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My thinking about the issues explored in this book has been enriched by 
the labors of many scholars. I feel especially indebted to the work of 
Elisabeth Bronfen, whose influence here runs far deeper than my few quo-
tations from her work might indicate. As a student of anatomical science 
and culture, I have also learned a great deal from Ludmilla Jordanova, 
Elizabeth Klaver, Katharine Park, Michael Sappol, Jonathan Sawday, 
Lindsay Steenberg and Elizabeth Stephens. My understanding of crime 
fiction has been strongly shaped, as my many references to their scholar-
ship attest, by the pioneering work of Sarah Dunant, Lee Horsley, Joan 
Ramon Resina and David Trotter, among others. And as I have strayed 
into areas of cultural critique remote from my disciplinary training in 
Hispanic literatures, I have relied on the guidance of specialists including 
Jacque Lynn Foltyn, Deborah Jermyn, David P. Pierson and Sue Tait. To 
all the scholars I quote in the following pages, my sincere gratitude.

Parts of this book have appeared previously in other volumes: Brigitte 
Adriaensen and Valeria Grinberg Pla, eds. Narrativas del crimen en 
América Latina. Formas de la violencia del policial a la narconovela (Lit 
Verlag 2012); Mónica Quijano and Héctor Fernando Vizcarra, eds. 
Crimen y ficción. Narrativa literaria y audiovisual sobre la violencia en 
América Latina (UNAM and Bonilla Artigas Editores 2015); and Brigitte 
Adriaensen and Marco Kunz, eds. Narcoficciones en México y Colombia 
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alna cǐtateljko.

Finally, this book owes more to Courtney Lanz than to anyone else. 
Thank you, Courtney, for your tireless proofreading, your insights, your 
kindness and your courage. This is in honor of you.



ix

contents

 1   Introduction    1

 2   Necropornography in Modern Crime Fiction   35

 3   The Hispanic Hard-Boiled   89

 4   Femicide and Snuff  137

 5   Conclusion  203

  Works Cited  237

  Index  257



xi

Fig. 1.1 Mickey Spillane, I, the Jury, New York: E. P. Dutton & 
Company, 1947 11

Fig. 1.2 Carter Brown, Slightly Dead, Sydney, Australia: Transport 
Publishing, 1953? 12

Fig. 1.3 Don Tracy, Look Down on Her Dying, New York: Pocket Books, 
1968 13

Fig. 1.4 Alarma!, Mexico City, August 1985 25
Fig. 1.5 A. A. Fair [Erle Stanley Gardner], Turn on the Heat, New York: 

Dell Publishing, 1940 26
Fig. 2.1 Manhunt Detective Story Monthly, New York: St. John 

Publications/Flying Eagle, August 1955 64
Fig. 2.2 Ed McBain, So Nude, So Dead, London: Titan Books, 2015 65
Fig. 2.3 Carter Brown, The Corpse, New York: New American Library, 

1958 67
Fig. 2.4 Day Keene, Dead in Bed, New York: Pyramid Books, 1959 68
Fig. 2.5 Aylwin Lee Martin, Death for a Hussy, Hasbrouck Heights, NJ: 

Graphic Publications, 1952 69
Fig. 2.6 Saucy Movie Tales, New York: Movie Digest Inc., February 

1937 72
Fig. 2.7 Whit Harrison [Harry Whittington], Violent Night, New York: 

Phantom Books, 1952 73
Fig. 2.8 Jonathan Latimer, The Lady in the Morgue, New York, Pocket 

Books, 1958 75
Fig. 2.9 Michael Storme, Hot Dames on Cold Slabs, New York: Leisure 

Library, 1952 80

list of figures



xii LIST OF FIGURES

Fig. 3.1 Silver Kane [Francisco González Ledesma], Recuérdame al 
morir, Colección Servicio Secreto 360, Barcelona: Bruguera, 
1957 91

Fig. 3.2 Jonathan Craig [Frank E. Smith], Un bello cadáver, Buenos 
Aires: Malinca, 1959 94

Fig. 3.3 Jorge Volpi, La paz de los sepulcros, México, D.F.: Seix Barral, 
2007 127

Fig. 3.4 Roy Wilson [Eduardo Goligorsky], La morgue está de fiesta, 
Buenos Aires: Malinca, 1959 128

Fig. 4.1 Luis García Jambrina, Oposiciones a la morgue y otros ajustes de 
cuentas, Madrid: Valdemar, 1995 171



1© The Author(s) 2018
G. S. Close, Female Corpses in Crime Fiction, Crime Files, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-99013-2_1

CHAPTER 1

Introduction

This is a book about male fantasies of killing women and ogling their dead, 
naked bodies.

When I was a boy in the 1970s, my parents sometimes let me watch 
television. One show that fired my tender imagination was Kolchak: The 
Night Stalker, first aired on the ABC network in the United States during 
the 1974–1975 season. This program, combining the detective formula 
with horror, was about a grizzled Chicago reporter who investigated 
bizarre crimes that turned out to be committed each week by a different 
supernatural monster: vampires one week, a werewolf the next, then a 
murderous doppelgänger ghost and so on. Since the narrow- minded 
police would never believe that monsters were responsible, Kolchak was 
left to vanquish them himself without ever quite managing to secure the 
proof that might redeem his reputation as a meddlesome crackpot. As I 
was completing this book, I had the occasion to watch Kolchak again for 
the first time in forty years, and I was startled to feel my weekly childhood 
fear instantly rekindled by a dark key change in Kolchak’s opening musical 
theme. From my professional perspective as a scholar of crime literature, 
however, I was also struck by the prominence of noir detective elements in 
what I had remembered as a monster show. The show’s central setting is a 
cluttered newspaper office located only yards from a noisy elevated train in 
downtown Chicago, and many of the suspense scenes take place in urban 
streets at night. The protagonist is a rumpled, cynical, wise-cracking loner 
with little use for women and no perceptible personal life beyond his job. 
His voiceover narration, often spoken into a handheld tape recorder, sum-
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marizes each week’s investigation in a matter-of-fact style inflected with 
notes of morbid emphasis and hard-boiled sarcasm. The generic identifica-
tion was reinforced by the fact that the lead actor had made a name for 
himself playing the most famous of American hard- boiled detectives in an 
earlier television series called Mickey Spillane’s Mike Hammer.

I mention this program here because I was also surprised by the content 
of its first episode, titled “The Ripper.” In it, the Chicago police unsuc-
cessfully pursue an irresistibly powerful serial killer who turns out to be the 
original Jack the Ripper, visiting from London and still thriving nearly a 
century after his original crimes, for supernatural reasons the scriptwriters 
didn’t bother to explain. In at least one respect, however, this first episode 
of my childhood entertainment is faithful to its referent: this Ripper is 
indeed, like his historical predecessor, “down on whores.” The first victim 
in the show is a topless dancer first shown performing for a male audience 
in a Milwaukee nightclub, before she retires to her dressing room to be 
ripped by the cloaked killer. The shots of the woman dancing dressed only 
in gold-sequined panties and high-heeled sandals begin exactly fifteen sec-
onds after the end of the show’s opening credits, and the narrative affords 
less than fifty seconds in all to the introduction of the dancer and the 
depiction of her murder. In a voiceover narration, Kolchak identifies the 
victim in a tone that drips with lewd innuendo and dips somewhere 
between a purr and a growl as he emphasizes her sexual impropriety. Over 
shots of her dancing nearly naked on a small stage in the middle of a room-
ful of male customers, we hear that “Michelle Schiff, dancer, whatever, had 
just done her last number. I mean really her last number” (at 2:02). 
Immediately after we witness the Ripper’s violent escape from the first 
murder scene, Kolchak’s voiceover resumes to introduce a second murder 
victim as she emerges at night from a staircase entrance marked “MISS 
PHYSICAL THERAPY CONTESTANTS ONLY” (at 2:50). “Milwaukee, 
again. Debbie Fielder five feet two, weight one twenty. […] Debbie 
wanted to be successful. She should have settled for being alive” (at 2:53). 
When I saw this episode before the age of ten, I surely did not understand 
that ABC was announcing a mainstream commercial premise that linked 
femicidal fantasy with salacious evocation of the wantonness of these 
barely identified and barely dressed female characters.

The Ripper’s next two victims in this first episode are masseuses, and 
Kolchak’s voice again registers mockery as he enunciates the word “mas-
seuse” with exaggeratedly correct diction (at 6:39). The first masseuse is 
shown in a single traveling shot that tracks from a garbage can (perhaps 
insinuating her status as disposable trash) up her bare legs to frame her 
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from the neck down as she walks home along a Chicago street at 3:55 a.m. 
carrying a present from “an exceptionally satisfied customer” (at 6:43). The 
camera follows the young, slender blonde woman until the Ripper surprises 
and dispatches her with a rapier, in a scene lasting no more than 25 sec-
onds. The fourth victim is the second masseuse, shown clad in a gold-
sequined harem outfit in an Arabian-themed massage parlor understood to 
provide sexual services. Outside the business, an illuminated sign with 
blinking red lights advertises “Girls! Girls! Girls!” This victim is introduced, 
exhibited and dispatched within 55 seconds. The Ripper’s fifth and final 
victim in this 52-minute episode receives a somewhat different televisual 
treatment: she is a female reporter for a sensationalist Chicago newspaper 
who collaborates with Kolchak in trapping the Ripper, but who dies due to 
her overzealous pursuit of him. Though scarcely heavier than the other 
named female victims, all of whom are slender and most of whom appear 
half-dressed, the fully dressed female reporter repeatedly attracts ridicule 
for being identified as fat and for eating excessively. This character leads 
Kolchak to the killer, and he literally trips over her cadaver in his own final 
escape from the Ripper, but she merits not even a mention in his voiceover 
summary of the case at the episode’s conclusion. Earlier in the episode, as 
Kolchak and the female reporter discuss the parallels between the Chicago-
area “mutilation murders” and others worldwide resembling those of the 
historical Jack the Ripper, she confirms that most of the victims were 
“hookers” or “semi-pros” (at 14:45). This being prime-time 1970s net-
work television, the program shows neither sexual activity nor mutilated 
bodies, but we are told that one of the victims had her throat cut and her 
head “nearly severed from her body” (at 10:36), an image that recalls, as I 
shall explain in the next chapter, the very origin of modern detective fiction 
in Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” (1841).

As in innumerable other literary, televisual and cinematic fictions, most 
of the female victims in Kolchak’s first episode appear only fleetingly, as 
erotic suggestions and fleshy targets into which a potent male serial killer 
may sink a blade. They are the primary bait, dangled in the opening min-
utes of the episode to attract the attention of viewers, which was the com-
modity sold by ABC to corporate advertisers. Decency standards on 
terrestrial network television prevented Kolchak’s creators from fully visu-
alizing what I will call in this book the necropornographic fantasy, but no 
such impediments exist today in fictions that circulate in mass commercial 
markets. Less than a decade after Kolchak’s debut, an internationally dis-
tributed giallo slasher film such as The New York Ripper (Lo squartatore di 
New York, dir. Lucio Fulci 1982) could show extremely explicit scenes of 
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live sex shows, naked women (models and sex workers) vivisected in close-
 up and a male coroner who summarizes the slasher’s work in a half-jocular, 
half-admiring tone: “He used a blade. He stuck it up her joy trail and slit 
her wide open. […] [O]verall, it was, eh, good, efficient butchery” (at 
11:58).1 In this book I will address the ideology implicit in this deplorably 
ordinary plot device. It is something all of us have likely encountered 
many, many times, whether in television police dramas, slasher or serial 
killer movies, or in crime novels such as the ones to which I will devote the 
majority of my attention. Watching or reading about women getting mur-
dered and men (and, sometimes, other women) investigating those mur-
ders is something millions of us do with our free time.

