation of the wives of the upper-class men
in the film presents the idea that all women at this time were effectively
29
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exchanging sex for goods. However, Florrie is still marked as uncanny
because of her actions, this means that Inspector Hanson is judged by his
superior- and inferior-ranked colleagues for his relationship with her.
The concept of the double features strongly in Freud’s analysis of the
uncanny and this is present in the screen presentation of the prostitutes
murdered by the Ripper for in the films there is a ‘good’ woman who can
be viewed as the double of the ‘bad’ prostitute. Sometimes this double is
in the romantic interest of the detective—in The Ripper (Meyers) Hanson
has Florrie and the respectable women he is set up with by Warren’s wife;
in The Ruling Class the double of Christ/Jack in the Peter O’Toole character is balanced by Grace who pretends to be Marguerite, Lady of the
Camellias, a prostitute who falls in love with her client. This is what will
happen to Grace, a prostitute who is hired to marry Jack and then falls in
love with him.
In Man in the Attic the double to the good Lilly is Annie, a former
successful actress who has fallen on hard times and it is assumed is now a
prostitute. This is a powerful example of the uncanny power of the double
as the audience, and Lilly herself, are offered a glimpse into her potential
future. The uncanny presentation is strengthened when Annie is murdered, as Freud identifies the double as having evolved from a guarantee
of immortality to ‘the uncanny harbinger of death’.31 This comes dangerously close to prophesy for Lilly as Slade/Jack the Ripper attempts to kill
her twice.
In addition to the usual level of the uncanny found in the depiction of
women because of their occupation as sex workers I put forward the argument that what truly makes the victims of the Ripper uncanny for a film
audience is the mutilation of the women, more so than the actual murder.
The Ripper’s victims had their throats cut, and apart from Elizabeth Stride,
were mutilated with their abdomens opened up, organs missing and in the
case of Annie Chapman and Catherine Eddowes intestines removed and
draped across the body. I have stated that Freud identified female genitalia
as a source of the uncanny, another element he identified as being uncanny
is ‘everything that was intended to remain secret, hidden away, and has
come into the open’.32 By ripping open the women and leaving the intestines and organs displayed for all to see Jack had made the bodies uncanny,
even before they were identified as prostitutes. Early Ripper films, when
31
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dealing with the injuries suffered by the victims, used the screams of terror
as an indicator of the atrocities whereas later films have emphasised the
mutilations.
In Ripper (Lewis) the special effects are created by Tom Savini. The
mutilations are shown with anatomical accuracy as befitting one of
the most celebrated special-effects designers currently working in film:
the audience sees intestines being pulled from bodies in horrific detail
as the body of the woman is destroyed. In Jack the Ripper (Wickes) the
uncanny revelations of the body of Mary Kelly, the victim whose body was
the uncanny in this sense as it was left open and on display on her bed,
is increased when a photograph of Kelly’s actual body is used in the production. The photograph of Kelly’s body taken in situ by the police photographer is almost ubiquitous among Ripperologists, in Jack the Ripper
(Wickes) Abberline hands the photograph to Gull for his medical opinion, bringing evidence from the actual enquiry into the fictional enquiry.
I would argue this makes the scene uncanny in the sense that waxworks
and mannequins are uncanny, it makes us uncertain in terms of reality and
fiction.
On 22 September 1888 The Illustrated Police News published an illustration showing women standing on the streets of Whitechapel carrying
a knife, a revolver and a stick. The caption beneath read ‘Ready for the
Whitechapel Fiend. Women Secretly Armed’. It is impossible to ascertain
how much this idea of prostitutes arming themselves against the Ripper is
fact and how much it is journalistic invention. What can be ascertained is
that none of the screen victims arm themselves against Jack or are ready
for an encounter with the ‘Whitechapel Fiend’. Indeed none of the victims
fight back, the only time Jack is killed by a potential victim is in the film
Shanghai Knights where he is making a cameo appearance. However, Jack
is killed not by a prostitute but the main female character, a ‘respectable’
woman who is able to defend herself with male fighting skills.
The victims do not fight the Ripper because that is not their purpose
on screen, they have to ‘scream and die’ because it is in their terror and
death that constructs the identity of the Ripper as the killer and the detective as the investigator. Without the victims we have no narrative and the
fact there are victims (plural) is essential to the construction of the Ripper
as Freudian id, Jungian shadow and figure of the uncanny. The detective
whether it be Holmes or Abberline is introduced because of the repetition,
the accumulation of bodies. The male spectator is provided with multiple
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bodies to assuage castration anxiety and society is shown what happens to
women who transgress.
Clive Bloom writes that the ‘portrayal of Jack’s victims becomes the
greatest betrayal and the greatest divergence from historical fact’.33 I agree
with this assertion in regard to the screen presentation of the victims, via
the inquests and witness statements their biographies are available to film
makers so it is not a lack of information that causes these changes. Instead
they are altered to fit within existing iconography of the prostitute, the
psychoanalytical needs of the male spectator and to develop the character
of the Ripper, the detective, and as I will argue in the next chapter, the
environs of Whitechapel itself.

33
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CHAPTER 8

Whitechapel

Unlike any other serial killer, either real or fictional, Jack is connected
to a specific place. Peter Sutcliffe and Albert de Salvo, the Yorkshire
Ripper and the Boston Strangler respectively, may be named after the
locations where they committed their crimes but due to the wide geographical area of Yorkshire and Boston they are not linked in the same
way as Jack and Whitechapel. As evidence of this connection between
Jack and Whitechapel I will use not horror films but comedy: the film
Shanghai Knights and the British sitcom Goodnight Sweetheart (UK,
1993–1999).
In Shanghai Knights Jackie Chan and Owen Wilson romp through
Victorian London. They are forced to seek accommodation in Whitechapel
and as soon as the audience see the street sign that identifies the area we
know we are going to see the Ripper. Jack’s presence has been established
earlier in the film by a paperboy shouting ‘Jack the Ripper strikes again’
as the main characters arrive in London. Once we are in Whitechapel and
the fog fills the screen we know who is going to appear. The pleasant
surprise for me as a female viewer is that the Ripper is dispatched into the
Thames not by Chan or Wilson but by the sister of Chan’s character. In
their commentary on the DVD writers Alfred Gough and Miles Millar
discuss the inclusion of Jack the Ripper in a comedy, stating that, ‘You’re
in Victorian England, you have got to deal with Jack the Ripper.’ This fits
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with Deborah Cameron’s assertion that Jack has become part of English
‘national heritage’.1
I agree with Cameron but I narrow down the geographical profile for
the Ripper and argue that he is part of East End heritage. This is seen in
the sitcom Goodnight Sweetheart’s episode ‘The ’Ouses in Between’. The
premise of the sitcom is that Gary Sparrow, living in 1990s London, has
found a street in the East End that leads him back to the 1940s where he
establishes a second life during World War II. One night he goes too far
down this road and finds himself in 1888, and of course encounters Jack
the Ripper. The fate of the Ripper is explained when he is shown following
Gary back to the 1990s and being run over by a number 37 bus.
I started by arguing against the geographical comparison of Jack and
Whitechapel with Peter Sutcliffe (Yorkshire) and Albert de Salvo (Boston).
If one continues to use the sitcom analogy it would be unthinkable for the
Yorkshire-based sitcom Last of the Summer Wine (UK, 1973–2014) or the
Boston-based sitcom Cheers (US, 1982–1993) to feature a guest appearance by a Sutcliffe or de Salvo as a character respectively. Yet because of
the irrevocable link between Whitechapel and Jack the Ripper he is an
established and expected presence in this screen locale.
Psychogeography in the work of Iain Sinclair and Peter Ackroyd has
helped to structure the post-modern view of London, and more specifically Whitechapel. Psychogeography can be used to explain the connection between Jack, Whitechapel and the collective unconscious of the
audience. I will begin this examination of the screen Whitechapel by looking at the Victorian view of the area.
Whitechapel as a screen ‘character’, as with the image of the prostitute/
victims on film, had an established iconography in the nineteenth century. Whereas the screen presentation of the Ripper had to be constructed
by film makers, Whitechapel had an image that could be readily transferred to the screen, for from the late-nineteenth century Whitechapel
was ‘The Abyss’. The critic Robert Mighall has stated that during the
Victorian era the location of the ‘gothic’, the place of terror moved from
the countryside into the city and that London became ‘one of the darkest
places of the earth’.2
1
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However, if London as a whole was dark, Whitechapel was black, the
colour allocated to five Whitechapel Streets by Charles Booth in his map
of London poverty. Black meant that the streets were occupied by people
who were ‘vicious, semi criminal’3 and cemented the reputation of the area
for poverty and crime. This placed Whitechapel as ‘other’ or outcast and
this image was cemented in the public consciousness by religious reformers such as, Charles Booth and Rev. Samuel Barnett who treated the East
End as they would an African mission, Barnett going so far as to live
among the ‘natives’.
The idea of Whitechapel as outside London and a place of exotic exploration was encapsulated by the US writer Jack London, not just in his
decision to disguise himself as a poor man in a combination of tourism
and social anthropology. Jack London went to the travel agent Thomas
Cook to ask them to organise his trip but they could not help, causing
London to bemoan that they could send him to ‘innermost Tibet, but
to the East End of London, barely a stone’s throw from Ludgate Circus,
you know not the way!’4 The member of staff who serves London does
agree to try to remember his face in case of murder so that ‘we would be
in position to identify the corpse’.5 Not only was the East End exotic it
was also dangerous.
The Whitechapel murders cemented the reputation of Whitechapel as
a place of danger and poverty. The press coverage of the murders emphasised the lives of the poor who would spend each day trying to acquire the
few pence needed to share a bed in a rooming house. The only film that
portrays the poverty of Whitechapel is From Hell. Other films engage with
Whitechapel as dangerous and ‘other’ but often skirt over the reality of
the poverty. The film aims for historical authenticity, in scene design if not
plot, and shows the reality of the lives of the victims. One scene shows the
women asleep on a bench held in place, as they sleep, by a rope. This was
the cheapest and therefore the most uncomfortable way to spend a night
apart from sleeping on the street. Films such as Love Lies Bleeding tend to
show Whitechapel as almost Disneyfied, cheeky urchins, clean streets and
prostitutes dressed in Victoriana finery that in reality they would never
have been able to afford.
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I believe that the reason for ignoring the poverty in depicting
Whitechapel on screen is that this is not the aspect of the locale that filmmakers, or the audience, is interested in. These films are not interested in
the social and economic history of the area but how Whitechapel adds to
the feeling of menace within the serial-killer narrative.
Film makers ignore the poverty of Whitechapel and focus on the other
aspects of the nineteenth-century view of the area—crime, drunkenness
and immorality. It is this aspect of Whitechapel that we see on film, with
the exception of Time After Time, Ripper (Lewis) and Bridge Across Time,
all Ripper films feature a pub scene, usually of rowdy drunkenness, and
sexual interaction between men and women. On screen the quintessential
depiction of socialising in the East End is the rowdy pub, often with a
cockney sing along. In these pub scenes prostitutes try to rob customers
in Murder By Decree and in Love Lies Bleeding Jack picks up one of his
victims. In From Hell and The Ripper (Meyers) the pub is a place for a
date between the Inspector and prostitute. This interaction in Love Lies
Bleeding and The Ripper (Meyers) is juxtaposed by the formal interaction
of men and women in the upper-class West End where there is more formality but hypocrisy. For in both these films Jack the Ripper is present in
these moral and proper West End soirees.
The West End socialising takes place either at dinner parties complete
with tables of crystal and flowers as in Love Lies Bleeding, Ripper (Myers)
and Edge of Sanity or the theatre such as in Murder By Decree and Jack
the Ripper (Wickes). In essence the same activities of eating, drinking and
entertainment are taking place in both locations. But for the id location of
the East End the emphasis is on overindulgence and raucous cabaret—the
pleasure principle. For the ego of the West End dining and entertainment
follow rules and guidelines of etiquette and conditions of behaviour—the
reality principle. This adds to the presentation of Whitechapel as double
of the West End and of an id that needs to be controlled in Jack the Ripper
(Baker and Bremen), Murder By Decree, Jack the Ripper (Wickes) and A
Study in Terror the East End entertainment ends in a pub brawl.
The view of Whitechapel as immoral is in my opinion best summed up
by Inspector O’Neil in Jack the Ripper (Baker and Bremen). As he walks
with the US detective Sam Lowry O’Neil he tells him that before the
murders Whitechapel was ‘not particularly moral but happy’. This is the
essence of the Freudian theory of the id pared down to one sentence to
sum up the screen Whitechapel. O’Neil’s statement ignores the poverty
of Whitechapel and focuses on the ‘pub’ version of drink and casual sex.
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In A Study in Terror the Whitechapel surgeon Dr Murray preaches against
the murders and against the poverty of Whitechapel as a large crowd of
locals agree. However, the crowd turns against him when he compares
Whitechapel to Sodom and preaches against vice.
When the Ripper films are moved away from Whitechapel, as in Time
After Time, Jack’s Back and The Lodger (Ondaatje) they are located either
in San Francisco or Los Angeles. Both cities have a reputation for immorality and unconventional behaviour that I argue lends them the same
screen image as Whitechapel.
If one accepts that Whitechapel, and by extension Los Angeles and San
Francisco, can be read as ‘not moral but happy’ then a Freudian reading
can be applied to the locations. Not moral but happy would locate these
cities as the id in Freudian theory, the area of the psyche that ‘harbours
the passions’. In my analysis of films about the Ripper murders this places
three of the ‘characters’—the Ripper, the victims and Whitechapel as the
id and leaves the figure of the detective as the isolated ego. However, the
detective is not quite alone in the role of the ego in regards to Whitechapel
as the West End, the urban double of Whitechapel, can be seen as attempting to bring the id of Whitechapel into line.
This dual ego—detective and West End—is personified by Holmes and
Watson in Murder By Decree. While they are attending the theatre a group
of working-class men in the cheaper seats boo the Prince of Wales, Watson
leads a counter cheer by the upper class that drowns out the lower orders.
The four main characters in films about the murders of 1888 can be
read using Jungian archetypes but the ‘character’ of Whitechapel is the
most contradictory in terms of this reading. Whitechapel is trickster,
shadow and anima, which means that it crosses gender lines for archetypes. I read Whitechapel as both shadow and anima of the West End and,
by extension, the character of the Ripper. Jung stated that the anima was
female to the male unconscious while the shadow was always the same sex
as the subject. This anomaly can be reconciled by considering London as
a whole as male and Whitechapel/East End as female.
Peter Ackroyd writes that ‘it is generally supposed that London is, or
was, a male city’.6 I agree with this when viewing the city as a whole and
this would allow for the screen Whitechapel to be the shadow of London.
On screen the locale certainly fits with Jung’s description of the shadow,
which is similar to the amorality of the trickster. The primitive, inferior
6

Ackroyd, 267.