During the same years in which I first saw Kolchak, I also began reading 
detective stories, long before succumbing to the charms of the Spanish 
American Boom in high school and college. Early in my career as a literary 
scholar, I grew interested in a pan-Hispanic variant of the crime novel 
known as neopoliciaco, which appropriated the classic hard-boiled US style 
in the service of local, leftist political critique. I wrote a study of the 
Hispanic detective novel as a practice of urban mapping and, in some 
cases, as a register of epidemic criminality in Spanish America, giving rise 
to a post-neopoliciaco tendency of fictions centered not on the subjectivity 
of a detective but rather on that of the criminal. As I concluded my read-
ing for that project, I became concerned with two other issues. First, 
prodded by thoughtful comments I received on presentations of my work, 
I became increasingly troubled by the evident contradictions between the 
purportedly progressive politics of the neopoliciaco and the persistence in 
it of masculinist and even misogynist models of gender representation. 
Second, I wondered why cadavers, those most inert of literary characters, 
seemed to me to be ultimately the most dynamic element of crime novels. 
Why are novel readers and television viewers the world over compelled to 
consume, time and again, narratives in which cadavers elicit minute exami-
nation and give rise to elaborate investigations and explanations of the 
circumstances of death? And why are dead female bodies treated so dis-
tinctively and incessantly as sexual objects?

Cadavers in the Crime Genre

Nearly all genres of modern crime fiction depend heavily for their compul-
sive appeal on the inaugural presentation of a cadaver as spectacle, enigma 
and menace. In his 1928 canon of twenty rules for writing detective 
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 stories, the English novelist S.S. Van Dine stipulated as his rule number 
seven: “There simply must be a corpse in a detective novel, and the deader 
the corpse the better” (129). As George Orwell and others have noted, 
cadavers did not become an almost invariable requirement of classical 
English detective fiction until after World War I (Plain 32, 54 n5), but 
critic Gill Plain attests to the enduring and expanded relevance of Van 
Dine’s axiom when she writes that “[a]t the root of nearly all twentieth-
century criminal fictions lies the literal body of the corpse” (12). In the 
genre mechanism, these corpses function primarily, in Plain’s accurate 
assessment, as “instigators of narrative causality” (31), or as the seeds from 
which narratives sprout and blossom. Writing in Caracas nearly ninety 
years after Van Dine, Argenis Monroy calls the body of the murder victim 
the “articulating axis” of the novela negra, or hard-boiled crime novel 
(142).2 In a study of literary genres, the Spanish scholar Francisco Javier 
Rodríguez Pequeño places the cadaver in second place on his list of the 
crime genre’s essential characteristics, which reads as follows: “struggle 
between criminal and detective, examination of cadavers, examination of 
traces, study of the victim’s environment, psychological analysis of the 
suspects, interrogations, investigations” (160). Another Spanish scholar of 
detective fiction, Joan Ramon Resina, adds that in the entire genre “the 
textual operation, as the manifestation of a (hermeneutic, demythifying, 
critical) power, demands a cadaver” (79). Resina explains that “the opacity 
of death disrupts narrative order, founded on the promise of transpar-
ency” (74), and so impels repetition of the investigative rite.

Resina and Ernest Mandel provide two of the most eloquent accounts 
of importance of death and the cadaver in crime fiction. According to 
Mandel, “the real problem of the classical detective novel is not crime at 
all—and certainly not violence or murder as such. It is rather death and 
mystery” (27). But unlike “great literature” from Sophocles to 
Dostoyevsky, in which a “preoccupation with human destiny” motivated 
dramatization of murder (41), Mandel argues that detective fiction served 
in bourgeois culture merely to schematize and de-personalize intractable 
philosophical questions, contributing to a “de-humanization of death” 
(42). He explains:

[T]he alienated human being in bourgeois society is obsessed with the 
integrity of the body, indispensable instrument of labour and earning. 
Hence a much greater obsession with death. Hence also the view that death 
is a catastrophic accident and not an inevitable conclusion of life. […] The 
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crime story requires a particular kind of fear of death, one that clearly has its 
roots in the conditions of bourgeois society. Obsession with death seen as an 
accident leads to obsession with violent death, and hence to obsession with 
murder, with crime. […] death in the crime story is not treated as a human 
fate, or as a tragedy. It becomes an object of enquiry. It is not lived, suffered, 
feared or fought against. It becomes a corpse to be dissected, a thing to be 
analyzed. Reification of death is at the very heart of the crime story. (41–2)

By this account, as modern secularization and individualism transformed 
death into a catastrophic prospect for the bourgeois subject,3 the detective 
genre succeeded on a massive scale by offering a comforting and tidy dis-
placement of an irresolvable anxiety. For serial readers of detective fiction, 
the imagined menace of death, as emblematized by the cadaver, would be 
ritually contained by the fantasy of successful investigation and confident 
attribution of criminal guilt, only to spring forth again, like a grim jack-in- 
the-box, at the beginning of the next novel, since the underlying anxiety 
can never be dispelled by such a simple, if amusing, trick.4

Mandel’s observations, originally published in 1984, align closely with 
those of Resina in his excellent study of the Spanish crime novel, El cadáver 
en la cocina (The Cadaver in the Kitchen) from 1997. Expanding on the 
ideas already cited, Resina writes that “[i]n its essence the crime novel is a 
stylization of the radically inexpressible violence of extinction” (65). For 
Resina, as I have noted, death inaugurates representation in the crime 
novel by disturbing narrative order and eliciting a response to what he 
terms the inaccessibility of the victim as a subject (74, 76). The crime 
novel begins by confronting the reader with the opacity of death and with 
a loss of meaning that is counteracted by the narrative reconstruction of 
the crime, by construction of a coherent explanation of the causes and 
circumstances of death and by a decisive attribution of guilt (74, 75). 
Resina’s account of this fundamental premise of the crime genre is the 
most subtle and suggestive I know, so I will quote it at some length.

In the vortex of his disappearance, the victim is the textual place of suction of 
meaning. Death, which from the perspective of the criminal is […] useful to 
rationality and meaning, is revealed in the victim to be incommensurable 
with any form of appropriation. Pure fact and radical alterity, death is an 
active preterition; as such it is unapproachable through the intellectual or 
aesthetic modes of presentism: contemplation, description, representation. 
[…] The pure appearance of disappearance fascinates with the horror of 
forms that escape the finitude of the concept and negate that which names 
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them: the face softened by salt water and devoured by fish, the brutally invag-
inated abdomen, the wizening of the members in the escape of fluids and the 
dissipation of humidity. This horror is not the repugnance of the sensitive, 
but vertigo from the transience of the categories under which what is now 
present as non-face, non-belly, non-body had been comprehensible. (76)

Resina goes on to observe that in crime narrative the figure of the victim 
poses a destabilizing resistance to comprehension and a sense of radical 
defamiliarization that demands a hermeneutic response on the part of the 
perplexed subject (77).

In these passages, Resina refers to the victim, one vertex of the triangle 
of character positions that structures the conventional crime novel 
(detective- victim-criminal). However, for the purposes of this study, I will 
presume to retain a number of these insights while substituting his term 
“victim,” with its reference to an act of killing or wounding, with my pre-
ferred term “cadaver,” in order to emphasize the attribute of deadness as 
the catalyst of the radical defamiliarization and the suction of meaning to 
which Resina refers. In the course of his book, Resina appears to use the 
two terms somewhat interchangeably, as when he crafts other fine phrases 
on the crucial function of the cadaver:

Ultimately, what assures the reader’s complicity is a lugubrious interest in 
the radical strangeness of the cadaver, that absolute cessation that cannot be 
deduced from the detective’s cogito nor constructed in the interior of a lan-
guage that exorcizes it. (83)

Inverted epiphany, the cadaver opens a void at the scene of the crime. 
Fleeting body and, nevertheless, cardinal point of a space whose topography 
it recomposes by virtue of its disappearance. (143)

Whether formulated by Resina in reference to the victim or to the cadaver, 
a number of the foregoing observations will be fundamental to my under-
standing of the narrative function of the latter as I progress through my 
readings in the coming chapters. To the insights of Resina and Mandel, I 
will add consideration of another key theoretical dimension: that of gen-
der, as summarized by Elisabeth Bronfen in Over Her Dead Body (1992), 
her monumental study of Western cultural representations of female cadav-
ers. Building on Sigmund Freud’s observation that death and  femininity 
constituted “the two most consistent enigmas and tropes in western cul-
ture” (Bronfen 11), she argues that a wide range of modern cultural 
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 representations of beautiful female corpses seek to repress, arrest and 
secure for male subjects the threats inherent in Freud’s two enigmas. In 
her passing comments on crime fiction, Bronfen argues that by fixating 
distinctively on the bodies of female victims, the genre compulsively con-
fronts “the superlative site of alterity” (xi) that conjoins Freud’s permanent 
enigmas.

[I]n that the detective story traces the uncovering of hidden facts about an 
event of death […] what it in fact must solve is death itself. The dead woman 
who remains and in so doing engenders narratives, functions as a body at 
which death is […] coupled to the other central enigma of Western cultural 
representation—femininity. The solution of her death is a form of docu-
menting both of these unknowns. The dead woman, embodying a secret, 
harbours a truth others want and since the dead body is feminine, with 
death and femininity metonymies of each other, the condensation of the two 
allows one and the same gesture to uncover a stable, determinate answer for 
this double enigma. (Bronfen 293)

In the chapters that follow, I will devote most of my critical effort to elu-
cidating the responses of male characters to confrontations with female 
corpses and the disavowal of implication in the twin enigmas through for-
mulaic genre procedures and subjective attitudes.

Millions of readers recognize the centrality of murder and hence of the 
cadaver in the crime genre, in both its classical “mystery” and its later 
hard-boiled variants. The commercial propagation of the genre depends 
on the reliable fulfillment of readerly expectations, and even today very 
few aspiring or established genre writers would disobey Van Dine’s sev-
enth commandment. Many other critics have also recognized the mecha-
nisms described by Mandel and Resina, although few have addressed them 
with such critical acumen. Gary C. Hoppensand, for one, defined the mys-
tery genre as “a collection of formulas and sub-formulas that linearly tra-
verse moral explorations of the human death crisis” (quoted in Colmeiro 
51), but it seems reasonable to agree with Mandel that such “moral explo-
rations” as are undertaken by the crime novel rarely aspire to a genuine or 
profound psychological and philosophical reckoning with death. Such a 
reckoning would remain for Mandel the work of “great literature,” which 
is to say literature that refuses the crutch of genre “solutions” and adapts 
its language, narrative form and enunciative structures creatively to the 
rigors of the intellectual task. Serial and generic crime novels seem, in 
contrast, designed to domesticate and to trivialize the “human death 
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 crisis” rather than to confront it soberly. The classical detective novel that 
triumphed internationally in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies was particularly resolute in its determination to engage death neatly 
and dispassionately as a “thing to be analyzed,” and in the most formulaic 
iterations of the genre, the corpse appeared as troublesome and intrusive, 
but ultimately as not much more affecting than a tea stain on a doily. In 
the words of Adolfo Bioy Casares and Jorge Luis Borges, the most illustri-
ous promoters of the classical detective genre in Latin America, “[e]ven 
death is discreet in detective stories; although it is never absent, although 
it tends to be the center and the occasion for the intrigue, it is not exploited 
for morbid delectation” (67).

Over the course of the twentieth century, however, crime fiction tended 
to lend the cadaver an ever greater narrative prominence and dramatic 
weight and invited ever more insistently the morbid delectation that 
Borges disdained. In “The Simple Art of Murder” (1944), one of the 
most famous essays on the hard-boiled variant of the detective genre, 
Raymond Chandler sought to differentiate between the classical and the 
hard-boiled detective novel by claiming that the latter “gave murder back 
to the kind of people that commit it for reasons, not just to provide a 
corpse” (16). Rather than dispensing with the task of providing a corpse, 
however, hard-boiled fiction embraced and fulfilled it with unprecedented 
and increasingly shameless gusto, its pretension to realism tempered by an 
increasingly violent and pornographic sensationalism. One of the principle 
distinctions between the classical detective novel and the hard-boiled is 
precisely the latter’s abandonment of the hygienic discretion with which 
classical detective fiction had treated the central cadaver. In the decades 
since the invention of the hard-boiled genre in the 1920s, and with the 
rapid relaxation of cultural taboos and censorship after mid-century, hard- 
boiled fiction lost its few inhibitions, and its horror intensified. English 
scholar Lee Horsley observes that the hard-boiled fiction of our time is 
“more likely to be strewn with ‘semiotic’ bodies, fragmented, grotesque, 
gruesome” (118).

If the hard-boiled is defined in part by its distinctively detailed descrip-
tion of violently degraded cadavers, then nearly all the texts I will discuss 
in this book are hard-boiled to some degree. They vary strikingly, how-
ever, with respect to another norm of the hard-boiled novel: reliance on 
the physically and intellectually powerful figure of the detective protago-
nist to counteract the menace posed by the cadaver. According to genre 
conventions (as summarized, again, by Rodríguez Pequeño), examination 
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of the cadaver is the detective’s first task as he prepares to investigate a 
murder and ultimately impose some form of justice, whether personal or 
official, on the murderer. In contrast to the classical detective in the mold 
of Sherlock Holmes, whose primary qualifications were his perceptual sen-
sitivity and his ratiocinative virtuosity, the hard-boiled detective’s qualifi-
cation for confronting the cadaver on behalf of a client or the reader is 
precisely his hardness. He does not waver or flinch in contemplating ever 
more gruesome horrors. He speaks in wisecracks and threats, he inflicts 
physical punishment and he withstands pain with virile stoicism.

The conception of the hard-boiled detective as an autonomous, 
armored, invulnerable and phallic subject was strikingly well visualized in 
the cover design for the first edition of I, the Jury (1947), the debut novel 
by Mickey Spillane, who would go on to become the United States’s most 
commercially successful hard-boiled novelist. Spillane is in a several 
respects the prototypical hard-boiled writer, and I will return to him later 
in this book. The first paperback edition of I, the Jury, appearing in 1948, 
sold over two million copies in its first two years, a period in which the US 
population barely surpassed 150 million (Fig. 1.1).

In the cover image from the 1947 first hardback edition, a suited male 
figure, presumably that of the detective, is rendered from the back and in 
silhouette, appearing as a solid black form in the foreground of the com-
position. The letter “I,” the first word of the title, is superimposed in red 
on the back of the male figure, in a font approximately twice as large as 
that of the other letters of the title, which appear in white. The male figure 
stands over and faces a recumbent female figure, illuminated in white, 
whose legs, hips and breasts are distinguishable and possibly unclothed 
but whose face is concealed behind the leg of the male figure. A pool of 
bright-red blood suggests that she has been murdered, but no affect or 
reaction can be ascribed to the male figure, since it is rendered in silhou-
ette, from behind and only from the chest down. The face of the male 
figure is thus inaccessible to the viewer, but the figure is identified as that 
of the novel’s protagonist and narrator by the large red “I” superimposed 
on its back. The capital “I” rises from hip level along the axis of the spine 
and extends approximately the same length. The effect is to depict the 
male body as centered on a towering phallic column that literally (in the 
literal sense of “literally”—by means of a letter) rigidifies the erect and 
dominant integrated male body-subject (“I,” the self).

As in many hard-boiled texts, the narrative “I” in Spillane’s novel is that 
of the detective, here “Mike Hammer,” whose symbolic surname is a fair 
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indication of Spillane’s bluntness as a writer. The staunch propriety of the 
male body-subject is further emphasized by the cover designer’s decision 
not only to make the superimposed “I” align with the spine of the figure 
but also to make it the only capital letter in the composition: both “jury” 
and the author’s name are written entirely in lowercase. I cite this cover 
design, again, as an emblem of the hard-boiled detective’s generic identity 
as a hard body (braced by a ramrod spine) and as a steadfast subject (the 
solitary capital “I”) who stands firm, his legs broadly planted, above the 
prone, abject, voluptuous and faceless female cadaver. It provides an 
utterly efficient visualization of the genre’s ritual narrative erection of an 
emphatically male subjectivity over the ground of an abjected female body, 
and the composition’s perfection is attested by its repeated imitation by 
other illustrators over decades. The illustration for an Australian edition of 

Fig. 1.1 Mickey 
Spillane, I, the Jury, 
New York: E. P. Dutton 
& Company, 1947
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Carter Brown’s Slightly Dead, probably from 1953, presented a variation 
on the 1947 I, the Jury cover composition, arming the standing male fig-
ure with a pistol and dressing the prone female figure in a two-piece swim-
suit.5 On the cover of Don Tracy’s Look Down on Her Dying, from 1968, 
a male figure clad in a hat and a trench coat and armed, again, with a pis-
tol, stands over another prone female figure positioned so as to draw the 
eye to her pale breasts, partially exposed by a low-cut red dress. As in nota 
roja tabloid crime journalism, a strong chromatic emphasis on yellow and 
red conveys excitement and alarm (Figs. 1.2 and 1.3).

These designs closely resemble those for many other novels such as 
Lionel White’s To Find a Killer (New American Library, 1955) in which a 
dark, trench-coated male figure gazes down on a brightly illuminated 
corpse of a garishly blonde woman only partially covered by a white sheet, 
and Case of the Village Tramp (Gold Medal/Fawcett, 1959) by Jonathan 

Fig. 1.2 Carter 
Brown, Slightly Dead, 
Sydney, Australia: 
Transport Publishing, 
1953?
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Craig (Frank E. Smith), in which a man dressed in a blazer and hat stands 
casually staring down at the naked corpse of a red-haired woman. The 
corpse’s red lipstick and a stray red high-heeled shoe attest to the cover’s 
identification of the murder victim as “the girl who had shocked Greenwich 
Village with her exotic life and loves.”

the abjeCt body

Death obliterates us. It suspends signification and subjectivity, and it can-
cels identity and differentiation. Crime fiction, as I have proposed, evokes 
this existential threat by foregrounding the cadaver and operates ritually to 

Fig. 1.3 Don Tracy, 
Look Down on Her 
Dying, New York: 
Pocket Books, 1968

 INTRODUCTION 



14

conjure it away using narrative and investigative procedures. To speak thus 
draws us irresistibly into the theoretical orbit of Julia Kristeva, whose 
Powers of Horror identifies the cadaver as a primary manifestation of what 
she terms the abject. An oft-cited passage from her introduction reads as 
follows:

The corpse (or cadaver: cadere, to fall), that which has irremediably come a 
cropper, is cesspool, and death; it upsets […] violently the one who con-
fronts it as fragile and fallacious chance. A wound with blood and pus, or the 
sickly, acrid smell of sweat, of decay, does not signify death. In the presence 
of signified death—a flat encephalograph, for instance—I would under-
stand, react, or accept. No, as in true theater, without makeup or masks, 
refuse and corpses show me what I permanently thrust aside in order to live. 
These body fluids, this defilement, this shit are what life withstands, hardly 
and with difficulty, on the part of death. There, I am at the border of my 
condition as a living being. My body extricates itself, as being alive, from 
that border. Such wastes drop so that I might live, until, from loss to loss, 
nothing remains in me and my entire body falls beyond the limit—cadere, 
cadaver. […] [T]he corpse, the most sickening of wastes, is a border that has 
encroached upon everything. It is no longer I who expel, ‘I’ is expelled. 
How can I be without border? […] In that compelling, raw, insolent thing 
in the morgue’s full sunlight, in that thing that no longer matches and 
therefore no longer signifies anything, I behold the breaking down of a 
world that has erased its borders: fainting away. The corpse, seen without 
God and outside of science, is the utmost of abjection. It is death infecting 
life. Abject. It is something rejected from which one does not part, from 
which one does not protect oneself as from an object. Imaginary uncanni-
ness and real threat, it beckons to us and ends up engulfing us. (3–4)

Here Kristeva describes a number of effects of the corpse that help to 
explain its prominence in the crime novel. The corpse resists signification 
and encroaches violently on our sense of ourselves as autonomous, perma-
nent and “proper” beings. It embodies our finitude and the scarcely com-
prehensible knowledge that we are not only implicated in waste but that 
we shall ultimately and entirely become waste. In Kristeva’s words, the 
corpse appears as an ambiguous entity located somewhere between the 
status of (former) person and subject, on one hand, and decomposing 
organic matter, on the other. The corpse “disturbs identity, system, order” 
(4) and makes us acutely aware of the precarious borders of our own exis-
tence as bodies and subjects. For Kristeva, this experience of the abjection 
manifested by the corpse relates inextricably back to the subject’s  originary 
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experience of abjection, which is rooted in the maternal body “abjected” 
by the child in the process of separation and subjectification. This origi-
nary maternal link will take on particular importance as I examine frequent 
literary instances in which male characters inspect female cadavers.

Since the publication of the original edition of Powers of Horror in 
1980, Kristeva’s ideas have inspired some of the most cogent theoretical 
accounts of the crime novel’s inaugural confrontation. Perhaps the first 
critic to apply Kristeva’s insights to crime fiction was David Trotter, who 
suggested in a 1991 article that the appeal of the genre depends not only 
on its “hermeneutic zeal” but also on its evocation of a less-than-fully sup-
pressed abject, since “the phantom disgust aroused by a fictional corpse 
may persist alongside the phantom pleasure we take in the resolution of an 
enigma” (“Theory and Detective Fiction” 70). In a later piece, Trotter 
expounded on the hard-boiled “dialectic of fascination and nausea” 
(“Fascination and Nausea” 31) and interpreted the detective protagonist 
as a model subject locked in unending struggle against Kristeva’s “utmost 
of abjection.”

The corpse is detective fiction’s first and only object, its defining obstacle: the 
veil of matter whose piercing, with the help, it may be, of archives and labo-
ratories, announces that gnosis has begun. […] Is she, or he [the “cognitive 
hero”], subject enough to survive? Fictional detectives have to be more char-
acterful than fictional spies or fictional cowboys: interiority is expected of 
them. They go to work with their subjecthood, and on their subjecthood, for 
they must not be deflected from the hermeneutic endeavors […]. The subli-
mation which converts a dead body into a set of clues significantly prefigures 
the detective’s long and arduous sublimation of his or her own body: of 
desire and rage, of fear and loathing. (“Fascination and Nausea” 27)

In Trotter’s reading, the narrative discourse of the hard-boiled crime novel 
enacts the subject’s struggle to assert its agency and substance against the 
negating void marked by the cadaver. We may conclude that classical hard- 
boiled detective narrator, as figured in the Spillane cover illustration, proj-
ects the fantasy of a monolithic subject resisting engulfment through 
verbal bravado, unflinching self-discipline and violent aggression. Trotter 
points out that while many detective novels include scenes in which char-
acters see a corpse and become ill, thus confronting the abject on our 
behalf, the detective “never sickens.” He remains insulated even as he 
“asserts his kinship with the abject world” by scrutinizing its dirt and mess 
in the search for clues (“Theory and Detective Fiction” 72). The reader, 
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in turn, enjoys a flimsy yet appealing illusion of double isolation from 
death, as he or she confronts images of cadavers conjured from paper, ink 
and alphabetical signs and approached through the imperturbable subjec-
tivity of the hard-boiled detective hero.