170

C. SMITH

image of Whitechapel is shown on screen in terms of immorality, criminality and drunkenness that drew on the image of the area as the abyss.
However, the idea of the primitive yet vital attributes of the shadow can
be seen in the people that Whitechapel produces. The detectives in From
Hell, Ripper (Meyers) and Jack the Ripper (Wickes) are from Whitechapel
and are seen as having an intelligence that the upper-class police officers
lack. In From Hell Commissioner Warren describes Abberline as having a
cheap but effective intelligence, effectively street smart from his upbringing in Whitechapel, which Warren lacks. In Ripper (Meyers) and Jack the
Ripper (Wickes) Hanson/Abberline is contrasted with the diseased and
decadent Duke of Clarence and the ineffective Dr Acland respectively.
The shadow location of the screen Whitechapel is not always a negative in
this respect.
London as a whole may be male but when the city is divided into the
opposing screen areas of the West End and the East End Whitechapel is
female. This makes Whitechapel the anima to the animus of the West End.
Films about the Ripper murders certainly can be categorised as visions
and fantasies and the screen Whitechapel takes on a female aspect. Jung
described the aspects of the anima as dangerous and taboo and this is
certainly how Whitechapel appears on screen. Jack London’s experience
of trying to book a trip into Whitechapel encapsulates both of these views
of Whitechapel.
As the men of Whitechapel can be read as personifications of the shadow
element of the area so can the women of the area be read as the taboo and
dangerous anima? In From Hell and The Ripper (Meyers) the detective
embarks on a taboo relationship with a Whitechapel prostitute. In Ripper
the element of danger from the women is added in the detective being
given condoms to protect him from the danger of disease associated with
the woman/Whitechapel.
In Jack the Ripper (Franco) the Whitechapel prostitutes, when being
interviewed about the murders, break a taboo by discussing menstruation.
This horrifies the upper-class witness and leads to the detective losing control of the interviews. The East End on screen is a place of women and the
anima. In The Krays (UK, 1999: Medak), which is largely set in the East
End, the power lies with Ronnie and Reggie and their mother and aunts,
their father and grandfather are impotent figures. In one scene the twins’
mother and aunts challenge and defeat the male power of a hospital doctor
over the treatment of the twins. The women also discuss the taboo subject
of abortion and can be seen as the anima to Ronnie and Reggie, never
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condemning their criminal activities. The identification with the women
of Whitechapel with the anima does not empower them, rather it adds to
the presentation of the area as dangerous and other. This is an area where
women seem to absorb the negative connotations of the abyss.
Films about the Whitechapel murders are dominated by doppelgängers. The Ripper leads a double life, the detective is the double of the
Ripper, the prostitute has a ‘good’ woman double and the East End
has the West End. As with the Ripper and the detective the relationship
between Whitechapel and the West End is that of the ego and the id or
the Jungian shadow. During the late-nineteenth century the West End
of London, the respectable, controlled ego, tried to impose order on the
unruly, wild id of the East End. One of the greatest fears was that the East
End would break its bounds and bring its chaos and danger to the rest of
London. This was one of the factors that caused the military response to
the Bloody Sunday protest of 1887, and had caused panic when West End
shops were looted in 1886. Ironically on film the chaos is finally ignited by
the incursion into the East End of the West End Ripper.
However, along with the id of the Ripper being shown as dangerous, film also shows the fear of socialism that was seen as being rooted in
the East End. Socialism was seen as being a threat to the stability of the
Empire, and Ripper films still use a negative portrayal of socialism. Indeed,
apart from the Ripper, the most negative portrayals on films concerned
with the Whitechapel murders are often reserved for socialists who are
seen as rabble rousers who are based in Whitechapel.
George Lusk is the man who suffers most from this on screen. In reality Lusk was a local builder and involved in local politics; on screen he is
shown as a user of prostitutes and a rabble-rousing imposter. In Love Lies
Bleeding he is depicted as trying to start a class war and attacking his wife
when she accuses him of spending too much money on whores. In Jack the
Ripper (Wickes) he is shown taking advantage of Mary Kelly and is identified by Abberline as not being a local but making political headway out of
the murders. In Murder By Decree Inspector Foxborough is a radical who
tells Sherlock Holmes the dead women are not important but they can
be used to bring down the monarchy. Holmes is shown as being emotionally upset by the women’s fate, the opposite of the literary Holmes,
but this sets him up as the figure the audience can relate to rather than
the cold-hearted socialist. The socialists created by the id of Whitechapel
cannot be trusted to govern this must stay with the ego of the West End
politicians.
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Ultimately of course in film the ego of the detective and the West End
fail to ‘bring the influence exerted by the external world fully to bear on
the id’7 because the Ripper is part of West End society. The Ripper’s id
combined with that of Whitechapel is too much for the ego of detective and the upper class. The idea of the upper class encouraging the bad
behaviour of the East End was a reality in the late 1880s. W. T. Stead in
‘The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon’ laid the blame for the poor
of the East End selling their children into prostitution at the feet of the
wealthy West End. The Whitechapel seen on film is the perfect location for
the Ripper to let his id run wild.
Whitechapel as the perfect location for the id of the Ripper to be
released makes the location part of the urban gothic tradition. David
Punter identifies gothic as ‘the archaic, the pagan, that which was prior
to, or resisted the establishment of civilised values and a well-regulated
society’.8 By 1888 the idea of the pagan and resistance to civilisation had
moved to the city, especially London. In 1886 Mr Hyde had been found
in Soho, in 1887 vengeful murder had been solved by Sherlock Holmes in
the heart of London. Within 10 years Jack the Ripper, Dorian Grey and
Dracula would have stalked London and added to the image of the city as
a site of gothic horror.
Films about Jack the Ripper are urban gothic but they also contain
nods to the earlier gothic, giving Whitechapel a double layer of gothic
imagery. In A Study in Terror and Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman)
the Whitechapel doctors are given laboratory assistants who are physically
damaged, an ‘Igor’ figure who is an obvious ‘other’, a red herring for the
real Ripper. In What the Swedish Butler Saw the house becomes a gothic
site, although a comedic one, as Jack the Ripper lives in walls and can
appear at any moment.
In the lodger sub-genre of Ripper films the gothic is both the modern
urban gothic in the external location of Whitechapel and the older gothic
in the form of domestic menace. The mystery of the lodger’s identity is a
threat to the landlady and the young daughter/niece of the house. As they
explore the lodger’s room the menace of what they might find and if they
will be discovered searching exists.
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The character of the lodger also guarantees that Whitechapel is present
in the house. In Room to Let Dr Fell’s room is full of maps of Whitechapel.
In Man in the Attic Slade tells Lilly how his mother died in a Whitechapel
slum. In The Lodger (Brahm) the audience sees Slade take an omnibus to
Whitechapel. In The Lodger (Hitchcock) when Ivor Novello enters the
house he is swathed in fog. In films about the Whitechapel murders one
of the main indicators of Whitechapel is fog. Novello brings the fog across
the threshold of a home and links the domestic gothic with the urban
gothic.
In The Lodger (Hitchcock) Ivor Novello not only introduces fog into
the household but into the mythology of Jack the Ripper. From The
Lodger (Hitchcock) onwards fog is the costume of Whitechapel in Ripper
films. The iconography of fog for Jack and Whitechapel comes from film
and becomes a potent cinema myth. The critics Robert Mighall and Clive
Bloom are both at pains to point out the lack of fog during the actual murders but this cannot counter nearly a 100 years of cinematic iconography.9
I have argued that the fog in Ripper films can be read as uncanny in
the Freudian sense. The Whitechapel fog both masks the Ripper, protecting his identity and activities and reveals him. The film audience knows
that the fog contains the Ripper, indeed it is part of the screen construction that produces his identity. The fog, as with Whitechapel, takes on an
anthropomorphised evil form for, like Whitechapel, it is dangerous.
Fog on screen causes death by leading the victim into the path of the
Ripper. The fact that the Ripper can navigate the streets of Whitechapel in
the fog adds to the idea that the fog, Whitechapel and Ripper are working
together. There are two other nineteenth-century figures who can navigate the fog: Mr Hyde and Sherlock Holmes. In Stevenson’s novel the
murder by Hyde occurs in the street as ‘a fog rolled over the city’.10 Fog
can conceal murderers and endanger the populace, there is only one man
who can master the fog for justice and that is Sherlock Holmes. In The
Sign of Four Watson describes a carriage journey in foggy London:
but soon, what with our pace, the fog, and my own limited knowledge of
London, I lost my bearings and knew nothing save that we seemed to be
going a very long way. Sherlock Holmes was never at fault, however, and
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he muttered the names as the cab rattled through squares and in and out of
tortuous by streets. ‘Rochester Row’, said he. ‘Now Vincent Square …’11