It is worth noting that the dynamic identified by Trotter has also been 
described by television scholar David P. Pierson as providing the basic dra-
matic tension animating one of the twenty-first century’s most popular 
television franchises, CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, which centers on the 
examination of corpses by forensic medical technicians and on autopsy 
scenes “featur[ing] the most graphic, abject images of the victim’s ruined 
corpse” (Pierson 197). “There is an inherent conflict in the series,” writes 
Pierson, “between the forensic gaze’s drive to control abjection and the 
abject gaze’s desire to disturb social and physical boundaries” (197). In 
this view, it is now the authoritative mediation of the forensic and scientific 
gaze that mitigates for hundreds of millions of television viewers the 
weekly spectacle of the abject cadaver and reinscribes it, at least provision-
ally, in the secure realm of scientific knowledge “The forensic gaze,” writes 
Pierson, “provides audiences with a sense of control over the psychologi-
cal and social threat of abjection and crime” (197). In my conclusion, I 
shall return to consider further the aesthetic and ideological mechanisms 
of CSI’s success, but I advance the remarks of Trotter and Pierson here in 
order to establish the extremely compelling nature of fictional corpse man-
agement, as attested by the inexhaustible vitality of the formula across 
centuries and media, and the ephemeral nature of the illusion of security it 
provides, which serves to explain the infinite seriality of corpse manage-
ment fictions.

In the principal chapters of this study, I will explore another aspect of 
the abject in crime fiction not considered by Trotter. In Powers of Horror, 
Kristeva posits what Elizabeth Gross calls three fundamental categories of 
abjects: food, waste (including the corpse) and signs of sexual difference 
(Gross 89). The crime fiction I will examine in this book combines the 
two latter categories as it centers on female cadavers that are dissected and 
inspected by male characters who express contempt and hatred for the 
sexual bodies of women. In my view, the firmest foundation for the inter-
pretation of this very prominent element of the international crime novel 
tradition lies in Kristeva’s explanation of the relationship between male 
subjective identity and the maternal body. In this respect, Kristeva relates 
abjection to the “immemorial violence” (10) with which the body of a 
child must separate from the maternal body and to the child’s struggle “to 
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release the hold of maternal entity” (13, italics in original) as a precondi-
tion for subjectivation and accession to the symbolic order, whereupon 
what had been the mother “will turn into an abject” (13) for a subject 
pretending to autonomous identity yet never secure in it. The male sub-
ject finds itself ever threatened not only by corpses and other forms of 
bodily waste, but also by signs of female sexual difference such as men-
strual blood, the object of innumerable taboos in patriarchal cultures. In 
Gross’s fine exposition of Kristeva’s theory,

Horror of menstrual blood is a refusal to acknowledge the subject’s corpo-
real link to the mother. It is a border separating one existence, the mother’s 
body, from another, the foetus, which both is and is not distinct from it. It 
marks the site of an unspeakable and unpayable debt of life, of existence, 
that the subject (and culture) owes to the maternal body. (92)

Kristeva argues that only certain brave and ingenious male writers, includ-
ing Louis-Ferdinand Céline  (Louis Ferdinand Destouches), James  Joyce 
and Fyodor Dostoyevsky, “are prepared or able to put their symbolic posi-
tions [their positions as proper subjects in a phallocentric symbolic order] 
at risk by summoning up the archaic traces of their repressed semiotic and 
maternal prehistory [and] to evoke […] this maternal space-time and […] 
unspoken pre-oedipal pleasures” (Gross 98–9). In what follows, I shall 
describe an international tradition of cowardly and conformist masculinist 
genre novels that do approximately the opposite. By imagining the 
 mortification of sexualized female bodies and the incision and extirpation of 
their sexual organs, these novels symbolically enact time and again a vindic-
tive and illusory refusal of what Gross memorably calls the “unpayable 
debt” of the male subject to the maternal body, but also more generally of 
the corporeality and materiality that negates the permanence and autonomy 
of that subject just as surely as does its origin in the womb of another being.

After reading novel after novel and watching television show after film 
in which almost invariably male serial killers and traditionally male forensic 
examiners rip into female breasts, vaginas and uteruses, I have found no 
more profound explanation for the endless proliferation of sadistic misog-
ynist rage in global popular fiction than Kristeva’s insight into the link 
between revulsion at signs of sexual difference and an abject that threatens 
the male subject with the disavowed knowledge of its own corporeal ori-
gin in female genitive power. Kristeva understands art and literature as 
important vehicles for the sublimation of our awareness of the abject 
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 hovering at the bounds of our subjectivity, but her theory provides special 
insight into the operation of a genre of literature, that of hard-boiled 
crime fiction, which she does not consider. If Kristeva’s abjection is, as 
Gross summarizes, “an insistence on the subject’s necessary relation to 
death, to animality, and to materiality, being the subject’s recognition and 
refusal of its corporeality” (89), we can also easily recognize those ele-
ments as fundaments of the hard-boiled genre. And, following Trotter, we 
can equally well understand how setting a fictional male detective the task 
of overcoming abjection could only result in the need to repeat the exer-
cise indefinitely, generating endless series of novels, novel collections, tele-
vision shows and films. The Kristevan abject is, after all, nothing if not a 
persistent and recurring threat, and even as we seek to harness symboli-
cally the unclean and the improper in order to construct and maintain our 
own clean and proper identities, Kristeva argues, we remain at once 
attracted and repelled by the abyss of nonidentity, which is ultimately 
impossible to close. “The subject’s recognition of this impossibility,” 
Gross concludes, “provokes the sensation and attitude that [Kristeva] calls 
abjection” (87), and I would argue that genre literature’s implicit recogni-
tion of the same impossibility explains the incessantly serial nature of the 
hard-boiled enterprise and the usually scant, ephemeral satisfaction 
afforded by the narrative conclusion of any given hard-boiled text.

morbid speCtaCularity

Philosophers and theorists of new media have proposed that we inhabit an 
emerging regime of total visibility (Rancière 104, Agre 751). Ours is a 
globalized visual culture, and we live immersed in a proliferation of digital 
images that afford us visual access to spaces as remote as galaxies billions 
of light years away and spaces as intimate as the cavities and channels of 
our bodies. Already in the 1980s, years before the invention of digital 
social networks and video-capable smartphones, the art historian W.  J. 
T. Mitchell observed that “[e]verything—nature, politics, sex, other peo-
ple—comes to us now as an image, preinscribed with a speciousness that 
is nothing but the Aristotelian ‘species’ under a cloud of suspicion” (30). 
Mitchell’s observation follows by almost twenty years after the famous first 
thesis of Guy Debord in The Society of the Spectacle (1967): “The whole life 
of those societies in which modern conditions of production prevail pres-
ents itself as an immense accumulation of spectacles. All that once was 
directly lived has become mere representation” (12, italics in original).
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According to other theorists of postmodernity, such as Mark C. Taylor 
in his discussion of the ideas of Jean Baudrillard, digital technologies pre-
cipitate the absorption and annihilation of “everything once believed to be 
real” even as we aspire through them to “a condition of ‘perfect transpar-
ency’” (Taylor quoted in Mey “AES+F” 108). In a book-length essay 
from 2010, the novelist David Shields coined the term “reality hunger” to 
designate a trend broadly evident in the contemporary culture of the 
United States, where in 2016 adults were already found to be spending on 
average more than ten and a half hours per day staring at electronic screens 
(Howard n.p.) and where in 2012 online movie sales alone totaled 
$3.4 billion (Belton 470). Shields suggests that we live ever more com-
fortably immersed in a warm bath of simulacra from which we don’t dare 
stir. But in order to maintain the sensation of stimulating warmth, infu-
sions of ever hotter water are required. Here is how Shields defines this 
phenomenon: “The body gets used to a drug and needs a stronger dose in 
order to experience the thrill. An illusion of reality—the idea that some-
thing really happened—is providing us with that thrill right now. We’re 
riveted by the (seeming) rawness of something that appears to be direct 
from the source, or at least less worked over than a polished mass-media 
production” (82).

We are all well familiar with the sort of seemingly raw amusements to 
which Shields refers, and here he seems to follow a line of theorists who 
have defined the notion of a “passion for the real,” a phrase coined by 
Jacques Lacan, developed by Alain Badiou (The Century 32) and propa-
gated by Slavoj Žižek. Žižek writes:

The authentic twentieth-century passion to penetrate the Real Thing […] 
through the cobweb of semblances that constitute our reality […] culmi-
nates in the thrill of the Real as the ultimate ‘effect’, sought after from digi-
talized special effects through reality television and amateur pornography up 
to snuff films (which, in their very attempt to deliver the ‘real thing’, are 
perhaps the ultimate truth of Virtual Reality). There is an intimate connec-
tion between the virtualization of reality and the emergence of an infinite 
and infinitized bodily pain. (Žižek 269–70)

Although Žižek does not clarify his reference to “snuff films,” I would add 
to his list of seemingly raw and real yet digitally mediated spectacles the 
genre of the “found footage” horror film, televised “Ultimate Fighting” 
events and, of course, execution videos distributed globally online. In the 
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literary field, we might consider autofictions and falsified autobiographies 
to respond to the same “reality hunger.” Cadavers, I will argue, have 
emerged as very prominent emblems of the Real and focal points of this 
hunger, and in this book I focus on the literary representation of cadavers 
as a historical aspect of the crime novel that has acquired extraordinary 
prominence in an era defined by the virtualization of cultural and social 
experience. In addressing both Hispanic and Anglophone crime fiction, I 
will emphasize the historical determinants mentioned at the beginning of 
this chapter, but I will also reflect on a trend in global culture toward what 
anthropologist Néstor García Canclini has called “morbid spectacularity” 
(“espectacularidad morbosa” 28). During the years I have spent research-
ing this book, García Canclini’s phrase has resonated in my mind not only 
as I have read the novels I will be discussing, but also as I followed news 
from all over the world. The phenomena designated by García Canclini’s 
phrase are well summarized by media and art theorist Kerstin Mey:

[C]ontemporary media continue to invest heavily in, and rely for their pop-
ularity on, extreme levels of physical violence, collateral damage and destruc-
tion, psychological terror and emotional conflict […]. Nothing, it seems, is 
too gut-wrenchingly cruel, inhumane, abominable or intimate that it could 
not flicker over the screen; and the internet has extended the opportunities 
to show (and tell) it all by circumventing the somewhat porous boundaries 
of state media control. It has fuelled the spiral of spectacularisation of  (re)
presentation and the interconnected (trans)formation of viewing behaviour, 
conventions and expectations, and driven obscenity to new levels. Excess 
violence, destruction and death cease to represent or mean anything. 
Obscenity thus marks a state of total exhibition. (“AES+F” 107)

Photography and cinematography were first used to document crimes, 
executions and wars almost immediately after their invention in the nine-
teenth century, but recent innovations in digital imaging and communica-
tions seem to have facilitated a nearly uninterrupted flourishing of morbid 
spectacles that drive our public life in the twenty-first century. The novels 
and stories I study in the following chapters participate in this flourishing 
in various respects, and I will situate them here in the framework of an 
international media economy with distinctive local manifestations. In the 
Spanish American context, a form of sensationalistic journalism called the 
nota roja constitutes one of the most relevant intertexts for understanding 
the necropornographic sensibilities of modern and contemporary crime 
fiction.
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Nota roja and yellow ink

Many media critics have noted how the proliferation of violent photo-
graphic and video imagery on new electronic publishing platforms has led 
traditional news organizations to compete for viewer attention by repro-
ducing violent imagery, including photographs and videos of killings and 
cadavers, on their own websites and in their print publications. In Mexico, 
the challenge to the conventional news media was exemplified by the Blog 
del Narco, which specialized in reporting on narco violence and which 
foregrounded uncensored photographs and videos of criminal violence, 
including scenes of torture and execution, submitted by local witnesses 
but also by “drug cartel members who wanted to show evidence of their 
actions” (Dying for the Truth, unnumbered copyright page). By 2012, 
according to its anonymous editors, “Blog del Narco recorded an average 
of 25 million monthly hits and was ranked among the 100 most visited 
websites in Mexico by Alexa’s search rankings, and in the top 4000 for the 
world” (Dying for the Truth 5). The editors claimed to provide a public 
service by publishing raw, prompt and unfiltered information and imagery 
of criminal violence that was unavailable in mainstream media due to 
either government censorship or intimidation of journalists by the crimi-
nal organizations. They maintained that they “never publish[ed] images 
for the shock value” (Dying for the Truth 5), but rather to assist family 
members in identifying victims and to counteract the glamorization of 
drug traffickers fueled in part by the entertainment industry (Dying for the 
Truth 5). These claims, however, are undercut by the editors’ decision to 
follow a longstanding strategy of the Mexican popular print media by jux-
taposing extremely graphic cadaver photographs with conventional por-
nographic imagery. For example, a random consultation of the then widely 
read but since defunct Blog del Narco on January 10, 2015, found on its 
opening pages synopses for five lead stories: four about homicides, featur-
ing photos of multiple cadavers, some flayed, decapitated and eaten by 
dogs, and one story about a celebrity sex tape, featuring a captured image 
of a naked woman (a television presenter) being penetrated from behind 
by a norteña singer. The article itself contained an embedded link to the 
sex tape and touted it by stating: “Hungry for morbid arousal [morbo], 
cybernauts search desperately for the complete video” (“Vídeo porno”).