The uncanny Holmes can master the fog, as on screen he can master the
identity of the Ripper. Peter Ackroyd calls fog ‘the greatest character in
nineteenth-century fiction’12 and I extend this to films set in the nineteenth century as well as fiction.
Fog is also specific to London, like the Ripper, the ‘London particular’
is irrevocably bound to the city. It can even be used to transform film locations of other cities into Whitechapel, such as the set for the The Lodger
(Brahms). Mank describes how Fox studios used a set, which had been
used to depict Chicago, for the Ripper’s London. Cobbled streets, twisty
archways and ‘so much fog from the smoke pots that that company ran
between scenes to a parking lot for fresh air’.13
Cobbled streets are another element of costume for Whitechapel that
are a constant in Ripper films. Iain Sinclair writes that the Prague set of
From Hell borrowed old cobblestones from Prague civic institutions and
breweries to add authenticity to the studio built set.14 Cobble stones are
picturesque and add an ‘olde worlde’ quality to Whitechapel. This also
places Whitechapel as an old, backward location when compared to the
broad pavements seen in the West End.
In Jack the Ripper (Wickes) the West End has broad modern-looking
roads and pavements. This makes Whitechapel look archaic and behind
civilisation, the perfect place for the Ripper to hunt. This is not the only
time that Whitechapel is seen as being left behind by progress: none
of the Ripper films mention the railway, which by 1888 an established
mode of transport. A station was opened in Whitechapel in 1876 and
expanded in 1884 but the mode of transport seen in Ripper films is the
horse and carriage, nothing modern or progressive is seen in the cinematic
Whitechapel. In fact, the screen Ripper seems to defeat progress; in both
The Lodger (Brahm) and Man in the Attic the police attempt to use finger
prints to prove the lodger is the Ripper. This is a historical anomaly as the
Metropolitan Police did not have a fingerprint bureau until 1901, but is
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does not matter because, as the Ripper defeats science, the fingerprint
analysis is inconclusive.
Cobbled streets are important but the fog is essential, not only to the
trope of the film but the psychological reading of Whitechapel. After discussing the practical reasons, and consequences for the cast, of the use of
fog in The Lodger (Brahms) Mank writes an emotive reading of the set.
He writes that ‘This is Jack the Ripper’s world: it is his evil that seems to
be warping the buildings and producing that spectral fog.’15 Mank, and in
reality the audience, know that the fog is a special effect but we cannot suppress the feeling that this mysterious and deadly weather is Jack’s fault. In
her examination of the Ripper as an uncanny monster Barbara Creed writes
that the Ripper killed in ‘foggy streets’.16 This is historically inaccurate but
does not make Creed’s reading of the Ripper as uncanny any less accurate.
Where I differ from Creed is that I am interested in how the introduction
of fog on film creates an iconography that can be read as uncanny.
I believe fog identifies Whitechapel and the Ripper as much as a street
sign for the former and the Gladstone bag for the latter. In fact in The
Lodger (Brahms) this is how the lodger becomes Mr Slade. As he walks
through the foggy streets he sees a road sign illuminated by gaslight and
takes the name of the road as his when he rents the room. The sign is illuminated by gaslight, a standard lighting device for the filmic Whitechapel
scene that seems to work with the fog to cause uncertainty rather than
illumination.
The fog of London may have been deadly but it also became an integral
element of how the city was depicted in fine art. In the late-nineteenth century and early-twentieth century artists, such as, James McNeil Whistler
and Claude Monet, depicted London as a place of fog and atmosphere.
Monet only complained about the London weather when there was a lack
of fog. In a catalogue article to accompany a 2005 Tate exhibition on views
of London Jonathan Ribner breaks off from a discussion of Monet’s experience of London fog to mention the connection between Jack the Ripper
and fog, and to attempt to counter the myth of the foggy Whitechapel by
stating that the murders were not committed in the fog.17 Once again the
presence of the screen Ripper is found in the most unexpected place.
15
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Whitechapel and Jack have become irrevocably linked and film has both
engendered this connection and responded to it. The Ripper researcher
Paul Begg links the location of the murders to the longevity of the Jack
the Ripper narrative, writing that ‘he killed in the right place at the right
time. Indeed, had he killed in the West End of London or elsewhere in
the country . . . it is possible that he would have been forgotten’.18 This
seems a rash statement until one considers the level of public awareness
of men such as Dennis Nielson or John Christie, both of whom killed in
London more recently and in the case of Christie had a film made about
his life—10 Rillington Place (UK, 1971: Fleischer).
I argue that the Ripper is tied to the location of his crimes more so than
killers that are named after their killing grounds. The Yorkshire Ripper or
the Moors Murderers lack the same geographic connection to these locations as Jack does to Whitechapel. This may be due to the fact that there
are nightly tours of Whitechapel while this does not exist for other murder
sites. The criminal psychologist David Canter discusses this fact and states
that these tours cannot be applied to the Yorkshire Ripper murder sites as
they are too far apart.19
The Ripper murders all occurred within one square mile, which makes
them easier to handle in terms of walking tours. However, this was not
close enough for the film From Hell, as Paul Newland observes of the
geography of the film set built in Prague:
And the murder locations, while authentically recreated in terms of their
immediate spatial characteristics and visual details, were also topographically
manipulated to bring them closer together, locating them all a very small
distance from Christ Church and the Ten Bells Pub.20

This not only the film to become a claustrophobic hunting ground for the
Ripper but also allows for the masonic plot to be drawn out. In one scene
we see Abberline draw a five-pointed star on a map of the murder sites
in Whitechapel. From Hell is the only film to attempt this form of occult
geographical profiling.