Although Blog del Narco arose in response to Mexico’s twenty-first cen-
tury drug wars, it is important to note that the same model of reportage 
has also flourished in “shock sites” created and hosted in far more peaceful 

 INTRODUCTION 



22

countries. Between 2000 and 2006 the website Ogrish, administered by a 
Dutch citizen but hosted in the United States in order to evade Europe’s 
stricter regulation of Internet content, attracted millions of visits per 
month to view death videos and “photographs of burned, stabbed, shot, 
flattened and otherwise mutilated corpses” (Harkin n.p.). Ogrish financed 
itself by selling pornographic advertising: “pop-ups and links […] to hard-
core pornographic websites that belonged to the more extreme part of the 
spectrum” (Astley 165). The most prominent successor to Ogrish is 
Bestgore, run by a Holocaust-denying Canadian conspiracy theorist who 
likewise profits by posting extremely violent images, including videos of 
executions performed by ISIS and Mexican cartels, and by selling advertis-
ing to hardcore pornography sites such as Punishtube, which claims to 
offer “the most extreme porn” (quoted in Astley 167). These “shock 
sites” constitute the contemporary vanguard of García Canclini’s “morbid 
spectacularity.”

The Spanish noun morbo, used by the editors of Blog del Narco to tout 
the sex tape they posted among the cadaver images, does not have a single 
exact equivalent in English, but may be translated variously as “morbid 
fascination,” “morbid curiosity,” “morbidness,” “excitement” or 
“arousal.” It is an affect that is crucial not only to understanding how 
crime news is reported and consumed in countries such as Mexico, but 
also to describing the aesthetics of the texts in my corpus. In what follows 
I will study its expression in more and less generic versions of the contem-
porary crime novel, acknowledging that in some cases they run directly 
parallel to the aesthetics of the nota roja, the variety of Spanish American 
crime journalism exemplified by the Blog del Narco. In one of the most 
famous articles ever written on the detective novel in Mexico, Carlos 
Monsiváis once opined that the genre in its classical form was of little 
interest to Mexicans because it was so poorly suited to their sensibilities 
and cultural conditions. Monsiváis declared classical detective genre super-
fluous in a society where the nota roja already provided an established and 
autochthonous ideological framework for the understanding of crime.

Scandalous, defamatory, morbid, reveling in clichés, unheard-of brutality, 
horrific crimes and cynical confessions, the nota roja serves […] better than 
the editorial pages or the society section […] as an index of the current state 
of our faith in Democracy. The nota roja confirms any thesis: the reminis-
cence of human sacrifices; the country as a permanent Flower War [a ritual 
campaign waged annually by the Aztecs to capture prisoners for sacrifice]; 
impunity granted to absolute corruption; involuntary humor; the perils of 

 G. S. CLOSE



23

pride. With its gloomy alarmism and its antiprose, the nota roja is an ideal 
channel for understanding the inner workings of the country, certain ways 
in which conflicts are always resolved or in which, with astonishing fre-
quency, people go over the edge. (“Ustedes que jamás” 11)

Since these words were first published in 1973, the virulent growth of 
Mexican organized crime and its continued penetration of the nation’s 
political, judicial and security institutions have only increased the relevance 
of Monsiváis’s diagnosis. In the same period, the new digital communica-
tions technologies have facilitated the decentralization and decensorship 
of information and image production and distribution to the extent that 
the criminal organizations can mount their own internationally visible 
campaigns of digital terrorist propaganda.

In recent decades, the most infamous of Mexican nota roja print publi-
cations has been El Nuevo Alarma! Until its editor’s death prompted 
its definitive closure in 2014,6 this tabloid specialized in the same genre of 
extremely gruesome cadaver photographs as the Blog del Narco. Five years 
after the original Alarma! was shut down by the Mexican government in 
1986, El Nuevo Alarma! resumed the original publication’s mission of 
presenting the rawest possible coverage of Mexico’s weekly disasters. It 
retained the basic design of the original, featuring extremely graphic 
crime- and accident-scene photographs, shriekingly large font, all-caps 
headlines and black and bright-yellow type on white newsprint. (This 
color scheme, adopted by copycat publications as well, supported usage of 
the term prensa amarrillista or “yellowist press” to designate this most 
sensationalist variant of the nota roja.)7 Whereas the original Alarma! fea-
tured a centerfold of bikini-clad women, both the print edition and the 
website of El Nuevo Alarma! carried more explicitly pornographic features 
such as topless pin-up photographs and a “Sexión del placer!” (“Pleasure 
Sextion!”) that reported feverishly titillating sex news. These followed 
pages of crime and accident stories illustrated with color photographs of 
cadavers in nearly every state of injury and mutilation imaginable.

To explain the broad popular appeal of a publication that claimed hun-
dreds of thousands and later millions of readers, art critic and historian 
Cuauhtémoc Medina quotes Carlos Monsiváis’s observation that the hor-
rors of Alarma! provided a form of consolation to Mexican readers by 
proving to them every week that “no matter how miserable you are, some-
one else is even more miserable” (quoted in Medina 25). In other essays, 
Monsiváis elaborated on this point, stating that in violent urban societies 
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dinner-table conversations about nota roja crime stories serve as “joyous 
proof that the reader or commentator is still alive, free, and more or less 
intact” (“Red News” 148). In his longest reflection on the topic, Monsiváis 
wrote that in the nota roja “between lies and drastic imprecisions […] 
morbo acquires the qualities of a ‘calming nightmare.’ And the taste for the 
bloody—mixture of induced horror and controlled pleasure—is poured 
into dreadful tales in which Outraged Decency […] combines real terrors 
and pleasurable scandal” (Los mil 11). Here, curiously, Monsiváis remotely 
echoes observations by Edmund Burke in one of the most influential trea-
tises on postclassical aesthetics, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of 
Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757, revised 1759). Burke 
famously proposed that in everyday life as in art “we have a degree of 
delight, and that no small one, in the real misfortunes and pains of others” 
(40). More specifically, we feel delight “when we have an idea of pain and 
danger, without actually being in such circumstances” (45), and Burke 
emphasizes distance as a condition of this pleasant emotion: “it is abso-
lutely necessary my life should be out of any imminent hazard, before I can 
take a delight in the sufferings of others, real or imaginary” (43). Supporting 
Monsiváis, Burke suggests that we derive equal pleasure and satisfaction 
from reading of “authentic histories” (41) and fictional stories of misery 
and catastrophe because they prompt us to contemplate also “our own 
freedom from the evils which we see represented” (40). Monsiváis’s obser-
vation also agrees with both testimonies by users of the Ogrish shock site 
(“during hard times it can make me feel fortunate—I’ve still got my life”) 
and by media scholar Carrie A. Rentschler, who has written that “being a 
spectator of others’ suffering trains us to imagine ourselves as the victims 
of the violence we witness, or feel relieved that ‘it wasn’t me’” (both 
quoted in Tait “Pornographies” 105). Whatever the psychological motives 
of its readers, what seems certain is that the demise of Alarma! was almost 
certainly due less to the exhaustion of its commercial and aesthetic model 
than to the transmedial triumph of that model via the profusion of freely 
available online competitors such as the Blog del Narco, many of which 
dispense with even the pretense of moral reproach for horrific violence.

The cover of an issue published shortly before the closing of the original 
Alarma! provides an excellent journalistic example of the sensibility that 
will concern me throughout this book.8 I reproduce it here next to a typi-
cal cover design from a 1950s-era paperback crime novel to underscore the 
very close correspondence between the necropornographic aesthetics of 
the nota roja and those of the novela negra (Figs. 1.4 and 1.5).
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Nearly the entire Alarma! cover is devoted to the news of the murder 
of an American nightclub dancer, Laurelle Ann Marchant, who died in her 
Mexico City apartment in 1985. The headline in large black type reads 
“BAILARINA TORTURADA, VIOLADA Y AHORCADA!” (“dancer 
tortured, raped and strangled!”) and it appears above three color photo-
graphs of the victim. In the two lateral pictures the blonde victim appears 

Fig. 1.4 Alarma!, Mexico City, August 1985
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in life, posing once in a tight-fitting and low-cut leotard, and once in high- 
cut shorts, and the redundant captions under these pictures state that “she 
looked very beautiful” and “this is what she was like alive.” Between these 
pictures, and dominating the layout, there appears a larger close-up pic-
ture of the murdered woman’s head in profile, with the strap or cord used 
to strangle her still wrapped around her neck. The caption announces 
what is also clearly visible in the photograph, that the murderers had 
stuffed her underwear into her mouth to gag her (“EN LA BOCA LE 
PUSIERON ROPA INTIMA”). A text box in smaller type running across 
the top of the page identifies the victim as an American and refers to her 
by her first name only, while two lower text boxes proffer additional details 
to seduce potential readers: that the murderers forced the victim to 

Fig. 1.5 A. A. Fair 
[Erle Stanley Gardner], 
Turn on the Heat, 
New York: Dell 
Publishing, 1940
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dance for them before killing her, and that the cadaver was found nude. 
This last emphatic proclamation (“EL CADAVER ESTABA DESNUDO!”) 
runs in yellow capital letters on a black bar along the bottom of the cover 
and introduces a motif that is strikingly prominent in a series of novels that 
I will study in this book.