18

Begg, 2.
David Canter, Criminal Shadows Inside the Mind of the Serial Killer (London: Harper
Collins, 1995), 146.
20
Paul Newland, The Cultural Construction of London’s East End (Amsterdam: Rodopi,
2008), 254.
19

WHITECHAPEL

177

The majority of films ignore occult maps and locations, for Whitechapel
does not need such things to be a place of murder. In films past crimes
link to current murders simply because they happen in Whitechapel. In
The Krays the mythology of the East End is the Blitz and Jack the Ripper.
These are neatly combined in one scene where the young Kray twins sit in
the underground shelter as the bombs drop listening intently as they are
told stories of Jack the Ripper—two future East End monsters learning
about a past East End monster.
Iain Sinclair, who explores the psychogeography of Whitechapel and
the East End, writes of how these three figures are now linked in the
public consciousness; ‘The Krays have long since moved into the realm of
mythology: Youngsters, aping their dress code and hairstyles, thought they
were contemporaries with Jack the Ripper.’21 This merging of criminal
figures from different centuries is used in the television series Whitechapel
(UK, 2009). The first series deals with a copycat Jack the Ripper and the
second with copycat Kray twins. In the first series the older policeman
complains that every time there is a stabbing in Whitechapel Ripperologists
come crawling out of the woodwork. In a reference to the film construction of Whitechapel the pathologist examining the first victim looks up at
the police and says ‘welcome to hell gentleman’. This brings us back to
the film From Hell; when the famous ‘From Hell’ letter arrives Sergeant
Godley says, with little irony, at least they got the address right.
This identification of Whitechapel as a place where horrific crimes occur
can be examined using psychogeography, defined as ‘the point at which
psychology and geography collide, a means of exploring the behavioural
impact of urban place’.22 In socioeconomic terms the location of the
Whitechapel murders can be explained by poverty that meant that the
area had women on the streets at night working as prostitutes. However,
psychogeography, and I would argue film, looks for a more esoteric than
economic reason.
Coverley also writes that the novel of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde made
London ‘the most resonant psychogeographical location of them all’.23
I agree that Jekyll and Hyde started the process of linking London with
ideas of psychogeography but in my opinion this was completed and confirmed by Jack the Ripper. Films about the Whitechapel murders confirm,
21

Iain Sinclair, Lights Out for the Territory (London: Penguin, 2003), 71.
Merlin Coverley, Psychogeography (Harpenden: Pocket Essentials, 2010), 10.
23
Ibid., 15.
22

178

C. SMITH

in the collective unconscious of the audience, London, and then specifically Whitechapel, as geographical places where physical and psychological
traumas occur.
The historical associations of Whitechapel with crime also make it a
taboo location, especially in comparison with the West End. Freud defined
taboo as two opposites: ‘on the one hand it means sacred, consecrated,
on the other uncanny, dangerous, forbidden and unclean’.24 This is the
opposition that is set up on screen between the West End and the East
End. It is the West End that is shown in daylight and with sacred institutions that should not be transgressed by those of the taboo East End.
In From Hell Inspector Abberline is immediately spotted when he enters
the sacred place of science and medicine where John Merrick is being
displayed. When Abberline asks Mary Kelly to breach a sacred place of
culture, an art gallery, she expresses amazement that he is willing to take
her in to such a place.
It is in the incursions into the East End by those of the West End
that we see the taboo location as not only dangerous but desirable. Freud
notes that taboo persists because of the ‘desire to perform that forbidden
act’.25 In Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman), Edge of Sanity, From Hell,
A Study in Terror, Love Lies Bleeding West End men are seen entering
the taboo region of Whitechapel of take their pleasure. Often the consequences of these pleasures are the murders but they do not lessen the
appeal of Whitechapel.
Film has linked Jack the Ripper, London and cinema deep within the
collective unconscious in a symbiotic way. Charlotte Brunsdon writes
that in terms of London and cinema ‘Jack is inescapable’,26 while Phil
Baker notes that ‘Psychogeography and Jack the Ripper seem enduringly
linked’.27 This is most evident in films that are relocated to the United
States, for example, Time After Time, which starts in London before moving via time travel to San Francisco. In Terror London Bridge the Ripper is
transported to the United States as a spirit inside the very fabric of the city,
the stones of London Bridge.
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Not only does London play a vital role as locale but also as a period
drama. Clive Bloom writes of the East End on film ‘here it is always 1888’.
This is true in the film The Ruling Class, which is set in 1972, as when Jack
kills his aunt he hallucinates that he is in Whitechapel 1888. In Hands of
the Ripper the film is set 15 years after the murders in the Edwardian era,
but when Anna returns to Whitechapel the gaslights and Victorian clothes
of the prostitutes give the impression of returning to 1888.
It is in films about the Ripper murders set in Whitechapel 1888 that
the psychogeographical relationship between the two characters becomes
most apparent. In his examination of the East End Dylan Trigg states that
‘place is to be understood experientially’.28 For the audience of Ripper
films the experience of the streets of Whitechapel is one of fear, murder
and menace. This experience predates film; on 8 October 1888 The Star
newspaper reported that an artist was producing drawings of the Ripper’s
victims on the pavements of Whitechapel. In 1999 (111 years later) Iain
Sinclair wrote that the streets of the East End contain ‘the cloacal smears
from the victims of Jack the Ripper’. That the streets of Whitechapel have
become a genus loci for the victims and the Ripper strengthens the filmic
identity of Whitechapel as a place of death and fear.
When an audience watches a Ripper film set in Whitechapel it becomes
the perfect Freudian location of fear. Freud defined fear as: ‘on the one
hand the expectation of future trauma, and on the other a repetition of
past trauma in a mild form’. The audiences of these films expect trauma
because Whitechapel has been established as a place of fear and because we
are also aware that the bodies we see are staged the trauma takes a milder
form.
I believe that one of the reasons Jack the Ripper (Franco) fails as a horror film is that it is obviously not Whitechapel we are seeing on screen.
The film was shot in Zurich; it is not unusual for a Ripper film or television
programme to be shot outside London. From Hell was shot in Prague and
the recent television series Ripper Street (UK, 2012) was shot in Dublin,
and both of these have an authentic Whitechapel ambience. In the Franco
film it is obvious no attempt has been made to keep to a menacing urban
London, a half-hearted attempt is made to make the film ‘Victorian’ by
calling the pub ‘The Oliver Twist’. As the murders occur either in a forest,
a room or in the Ripper’s hideout this removes the Whitechapel streets
28
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from the crimes. The bodies are then dumped in the Thames, which
resembles more of a village pond with its surrounding greenery and fishing locals.
That the murders are no longer bound to Whitechapel removes one of
the most potent aspects of Ripper iconography, indeed without the title we
would not necessarily know that it was a film about Jack the Ripper. Clive
Bloom correctly states that without Whitechapel Ripper films become ‘just
another slasher movie’. In the case of this film it is a second-rate slasher
movie, an unsuccessful and unpleasant experience with no sense of fear or
location. By removing Whitechapel’s apparent culpability in the murders
the film lacks the psychogeographical resonance and Freudian fear of the
murders.
I read psychogeography as a way of allowing place to unite the factual and the fictional and in the case of Whitechapel it allows Sherlock
Holmes to hunt Jack the Ripper. Sherlock and Jack between them have
the most established and incorrectly presented screen iconography of the
nineteenth century. There was no fog during the Ripper murders, but it
still appears on screen. Sherlock Holmes is viewed as an urban, London
detective but as Andrew Smith has identified ‘very few of the tales are
actually set in London’. In fact in The Copper Beeches Holmes identifies the
source of fear in the countryside not the city:
It is my belief, Watson, founded on my experience, that the lowest and vilest
alleys in London do not present a more dreadful record of sin than does the
smiling and beautiful country-side.29

This is not the Holmes that we see on screen, an urban detective
needed to catch Jack the urban monster. In Murder By Decree and A Study
in Terror Holmes is shown being as comfortable in the Whitechapel killing
grounds as the Ripper, but the Ripper’s iconic fog never penetrates Baker
Street.
At the end of the film Chinatown (US, 1974: Polanski) the character
Jake Gittes has witnessed corruption and murder, but there is no justice,
for he is told ‘Forget it, Jake, its Chinatown.’ This idea of a location, usually a city, being almost culpable for the crimes committed in its environs
is prevalent in film. Often the title is an indication, as in Chinatown or
29
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L.A. Confidential (US, 1999: Hanson) but I argue that the film Se7en
with the unnamed city makes it just as responsible for the crimes of the
unnamed John Doe killer. The crimes that are punished seem to flourish in the city, the greed of the city lawyer, the ease of finding a sex club
to murder a prostitute, Tracy unable to decide if she should have a baby
because she does not want to bring up a child in the city.Films about the
Whitechapel murders anthropomorphise Whitechapel and make it, if not
responsible for the murders, at least an accessory. Peter Ackroyd describes
Whitechapel as a dark accomplice of the Ripper that seems to share the
guilt. In films this guilt or culpability is depicted in two ways: that the
streets themselves aid the Ripper and not his victims; and that they are a
place where evil, not just the Ripper but others as well, are drawn.
That Whitechapel aids the killer not the victims links it to the Freudian
uncanny. In Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman) Anne has been visiting
the sick in Whitechapel when she hears footsteps behind her, she walks
through the labyrinth like streets but the footsteps follow. She enters a
shipping yard and hides behind crates, still the footsteps follow, and eventually she encounters the man who has been following her. He is a doctor,
dressed in top hat, cape and carrying a Gladstone bag. At this point in the
narrative the audience does not know who the Ripper is, it could be this
doctor. To the audience it appears as if the streets of Whitechapel have
brought Anne to the Ripper.
This feeling of being lost in the city and being returned to the thing
you are trying to escape from in the film is similar to an uncanny experience Freud describes in his essay on the uncanny:
I hastily left the narrow street at the next turning. However after wandering
about for some time without asking the way, I suddenly found myself back
in the same street, where my presence began to attract attention. Once more
I hurried away, only to return there again by a different route. I was now
seized by a feeling that can only be described as uncanny.30

This combination of being lost and the streets somehow conspiring
against you can be applied to Whitechapel and explain why it is an uncanny
location. On film it should be the victims, the prostitutes who inhabit the
streets of Whitechapel, that the area should align with but the Ripper finds
them in alleyways and in their homes. It is the Ripper who is the stranger
30
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to the East End, the Duke of Clarence, Sir William Gull, men who come
from the West End that are depicted as being at home in Whitechapel.
That the Ripper was never caught, that he disappeared into the night
is an example of how he can be read as an uncanny screen presence. This
element of the uncanny, the ‘intent to harm to us is realized with the
help of special powers’, is depicted in the way that Whitechapel seems
to aid the Ripper. In Terror London Bridge the stones of London Bridge
save him from the police. Of Jack the Ripper (Baker and Berman) Paul
Newland wrote of how in the opening sequence, the victim encounters
Jack: ‘Alone and vulnerable, she is confronted by a dark figure in a cape,
springing out of the shadows (or, perhaps, out of the very walls of the
city)’. Whitechapel, on screen, not only protects the Ripper it allows him
to kill by almost absorbing him into its edifices.
If a view of Whitechapel as protecting and aiding the Ripper is a step
too far for the audience, then a Jungian reading of the area as a trickster
archetype can applied. Jung does not make the trickster evil but immoral,
and of a more primal state: ‘It holds the earlier low intellectual and moral
level before the eyes of the more highly developed individual’. In Dr Jekyll
and Sister Hyde Whitechapel is not only the hunting ground of Jack the
Ripper/Sister Hyde but also two earlier urban villains—Burke and Hare.
Relocated from Edinburgh to Whitechapel the two grave robbers ply their
trade alongside Byker, a morgue attendant whose language regarding
young female corpses suggests necrophilia. Burke and Hare also advise
Jekyll not to eat the meat pies in the area introducing a suspicion that
Sweeney Todd is also a local. Whitechapel then is a place that can offer a
home to Victorian urban villains.
Whitechapel is also the site where the Ripper/trickster’s low intellectual and moral level is explored and acted upon. In Edge of Sanity it is the
place where the sexual experimentation of Jekyll/Jack can take place. In
Hands of the Ripper it is the place to which Anna returns when the progressive methods fail to cure her. In Time After Time and Man in the Attic
it is the place where Stephenson and Slade, respectively, go to work out
maternal issues with violence.
If, as I have argued, Whitechapel on screen is an anthropomorphic construction then it can also be read as gendered. In Ripper films London
can be divided into West End ego and East End id, it can also be divided
into West End male and East End female. The view of Whitechapel in
the nineteenth century and on film identifies it with the negative Jungian
archetype of the mother: ‘On the negative side the mother archetype