In its totality, the design, text and photographs of this Alarma! cover 
provide a perfect synthesis of the nota roja’s clamorous appeal to morbo 
and of the necropornographic aesthetic whose literary manifestation I will 
explore here. Medina has written insightfully of the staunchly conservative 
moralism that characterized crime reporting in both versions of Alarma!, 
pointing out that despite its savage visual rhetoric, the tabloid’s writers 
presented its hair-raising stories as morality tales in which deviations from 
traditional family values resulted in the most devastating consequences 
(21, 26). In this moral view, victims are often as guilty as their assailants, 
and this is especially true when any kind of perceived sexual immodesty is 
inferred on the part of the victim. With regard to the Alarma! cover 
design described above, we may conclude that it provides all the informa-
tion the reader presumably needs to form a judgment about Marchant’s 
murder: she was blonde, beautiful and American, and she danced in clubs 
for money wearing revealing outfits, so the reader is invited to share in the 
pleasure of imagining her rape and murder. While the social projection of 
the nota roja may exceed that of the crime novel, it is clear that in various 
respects these two forms of textual production function in harmony and in 
tandem, exploiting the same sensational topics and feeding the same pub-
lic appetites. The 1952 Dell edition of Turn on the Heat, written by Erle 
Stanley Gardner under the pseudonym A. A. Fair, visualizes a scene very 
comparable to the central Alarma! image: that of a beautiful blonde 
woman being strangled (rather than already strangled to death), in a frame 
that crops her figure midway down her naked breasts. This image repre-
sents, again, no deviant niche of literary culture. A lawyer and progressive 
legal activist in his extraliterary life, Gardner was, like Spillane, “for many 
years one of the most popular writers in the world—possibly the most 
popular,” and he contributed more stories than anyone else to the original 
hard-boiled pulp magazine Black Mask (Server 109). In the coming chap-
ters, we shall see that the sexual ideology of the classical hard-boiled novel 
is no less conservative, moralizing and misogynistic than that of the nota 
roja and that it is perpetuated at times even by authors whose political 
views are in other respects leftist and progressive.
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As exemplified by the Marchant story, nota roja journalism has long 
specialized in the sexualization of dead women. Pablo Piccato relates how 
in the 1930s and 1940s the Mexican crime tabloids that preceded Alarma! 
transformed men convicted of murdering multiple women into celebrities 
while publishing abundant details “about the sexual transgressions of the 
female victims [….] as if to suggest that the victims got what they deserved 
owing to their lack of prudence and morality” (221). Much more recent 
examples of this journalistic technique abound in articles now often illus-
trated by photographs of wounded female corpses in states of undress. On 
February 10, 2012, the Argentinean tabloid Crónica devoted nearly its 
entire cover to a photograph of the cadaver of former Playboy model and 
television host Jazmín De Grazia. In the photo, De Grazia’s body appeared 
splayed on the floor of the bathroom in which she had overdosed on 
cocaine and only partially covered by a towel. Another photo accompany-
ing the story shows her corpse naked from the waist up, with only her 
nipples concealed by small black bars superimposed on the image. A few 
months later, the website of the Colombian tabloid El Espacio’s (July 9, 
2012) led with a photograph of the contorted cadaver of the Colombian 
singer Aleja Pulido, who had fallen from the seventh-floor balcony of a 
Mexico City apartment wearing only a lace tanga. Pulido’s face was turned 
away from the camera, and partial pixilation of the photo blurred the view 
of her blonde hair stuck in a puddle of blood and her skull split open, but 
her nearly naked body appears clearly visible from the waist down. El 
Espacio juxtaposed the cadaver photo with a glamorous headshot of a 
heavily made-up Pulido in life, and the accompanying article referred 
redundantly to the near nakedness of “the young woman’s beautiful body” 
(Segura). Reporting on the same story, even the prestigious Mexican daily 
Excélsior could not resist eroticizing the circumstances of Pulido’s death in 
an article titled “Seductive Dance Caused Death of Colombian Singer in 
the D.F.,” which opens by imagining Pulido dancing nearly naked on the 
balcony of her apartment in an attempt to seduce a potential patron before 
falling to her death. Excélsior journalist Filiberto Cruz Monroy refers to 
Pulido throughout his article by her first name, and he complies obedi-
ently with the tenets of a long-popular narrative genre by focusing not on 
the possible guilt of her male companion, but on Pulido’s wanton behav-
ior prior to her death: her drunkenness, her seductive dance, a friend’s 
claim that Pulido had recently undergone an abortion and the police’s 
exploration of her possible links to a Colombian criminal gang.

As I shall argue at length in the following chapters, the dissection of 
dead women of dubious moral character provides additional frisson in the 
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necropornographic scenarios jointly exploited by nota roja journalism and 
by hard-boiled crime fiction. In July 2007, an Argentinean stripper and 
pornographic actress named Vanesa Martínez died of pneumonia and 
 malnutrition in a Mexico City hospital, shortly after telling her family by 
phone that she was being held captive in Mexico by traffickers. Rather 
than investigating the criminal circumstances of her death, numerous arti-
cles published on her death in various countries emphasized her profession 
and the fact that her family did not learn of her death until months later, 
after her previously unidentified body was recognized from newspaper 
photographs by the director of a medical school morgue at the Instituto 
Politécnico Nacional. The body had been deposited here for use in ana-
tomical training, and journalists fixated on the idea of medical students 
“manipulating” the remains of a porn actress (Chacón “Familia de strip-
per” and “Jorge Yoma”) and “sinking their scalpels into Vanesa’s body” 
(“México: actriz porno”). In the next chapter, we will see that in the 
United States the dissection of women similar to Vanesa Martínez first 
appeared as a necropornographic literary fantasy more than eighty years 
ago.

I draw some of my nota roja examples from news publications that were 
at the time among the most widely circulated and accessed in Spanish 
America, where the necropornographic tabloid formula has flourished 
commercially in various countries for decades. In Peru, as Liz Mineo 
reports, the newspaper Última Hora introduced in the 1950s a popular 
journalistic style based on the “use of slang in bold headlines, gruesome 
crime scene photos and celebrity scandals” (39). Other tabloids copied 
this formula faithfully, and by 2014, Mineo states, the somewhat more 
moderate Trome had become the best-selling newspaper in the Spanish- 
speaking world by retaining the formula’s essential elements: “photo-
graphs of scantily clad women, […] gory pictures [and] sensational crime 
stories” (38). In Colombia, El Espacio became the country’s leading tab-
loid and third most widely circulated newspaper (Arango Forero et al. 72) 
by employing a graphic style and content very comparable to that of El 
Nuevo Alarma!, albeit with somewhat less stridency and less emphasis on 
close-up gore. A typical front-page layout, from July 1, 2007, featured a 
principal photograph of emergency workers pulling a murdered woman’s 
naked and waterlogged cadaver out of a well, while a banner ad below 
advertised a DVD from the newspaper’s El Espacio Sexo series, titled 
“Orgasmos increíbles.” The text of the advertisement appeared superim-
posed on a soft-core photo of a naked man and woman embracing, the 
woman with her back arched to foreground her full breasts.
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Though the extremely graphic corpse photos habitually viewed by 
Spanish American tabloid readers have no direct equivalent in US print 
newspapers, I do not propose here any fundamental distinction with 
respect to the Anglo-American mediascape. Even a popular print publica-
tion such as the National Enquirer, which is most visible in the check-out 
aisles of US supermarkets, published on February 26, 2007, what appeared 
to be photographs of a former Playboy model’s corpse lying in a Florida 
morgue. The Enquirer, whose circulation in the United States was then 
approximately one million, published the photos under the headline 
“Chilling FINAL IMAGE of Anna Nicole Smith” but then identified 
them in smaller print as “photo re-creations based on eyewitness accounts.” 
On March 3, however, the New York Post claimed that the photos were 
authentic and had been taken illicitly with the collusion of mortuary per-
sonnel (“All Too Real”). Regardless of which tabloid was telling the truth, 
it is certain that images of the dead model were so highly valued that the 
medical examiner at the county morgue deemed it necessary to hire 
around-the-clock security to exclude souvenir seekers and paparazzi who 
might have been able to sell corpse images, in Jacque Lynn Foltyn’s esti-
mation, for hundreds of thousands of dollars (“Dead Famous” 159). 
Although no credible autopsy images were publicized, the written conclu-
sions from Smith’s autopsy were widely reported, and it is not hard to 
imagine that should video of her autopsy ever surface, it will take the 
Internet by storm. Marchant, Pulido, De Grazia, Martínez and Smith 
worked in businesses (nightclub dancing, singing, modeling, stripping and 
pornographic acting) that commercialize erotic images of and perfor-
mances by women, and for the twenty-first-century tabloids this profes-
sional identification makes their deaths especially compelling and lucrative 
as necropornography. As in the hard-boiled crime novels I will study in the 
following chapters, the fantasy of the sexual icon reduced to a state of 
perfect passivity and penetrability, subjected to the gaze and the touch of 
male morgue personnel, ignites the necropornographic imagination, 
whether in the check-out lanes of supermarkets or at the desk of any low- 
browsing Internet user.

where do we Go from here

In the central chapters of this book, I will devote most of my attention to 
images of female cadavers in a corpus of modern and contemporary crime 
fiction from the Hispanic and Anglophone world, almost all of it written 
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by men. I will examine the specific valence of gender in a lineage of literary 
scenes radically skewed in their significance by the introduction of a  visually 
defined and erotically charged male/female power differential. Here, 
modifying the standard Oxford English Dictionary definition of pornogra-
phy, I will define necropornography as representation of a corpse that 
emphasizes its sexual attributes and serves to stimulate erotic feelings in 
the reader or viewer.9 I describe a transatlantic tradition of necroporno-
graphic fictions centering on the scene of autopsy and entering Spanish- 
language fiction in an 1877 detective novel considered the first written in 
that language. In Chaps. 1 and 2, I describe a stark gender dichotomy 
present since the origin of the genre in the earliest detective stories of Poe 
but later exaggerated by hard-boiled writers whose concept of heroic male 
subjectivity is illustrated, again, by the original cover design for Spillane’s 
I, the Jury. I trace a circulation of narrative tropes between the United 
States, Spain and Spanish America and demonstrate how the hard-boiled 
genre gave “hack” writers license to test the legal limits of obscenity by 
displacing sex from the bedroom to the morgue.

In Chaps. 3 and 4, I turn my attention to a modulation of this necrop-
ornographic device, which promotes not only eroticization of female 
cadavers but also, explicitly, eroticization of the killing of women that 
produces female cadavers. I begin this section of the book with an extended 
reflection on the most prestigious novel in my corpus, Roberto Bolaño’s 
2666 (2004), which famously describes in relentless detail a series of more 
than one hundred femicides identical to those committed in Ciudad 
Juárez, México, in the years immediately preceding the novel’s  publication. 
I consider at length the prolific criticism that already exists on Bolaño’s 
novel in order to establish its deep and complex relationship to the crime 
genre and its status as a monumental refutation of the necropornographic 
aesthetic. I offset my treatment of 2666 with readings of other novels that 
adopt radically different strategies to narrate the Juárez femicides. The 
most loathsome of these novels do not hesitate to deploy the necroporno-
graphic aesthetic even as they pretend to denounce real and horrific crimes, 
while the others also fail to resolve fundamental contradictions between 
the logic of the crime genre and the stultifying reality of crime in contem-
porary Mexico.