WHITECHAPEL

183

may connote anything secret, hidden, dark; the abyss, the world of the
dead, anything that devours, seduces and poisons that is terrifying and
inescapable.’31 This is an apt summation of how Whitechapel is depicted
on film and places Whitechapel as female. Whitechapel is a site for female
danger and male threat this, combined with the mother archetype, ensures
that Whitechapel is not gender neutral.
It is appropriate then to use the theories of Laura Mulvey to examine the presentation of Whitechapel. In my opinion Whitechapel can be
viewed as the castrated female to the patriarchal unconscious of the West
End. Mulvey wrote that, ‘[t]he paradox of phallocentrism in all its manifestations is that it depends on the image of the castrated women to give
order and meaning to its world.’32 The victims of the Ripper are literally
castrated and left on the Whitechapel streets, Whitechapel, as a poverty
stricken area in a capitalist economy, can be viewed as the castrated woman
of the wealthy West End male. For the Ripper, the West End male, meaning is achieved by castrating East End women.
In terms of the gender of the gaze Whitechapel also corresponds to
the passive female rather than the active male as identified by Mulvey.
The audience is shown Whitechapel either through the eyes of the male
Ripper or through his actions. In Murder By Decree the camera is from the
Ripper’s viewpoint as he penetrates the mazes of Whitechapel. In Edge of
Sanity we follow Jekyll/Jack into Whitechapel, seeing and experiencing
what he does. In Room to Let, The Lodger (Brahms) and Man in the Attic
the women in the films hear about Whitechapel second-hand via newspapers or reports from men; direct viewing is a male prerogative.
If the male view is active then it influences the presentation of the female
or female space, in Mulvey’s words ‘the determining male gaze projects
its fantasy onto the female figure’.33 For Whitechapel this means being
constructed as place of male erotic adventure, of prostitutes, dance-hall
girls and barmaids to be looked at as fantasy figures. In Edge of Sanity, Jack
the Ripper (Wickes), Jack the Ripper (Brahms), Study in Terror and From
Hell Whitechapel is the location for the erotic adventures of the patriarchy. Andrew Smith locates the East End as a place of male voyeurism for
the West End and in the appendix of From Hell Alan Moore illustrates
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the final page with a drawing of a naked woman dancing for men in
Whitechapel in 1999 as a nod to the continuation of the voyeuristic East
End locale.
Upper-class women are also presented on screen as being present in
Whitechapel during the Ripper murders. However, their screen treatment is very different from that of upper-class men. While the upper-class
man visits Whitechapel for illicit pleasure upper-class women do so for
charitable purposes. This has a factual basis, during the late-nineteenth
century many upper- and middle-class women volunteered at churches
and charitable organisations in Whitechapel. For men slumming in
Whitechapel during the nineteenth century was about pleasure but for
women it was about Christian charity and doing good. In Edge of Sanity
the husband and wife Henry and Elizabeth Jekyll are an example of these
opposing East End activities. As Jack Hyde, Henry visits Whitechapel for
sexual pleasure, experimenting with violence and homosexuality. Elizabeth
Jekyll volunteers at a hostel for prostitutes, in one scene dressed in dove
grey wearing a nurse’s apron, she is seen making beds and comforting a
sick prostitute. Elizabeth’s discovery of her husband’s double life begins
when she takes a sick woman to the hospital where Henry has allegedly
been working nights so that Henry can help her. As Henry has left the
hospital to find the prostitute he has been having sex with he is not there
to help either Elizabeth or the sick woman.
Henry and Elizabeth Jekyll can be read as personifications of the
Freudian id and the ego respectively in their actions in the East End.
Henry views Whitechapel in terms of pleasure, the realm of the id.
However, Elizabeth, as the upper-class wife, visits Whitechapel and makes
beds, something that she would never do at home. This would be a job
for her maid. In this way Elizabeth is behaving as the ego, which Freud
identifies as something that ‘tries hard to be moral’.34 By stepping out of
her comfortable existence to work with prostitutes, who complain to her
that being in the hostel means they are losing potential earnings, Elizabeth
is making an effort to be moral and to do good. Ironically her ego is set
against the id of her husband.
Whitechapel is a melting pot for class on screen; upper-class men looking
for pleasure, upper-class women doing good works, working-class locals,
the ‘unfortunate’ class of prostitutes and Oscar Wilde’s ‘drinking classes’.
By examining the presentation of class within the confines of Whitechapel
34
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in the film A Study in Terror the construction of the East End via class can
be assessed. This examination can also be used to consider the class of the
viewer of the film: identifying where the viewer is aligned in terms of class.
A Study in Terror is the only film, in the Ripper film canon, that presents a comprehensive view of nineteenth-century class. The aristocracy,
the educated middle class, the ‘good’ working class and the ‘undeserving’
poor all appear in the film. The characters divide between the Freudian
ego and id along class lines that link the aristocracy and the ‘undeserving’ poor as the id and the middle class and the ‘good’ working class as
the ego. The Ripper in the film is Lord Carfax, the son of a Duke; the
motive for the killings is to kill the prostitute who married his brother and
therefore brought shame on the family name. Carfax does not know what
his sister-in-law looks like so decides to kill any Whitechapel prostitute and
hope that eventually he kills the correct woman. It could be argued that
Carfax can be read as the super-ego, he is attempting, albeit in an insane
manner, to restore morality to his family. However, Freud argues that ‘the
super ego can become hypermoral, and thereby show a degree of cruelty
that only the id can match’.35 The upper-class Carfax is actually closer to
the id driven ‘undeserving’ working class who are seen drinking, indulging
in casual sex and rioting when the middle-class doctor attempts to lecture
them on morality.
The ego in the film is actually found in the middle-class figure of
Dr Murray and his niece Miss Young and the working-class butcher
Chunky. Chunky is the only positive example of the working class in the
film; the landlord of the pub Max Steiner runs a brothel and the pawn
broker Mr Beck is unhelpful with the inquiry until Holmes threatens to
have him arrested for supplying the murder weapon. Chunky is shown as
working hard at night, stripped to the waist as he prepares meat. He is
part of the agricultural picturesque working class rather than the dishonest urban landlord. Annie Chapman attempts to pick Chunky up, even
offering to have sex with him for free as she is lonely. Chunky refuses as he
has work to do, this is the ego dominating the pleasure of the id. Unlike
other films that suggest a butcher could be the Ripper A Study in Terror
never presents Chunky as a suspect, instead either Michael, the son of the
Duke, or Max Steiner, the brothel running landlord, both figures of the
id, are the suspects.
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Dr Murray and Miss Young are the epitome of the middle-class ‘do
gooders’ in the film. Both have religious reasons for being in Whitechapel:
at the soup kitchen Miss Young leads hymn singing before soup is provided and Dr Watson is told to join in—if you don’t sing you don’t eat.
Dr Murray makes a public speech condemning the poverty of Whitechapel,
and stating that it took the Ripper murders for the press to be interested,
however, he blames the poverty on the sin and vice of the area, at which
point the crowd turns against him.
Dr Murray and Miss Young are middle class; earlier in the film the
Duke of Shires, tells Holmes and Dr Watson that he objects to Michael’s
desire to become a doctor, that it is fine for a certain class, assumingly the
middle class, but is still a ‘trade’. For the audience, this places Dr Murray,
and by association Dr Watson, away from the upper class and the aristocracy. Holmes is shown as being upper class, his accent, his clothes and
he behaves as the super ego, the cruelty with which he asks Dr Watson
to make a scene in the soup kitchen, knowing that this is difficult for the
middle-class, reserved, Doctor.
I would argue that A Study in Terror places the ego of the audience
with the middle class, particularly via the middle-class Dr Watson. The ego
of the audience, the part of the psyche that wants to be moral, does not
want to be linked to the callousness of the Duke of Shires or the drunken
immorality of the pub crowd. In an examination of class identification
in the nineteenth century John Tosh argues that the middle class distinguished themselves using labour; they worked so were not the aristocracy
but did not do manual labour so were not working class. A modern audience can use the same differential: not aristocratic and not working class.
Harry M. Benshoff and Sean Griffin wrote that ‘Studies show that most
of the population self-identifies as middle class’.36 The morality and behaviour of the upper and working class reinforce this identification. The only
upper-class figure the audience can relate to, due to reasons of wish fulfilment and repressed drives, is Jack the Ripper himself.
Continuing with the analogy of Whitechapel as a ‘double’ space in
addition to a place of menace, Whitechapel is also a safe place for an audience. Whitechapel on screen is shown as dangerous in all aspects, the
killing ground of the ripper, the fog, and the dangerous figure of the
prostitute. Yet for an audience it is safe as it is a controlled space in which
36
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to experience fear. If the Ripper is in Whitechapel then we can visit the
site, on screen or on the famous walking tours, and then leave and return
to safety.The streets of Whitechapel on screen are dangerous yet enticing,
as an audience we voyeuristically engage with urban danger. This adds to
the presentation of the Ripper as an urban monster and I believe this adds
to his longevity as a screen presence. The ‘domestic’ monsters of Jeffrey
Dahmer, John Christie and Fred and Rosemary West will never have such
screen eternity. The reason for this is that they all killed in their homes
and this removes them from connection to a location. The criminal psychologist David Canter in his book on geographical profiling writes of 25
Cromwell Street, the scenes of the West’s murders:
The house became so notorious and the concern of the local authority over
the ghoulish interest it would create so great that the house was demolished
and converted into a path and garden37 between the terraced houses.