In keeping with nota roja aesthetics and with technological develop-
ments in global culture, the literary narrations I address in Chap. 4 are 
distinguished by their eroticization of murder, particularly femicide, and 
by their fascination with its photographic, filmic or videographic  recording, 
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known as “snuff.” By focusing on the necropornographic presentation of 
female cadavers, autospsy and snuff, I intend to place this contemporary 
literature in relation to the broader cultural issues introduced above. 
Nearly 180 years ago, Poe invented a tidy narrative formula for evoking 
and containing the threats of abjection and subject annihilation that, as we 
have seen, the cadaver incarnates. With the international popularization of 
hard-boiled fiction in the mid-twentieth century, the figure of the cadaver 
acquired notably greater menace and prominence in the crime genre, and 
this trajectory culminates today with the massive and global diffusion of 
crime fiction tropes and narrative formulas across various media, including 
television and cinema. Crime fiction is certainly not the only genre that 
propels our contemporary immersion in morbid spectacularity, but it is 
unmistakably one of the prime vehicles. Nonfictional necrospectacles have 
become ever more readily accessible and familiar, as exemplified by an 
undergraduate student I observed some years ago watching a YouTube 
video of Saddam Hussein’s execution during an insufficiently entertaining 
lecture at my university. In response to the current cultural environment, 
literary crime fiction attempts to compete with other media by hardening 
the impact of its own imagery, even as it betrays a form of “reality hunger” 
by introducing cameras within the diegesis. In this competition to evoke 
the ferocity of the real, literature labors at an inherent disadvantage since, 
as Geoffrey Winthrop-Young and Michael Wutz observe, printed alpha-
betic texts rely fundamentally on symbolic mediation whereas other mod-
ern media such as the 35-millimeter filmstrip with integrated magnetic 
sound track “record, in the shape of sound and light waves, visual and 
acoustic effects of the real” (italics in original, xxviii). Yet modern and con-
temporary literature remains, as we shall see, no less enchanted with what 
Badiou termed, again, “the passion for the real” (The Century 32 et pas-
sim). In the art of the twentieth century, Badiou argues, this passion was 
associated with avant-garde pursuit of an “absolute art” (35) that would 
“put […] an end to the relativity of imitations and representations” (35) 
in order to attain “the rawness of the real” (53). One of the ways in which 
narrative literature struggles to accomplish what Badiou calls an “exalta-
tion of the real, even in its horror” (19) is by introducing in the diegesis 
not only cadavers, those abject emblems of the real, but also cameras that 
record images of the cadavers, as if to affirm the substance of the imagined 
bodies through their recordability. In my conclusion, I briefly consider the 
direct perpetuation and the occasional contestation of the necroporno-
graphic narrative formula and the motifs defined in this study in twenty-
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first-century English-language novels and television dramas with extremely 
broad international circulation.

notes

1. And indeed, the Ripper episode of Kolchak may well have borrowed a nar-
rative formula (that of the serial killing of beautiful, sexually adventurous 
women) from earlier giallo films in which the murderer was identified, as in 
the Kolchak episode, by his black leather gloves while his face remained 
concealed from the viewer. Beginning in the mid-1960s, “the fascination 
with murdering beautiful women” emerged as “one of the most important 
traits of these Italian thrillers” (Bondanella 390). Although certain giallo 
directors such as Dario Argento are commonly associated with horror film, 
Leon Hunt suggests that the giallo genre “might usefully be seen between 
as the missing link between the protoserial killer narratives of [US hard-
boiled novelists] Frederic Brown and Cornell Woolrich and the American 
slasher film of the late 1970s/early 1980s” (71).

2. Except where published English translations are cited in my bibliography, all 
translations from Spanish in this book are my own.

3. Here I follow the ideas of Philippe Ariès regarding the transition from a 
premodern model of “tame death” to the modern “death of the self.” These 
ideas are developed respectively in parts I and II of The Hour of Our Death.

4. For an interpretation of the therapeutic function of the classical “golden-
age” detective novel’s “compulsion to repeat” in relation to the trauma 
suffered by the British public during World War I, see Plain (40–2, 53).

5. This image of Carter Brown’s Slightly Dead was kindly provided by the Rare 
Books Collection of Monash University Library.

6. El Nuevo Alarma! had suspended print publication and editor Miguel Ángel 
Rodríguez Vázquez was reportedly anticipating closure of its website by its 
owners when his sudden death accelerated the publication’s disappearance. 
Its final issue appeared online in February 2014.

7. Among copycat publications, Cuauhtémoc Medina cites the following: 
“Peligro! Realidades y Verdades; Custodia! Únicamente la verdad; Enlace! 
Policiaco; and Alerta!” (23).

8. A reproduction of this Alarma! cover appears in an online article by Santiago 
Stelley, “El Nuevo Alarma! Is Mexico’s Best Crime Tabloid,” cited in my 
bibliography. Although the exact date and issue number are illegible in the 
reproduction, the issue appears to be from mid-August 1985, when the 
murder was also reported in the US press.

9. “Necropornography” is a term that has been used occasionally in scholar-
ship on representation of the Holocaust. In a dissertation on the use of 
Holocaust films in US secondary school education, for example, Mark 
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R. Gudgel defines it as “film or footage containing images of nude or mostly 
nude dying or dead” (14). Caryn S. Aviv and David Shneer denounce a 
specific documentary film on the history of genocide at Los Angeles’s 
Museum of Tolerance as necropornography, defining the term broadly as 
“using images of violence and death to fascinate” (86). The term has also 
been used by journalists in various contexts. Writing in the New York Times 
in 2005, Frank Rich used “necro-porn” and “deathotainment” (n.p.) to 
characterize not only “TV’s top entertainment franchise” CSI, but also 
simultaneous “saturation coverage” on US television of the deaths of Pope 
John Paul II and Terri Schiavo, a severely brain-damaged Florida woman 
who died after a protracted and highly politicized legal battle over her fam-
ily’s right to remove her feeding tube. In the same year, British journalists 
Mary Riddell described a coroner’s inquest into the death of Princess Diana 
as “the most ghoulish and expensive peepshow in legal history” and the 
courtroom screening of CCTV images of her in the moments before her 
death as “necro-pornography” (n.p.).
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CHAPTER 2

Necropornography in Modern Crime Fiction

In this chapter I turn my attention to the gendering and sexualization of the 
cadaver in a certain tendency of genre fiction that I classify as necroporno-
graphic. Having described in the previous chapter a similar phenomenon in 
the Spanish American nota roja as exemplified by tabloids including Mexico’s 
Alarma! and Colombia’s El Espectador, I now delve into the erotic dimen-
sion of a shared fascination not only with beautiful female corpses but also 
with autopsies and morgues. I propose to show that modern crime fiction 
has been implicated from its very origin in the necropornography that now 
proliferates through the electronic mass media. This global trend in con-
temporary mass media culture relates to a centuries- long tradition of ana-
tomical spectacles that exploited the prurient curiosity of exclusively male 
audiences about the inner workings, and especially the reproductive organs, 
of the female body (Ferrari 98; Jordanova 61; Helen MacDonald 33; Park 
216; Payne 75). Renaissance anatomical illustrations, in particular, offered 
highly gendered images emphasizing sexual exposure and availability and 
even borrowed compositions from  pornographic illustrations of the same 
period (Cregan 52–7; Park 116, 200, 203, 220, 253; Roberts and Tomlinson 
171, 528; Sawday 182). In this sense, the contemporary mass media merely 
amplify and enhance cultural tendencies of long standing in modernity when 
they commercialize fictional anatomical spectacles combining pornographic 
display with pretensions of moral and scientific instruction.

In many cases, crime fiction provides exactly the same narrative scenar-
ios relished by the tabloid press. In conjunction with the elements that I 
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have already singled out in nota roja reporting of the deaths of Marchant, 
De Grazia, Pulido and Smith, the narrative element of dissection serves 
across journalistic and entertainment media as an additional enhancement, 
as it did in coverage of the discovery of the body of the Argentinean strip-
per and porn actress in a Mexican morgue. Historically, the eroticization of 
dissection is by no means a perversion confined to the lowest ranks of 
popular journalism. Anatomical dissection has been associated in various 
ways with pornographic display for centuries, whether in the reworking of 
pornographic engravings as anatomical illustrations in Charles Esteinne’s 
sixteenth-century treatise, or in Gunter Van Hagens’s twenty-first-century 
exhibitions of plastinated cadavers, one of which included a tableau of 
corpses copulating, and another of which was mounted both in a former 
Belgian slaughterhouse and meat market and in Hamburg’s Erotic Art 
Museum (Linke 17; Schulte-Sasse 81).1 In his authoritative account of the 
Renaissance “culture of dissection,” Jonathan Sawday concludes that “the 
very roots of a modern, scientific, western, understanding of the body […] 
united imaginative desire and voyeurism” (5). Sawday shows that while the 
morbid eroticism and spectacularity pervasive in early modern anatomical 
discourse, performance and illustration eventually ceded to norms of clini-
cal sobriety and detachment, the very taboo on access to the body’s interi-
ority tends to charge the act of opening the body with a sexual frisson (14).

For his part, Michael Sappol reminds us that, unlike later anatomists, 
early modern scientists and illustrators did not distinguish between motives 
of knowledge, pleasure and profit (Dream Anatomy 75), and he suggests 
that the attempt to divorce anatomical science from art and eroticism has 
never succeeded entirely. He recalls Renaissance precedents for the prox-
imity between anatomical and pornographic illustration (34) and docu-
ments the intense “anatomical voyeurism” (34) directed toward the female 
body during the “vogue for anatomy” (49) in the nineteenth-century 
United States. The affinities between pornographic and anatomical illus-
tration also recall comments by physician and medical anthropologist 
Cecil Helman on his own experience of the anatomy laboratory as a medi-
cal student in South Africa during the 1960s. “[T]he true parallel of dis-
section,” Helman wrote, “as an esoteric form of performance art, is 
pornography. It is the same reduction of the human image into slices of 
helpless meat, ripped out of context. Whatever the caring aim of medicine, 
all this is only one stage beyond the vermilion cuts of meat you see hang-
ing in the butchers’s shop” (121). Adapting Helman’s observation, we 
may consider that throughout the history of crime fiction, female cadavers 
have been displayed like cuts of meat in a butcher’s shop. In recurring 
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autopsy scenes, hard-boiled writers conceive of anatomical dismember-
ment as both a pornographic spectacle and as punishment for the sexual 
transgressions of the female victims. As I shall show in my readings of 
novels and stories spanning well more than a century, there are few narra-
tive fantasies more enduring or lucrative than that of  the death of the 
fallen woman/stripper/prostitute, and in this narrative tradition the dis-
section of such a woman’s cadaver provides perhaps the supreme necro-
philic frisson. Precedents for this scenario exist in Gothic texts such as 
Francis Lathom’s Italian Mysteries; or, More Secrets Than One (1820), and 
its ramifications in literary and televisual fiction are infinite.

All PAris is ExcitEd

In his historical survey of European death cultures, Philippe Ariès has 
noted a convergence between Eros and Thanatos beginning as early as the 
late fifteenth century but becoming more pronounced during the seven-
teenth, in the theater and painting of the Baroque and particularly in rep-
resentations of Christian martyrs (The Hour 369–77). Ariès also finds, 
however, that the “macabre eroticism” (The Hour 373) of the Baroque 
artists was relatively discreet in comparison with that of eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century painters and writers who retained interest in “the same 
graveyard décor, the same pale, greenish flesh, the same emphasis on the 
beauty of the dead body, the same temptation to place love in the midst of 
death” but who acknowledged openly “the sexual basis of their taste for 
horror” (The Hour 377). “From the sixteenth to the nineteenth century,” 
Ariès adds, “one observes a rise in sadism” (The Hour 370) and an increas-
ingly explicit necrophilia (The Hour 377–8). Cadavers also featured prom-
inently in early nineteenth-century European novels, particularly those of 
the Gothic and Frenetic Romantic movements, and in them the killing 
and dissection of women was tied consistently to scandals of transgressive 
sexual behavior (adultery, extramarital pregnancy, rape, incest). Literary 
historians have long identified modern crime fiction as an heir to the 
Gothic (Friedman 139), and here I will merely note in passing the necro-
pornographic aspect of crime fiction’s Gothic inheritance.

In his survey of the early English Gothic, Frederick S. Frank observes 
not only that the “allurement of death” and the “adulation of decay” (435) 
were fundamental components of the Gothic aesthetic, but also that the 
most common of the “stock Gothic crises” was “the pursuit and violation 
of the maiden in the cadaver-strewn underworld” (224). For Frank, the 
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Gothic novel was in its essence “a violently destructive or sadomasochistic 
fantasy” (436), and necrophilia was perpetrated not only by the maniacally 
perverse protagonists of the Marquis de Sade, but also by “so many Gothic 
madmen who violate[d] a beautiful corpse” (Frank 26). Writing on necro-
philia in the nineteenth-century French literary canon, Lisa Downing con-
fesses herself “rather spoilt for choice” as she surveys “a wealth of 
representations of death and decay tinged with morbid delectation,” begin-
ning with the Frenetic Romantics’ “morbid eroticism in the horror mode” 
(12). The hard-boiled crime novel came to be called roman noir and, by 
extension, novela negra approximately a century after the heyday of the 
original Gothic roman noir, but it could easily share certain designations 
such as “cadaveric literature” (Castille 294), “cadaver novel” and “morgue 
literature” (Gautier xvii) that were bestowed on Gothic and Frenetic 
Romantic fiction by nineteenth-century critics. The novela negra as we 
know it today was born from a very similar coupling of Eros and Thanatos. 
As a genre it has thrived for nearly a century by pitting ratiocination and 
hermeneutics against the abject and by affirming a knowing and resistant 
male subjectivity against existential threats frequently emanating from 
femmes fatales, female characters whose role and function is fatal in more 
than one respect. The constitutive and pervasive misogyny of the US hard-
boiled novel is well known (Bergland 151 n7, Breu 78, Hiller 13, Plain 
11), as its predilection for lustful description of female bodies (Pérez 50). 
Here I will consider the lustful description not of living but of dead female 
bodies and those which serve to associate female sexuality with death.