The room in Dorset Street where Mary Kelly was murdered was demolished but this has not stopped the ghoulish interest. The difference is that
the Wests killed in their home, to leave it standing would be a constant
reminder that such horrors do not always occur in fog-bound streets but
in the terraced house next door.
There has only been one screen treatment of the Wests, Appropriate
Adult (UK, 2011), which was concerned with the relationship between
Fred West and his social worker and briefly showed the interior of Cromwell
Street. The cellar is shown as a place of torture and danger, a gothic dungeon in Gloucester, and the bedroom where Rose worked as a prostitute
a place of sex toys and hidden cameras. The domestic aspect of the house
is ignored, we do not want to think of the house as a place where meals
were cooked or children played, which it also was. If the house is depicted
as dangerous and ‘other’ then it cannot be our home, as an audience we
are distanced from the horror.
Whitechapel has an advantage over the homes of the Wests and Christie
for the audience, a site of real danger but not too close to home. The
audience desire to experience the site of murder is part of Mark Seltzer’s
theory of serial killing as part of a wound culture:
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Serial killing has its place in public culture in which addictive violence has
become not merely a collective spectacle but one of the crucial sites where
private desire and public fantasy cross. The convening of the public around
scenes of violence—the rushing to the scene of the accident, the milling
around the point of impact—has come to make up a wound culture: the
public fascination with torn and open bodies and torn and opened persons,
a collective gathering around shock, trauma38 and the wound.

The bodies of the Ripper’s victims are the epitome of torn and open
public bodies. As soon as the bodies were removed from the streets of
Whitechapel public culture sought to replace them using pavement drawings, waxwork shows and finally film.
The East End pub scene is ubiquitous in Ripper films, the other ubiquitous scene is the crowd gathering around the site of the body. In the
television series Whitechapel the crowd has a post-modern presentation
as it gathers before the murder. The copycat Ripper is following the dates
and locations of the original murders so on 30 September the public, press
and police gather at Mitre Square to wait for the body to appear. The fact
that the Ripper is still able to leave a body with so many spectators adds to
the preternatural aspect of both the Ripper and Whitechapel.
On 1 June 2013 the International Business Times online reported that
Spitalfields Market had been bought by a US investment company using the
headline ‘New Yorkers buy London Market in Jack the Ripper Territory’.
If a UK company had bought property in Queens, New York the headline
would not mention that the area was the territory of the Son of Sam killer.
Once again the psychogeographical connection between Whitechapel and
the Ripper breaks society’s conventions. Even when the Ripper is not
being actively depicted in the area he is present in Whitechapel, part of the
sense of menace in the place. I argue that Whitechapel stands as a place of
menace on screen independently of the Ripper whereas the Ripper is more
dependent on the location. The Ripper needs the cobbled streets and fog
to identify him as the prototype serial killer and screen monster, even if
he then time travels to San Francisco. The audience needs only to see the
street sign for Whitechapel High Street to understand that this is a place
of danger.
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The FBI profiler John Douglas profiled Jack the Ripper as someone
who would ‘return to the scenes of his crimes’.39 The audience watching
a film or television programme about the Ripper murders is doing exactly
the same thing, revisiting the site of the crime to engage with the ‘public
wound culture’. Whitechapel on screen is as highly constructed a character as Jack the Ripper, Inspector Abberline and Mary Jane Kelly. Films
that ignore the ‘character’ of Whitechapel suffer whereas films that engage
with this flawed yet fascinating ‘character’ succeed in conveying the full
experience of the murders of 1888.
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CONCLUSION

An examination of Jack the Ripper on screen can never be completed.
There does not appear to be a reduction in demand for narratives depicting Jack the Ripper and the Whitechapel murders. The screen Ripper is
a stable construct in terms of iconography but can be influenced by an
audience’s understanding of serial killers, detectives, victims and murder
scenes. The FBI website has a page on the investigation of serial murder
that states that: ‘Serial killings are rare, probably less than one percent of
all murders.’ This rarity is not reflected in the presence of the serial killer
on screen in general or Jack the Ripper in particular.
There are three key findings that my research has revealed in regard
to the presentation of Jack the Ripper and the Whitechapel murders on
screen. First, Jack the Ripper is a male monster he is the apotheosis of the
male id run amok without consequence. Even when the films Dr Jekyll
and Sister Hyde and Hands of the Ripper depict the Ripper as female she
still embodies male drives and desires.
Second, Jack the Ripper dominates the screen and is the character that
the audience identify with the most. This identification is generated by
the negative portrayal of the victims and the detective on screen. The
attributes that the Ripper possesses on screen are not positive but they are
presented in a way that produces a strong response in both the male and
female viewer.
The third key finding is that the presentation of Jack the Ripper, the
victims, the detective and Whitechapel is imbued with a sense of the
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uncanny. This uncanny presentation is based on visual iconography and
the narrative blending of the factual and the fictional. As an audience we
are presented with real and fictional characters who inhabit a historic reality yet can also move in time and space. This merging presents a blurring
experience that is the combination of familiar and unfamiliar that encapsulates the uncanny. Fascinating and frightening this is the experience, for
the audience, of all the characters on screen.
I am no closer to identifying who Jack the Ripper was in reality but I
have investigated, in depth, who Jack the Ripper is on screen.
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