My history of the sensational presentation of female cadavers should 
begin at the conventional starting point of modern detective fiction, with 
“The Murders in the Rue Morgue” (1841) by Edgar Allan Poe, the writer 
who forged the fundamental link between the Gothic and modern crime 
fiction. Poe’s tale centers on the apparent murder of two Parisian women, 
identified as a mother and daughter, who are ultimately found to have 
been killed by a rampaging orangutan brought from Borneo to Paris by a 
sailor. Poe locates the scene of the murder in the women’s apartment on 
the fictional Rue Morgue, but the closest he comes to a morgue scene is a 
transcription from a newspaper of a deposition by the physician who 
examined the cadavers, providing an early approximation of an autopsy 
report. It reads, in part, as follows:

They were both lying on the sacking of the bedstead in the chamber […]. 
The corpse of the young lady was much bruised and excoriated. […] The 
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throat was greatly chafed. There were several deep scratches below the chin, 
together with a series of livid spots which were evidently the impression of 
fingers. The face was fearfully discolored, and the eye-balls protruded. The 
tongue had been partially bitten through. […] In the opinion of [the physi-
cian] M. Dumas, Mademoiselle L’Espanaye had been throttled to death by 
some person or persons unknown. The corpse of the mother was horribly 
mutilated. All the bones of the right leg and arm were more or less shat-
tered. […] Whole body dreadfully bruised and discolored. […] The head of 
the deceased, when seen by witness, was entirely separated from the body, 
and was also greatly shattered. The throat had evidently been cut with some 
very sharp instrument—probably with a razor. (203)

This physician’s report appears as a reiteration of a previously cited jour-
nalist’s account of the crime scene, which more sensationally described the 
same injuries (“horrible to relate!” 198) and stated that old woman’s body 
in particular was so “fearfully mutilated […] as scarcely to retain any sem-
blance of humanity” (198). A first notable characteristic of these passages 
is that they describe an intensity of corporeal trauma more often associated 
with twentieth-century hard-boiled crime fiction than with the classical 
detective fiction to which Poe’s original stories immediately gave rise. And 
a second is that they foreground the profusely mutilated bodies of women 
in a narrative that expresses no empathy for them as persons and victims, 
but which endeavors above all to prove the ratiocinative genius of the 
detective in exonerating other male characters of guilt for the violence.

Joseph Church has provided the most insightful reading of the relation-
ship between Poe’s public advocacy for the just subordination of women 
and the latent misogyny of his foundational detective fiction. Church 
relates Joan Dayan’s reference to the abundance in Poe’s fiction of “bleed-
ing, raped, decapitated, dead, and resurrected women, brutalized, buried, 
cemented in cellars, and stuffed up chimneys” (quoted 408) to the long- 
standing critical awareness that “Poe often depicts the suppression or 
annihilation of women who because of overpowering beauty, intellect, or 
wealth depart from the conventional and threaten man’s superior posi-
tion” (407). In this reading, “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” exempli-
fies a conservative masculinist ideology expressed through a homosocial 
narrative design and textual sublimation of violent libidinal impulses. 
Addressing his male companion and housemate, Poe’s detective C. Auguste 
Dupin suggests that they undertake an inquiry into the women’s murders, 
as it “will afford us amusement” (205). In the remainder of the tale, Dupin 
subsequently amuses himself and his companion by freeing another male 
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associate mistakenly jailed for the murder, and then exonerates, with pecu-
liar insistence, the sailor whose orangutan escaped to kill the women 
(Woolf 14). The victims themselves are of no emotional interest either to 
Dupin or to the narrator, but they are portrayed as having been self-reliant 
and prosperous women independent of male affiliation who thus, Church 
suggests, challenged male supremacy and invited violent retribution 
(410–11). Just as the victims’ surname “L’Espanaye” has been read as a 
signifier of lesbianism (Church 411, Lemay 174), the homosocial nature 
of the detective’s existence has invited several critics to interpret Dupin 
and the narrator as cohabitating lovers (Lemay 171–2, Woolf 14). But 
regardless of the specific intradiegetic configuration of desiring subjects, I 
find convincing and useful Church’s central argument that Poe imagines 
the femicidal orangutan as a mechanism for implicitly punishing wealthy 
and independent women for their “sexual autonomy” (413). Poe also sets 
a pattern for a longevous narrative tradition by centering his tale on 
detailed imagery of mutilated female bodies and shaping it as a parable of 
male mastery that affords the female victims only “unrequited annihila-
tion” (Church 417), since not even the orangutan’s reckless owner is held 
responsible for their extremely violent deaths.

“The Murders in the Rue Morgue” refers to the sexuality of the female 
victims only cryptically, but as Paul Woolf has argued, the story abounds 
in implicit references to prostitution in the city that then figured “[i]n the 
American cultural imagination” as “the world capital of sexual immoral-
ity” (10). In a psychosocial reading of Poe’s tale, J. A. Leo Lemay observes 
that the profession of fortune teller attributed to the elder victim “is often 
a cover for a prostitute” (174), and he argues that Poe evaded the contem-
porary taboo on the open discussion of sexuality by engaging in complex 
figuration of sexual desire and violence. Lemay observes that until Dupin 
finally reveals the outlandish solution to the story’s locked-room mystery, 
symbolic imagery connoting rape and other textual hints virtually oblige 
Poe’s reader to suppose the most obvious explanation of the killings never 
articulated by Dupin: “that the murderer must have been a psychotic sex 
maniac” (177). The fact that Poe ultimately attributes the killings to an 
orangutan that symbolizes “unrestrained sexuality and animality” (182) 
and “the breaking out of repressed libidinal drives” (188), does not alter 
a key mechanism of the narrative, which continues to define crime fictions 
to the present day. As Dupin remarks on symbolic clues such as doors 
forced with bayonets, rifled drawers and undergarments missing from the 
murder scene, his refusal to articulate the implicitly obvious interpretation 
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of a possible sex crime serves “to make the reader feel the greater validity 
of the libidinous drives as a motive […] by putting himself in the place of 
the murderer” (179, italics in original). And so the reader, Lemay con-
cludes, “finds himself excited by—and identifying with—the murderer. 
Poe proves that every reader will find that his own subconscious lusts and 
aggressions make the crime explainable” (187), even as the improbable 
inculpation of the Bornean beast ultimately displaces the guilt of that 
identification. This mechanism of transgressive identification and dis-
avowal will recur as a constant throughout the necropornographic corpus 
I describe in this book.

Woolf, for his part, suggests an intriguing link to the sensationalistic 
journalism of Poe’s era when he notes that the head wounds suffered by 
Madame L’Espanaye in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” resembled 
those which inflicted with an ax on the high-class prostitute Helen Jewett 
by a spurned lover in an 1836 New York City murder case that “like the 
Jack the Ripper murders, […] would live in the public memory for 
decades” (12). The Jewett case has been credited with founding in the 
United States a model of sensationalistic proto-tabloid “penny press” 
journalism comparable in many ways to the contemporary Spanish 
American nota roja discussed above. James Gordon Bennett, the innova-
tive founder of the New York Herald, earned his first success by  capitalizing 
on Jewett’s murder. In an 1836 article, Bennett offered a rapturous first-
person account of his contemplation of Jewitt’s body, “a beautiful corpse—
that surpassed the finest statue of antiquity” (quoted in Cohen 177). 
Although the authenticity of his description has since been debunked by 
historians, “few have doubted that his lurid sketch inaugurated a new era 
in American crime reporting, one largely built around the provocative 
image of the ‘beautiful female murder victim’” (Cohen 277). Bennett’s 
breathless and presumably imaginary rendering of the beautiful prosti-
tute’s murdered body brims with conventional nineteenth-century literary 
tropes of feminine beauty, but it also resonates with the necroporno-
graphic raptures of the modern crime novel.

What a sight burst upon me! I could scarcely look at it for a second or two. 
Slowly I began to discover the lineaments of the corpse as one would the 
beauties of a statue of marble. It was the most remarkable sight I ever 
beheld. I never have [sic] and never expect to see such another. ‘My God’, I 
exclaimed. ‘How like a statue! I can scarcely conceive that form to be a 
corpse.’ Not a vein was to be seen. The body looked as white, as full, as 
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polished as the purist Parisian marble. The perfect figure, the exquisite 
limbs, the fine face, the full arms, the beautiful bust, all, all surpassed in 
every respect the Venus de Medici (quoted in Stashower 99)

As “the father of yellow journalism” in the United States (Stashower 94), 
Bennett boasted of “discovering and encouraging the popular taste for 
vicarious vice and crime” (Stashower 98), and historian Amy Gilman 
Srebnick notes that after its founding in 1835, Bennett’s Herald “set the 
style and tone for other city papers” (67). Although Poe resisted in some 
respects the sensational aesthetics of the new penny press, his second 
detective tale exploited an even more direct intertextuality with reporting 
on another famous femicide.

“The Mystery of Marie Rogêt” was first published in 1842, a year after 
the first Dupin story. In it, as Poe’s detective explains:

All Paris is excited by the discovered corpse of Marie, a girl young, beautiful 
and notorious. The corpse is found, bearing marks of violence, and floating 
in the river. […] [A]t the very period […] in which it is supposed that the 
girl was assassinated, an outrage similar in nature […] was perpetrated, by a 
gang of young ruffians, upon the person of a second young female. [539]

As the narrator acknowledges in the text, Poe based “Marie Rogêt” on the 
notorious unsolved case of the murder of Mary Cecilia Rogers in Hoboken, 
New Jersey, in 1841, five years after Jewett’s murder in New York City. 
Mary Rogers’s death became a press sensation in New York City due to 
the public notoriety of the victim, a beautiful young woman employed in 
a tobacco shop, and due to the prevailing theories that she had died either 
after being gang raped or from complications following an abortion. In 
“Marie Rogêt,” Poe’s narrator attributes the intensity of public excite-
ment to the well-publicized attractiveness of the victim and to her suspi-
cious conduct in the months preceding her death: “[t]he atrocity of this 
murder, […] the youth and beauty of the victim, and, above all, her previ-
ous notoriety, conspired to produce intense excitement in the minds of the 
sensitive Parisians” (509). In Poe’s story, however, the eroticization of the 
victim is less textual than intertextual, deriving from the feverish press 
coverage of the real crime upon which Poe based his story. As Daniel 
Stashower writes, Rogers had become a celebrity in New York City during 
the time of her employment in a Manhattan cigar shop frequented by 
journalists, newspaper editors, judges, politicians and prominent men of 

 G. S. CLOSE



43

letters (15–16, 18). According to Stashower, articles, poems and illustra-
tions celebrating her beauty and seductive charm began to appear in the 
press years before her death (29), and her murder triggered a journalistic 
frenzy: “the prurient details of the murder gave fuel to a furious newspa-
per circulation war, pushing American journalism into previously unimag-
ined realms of sensationalism” (Stashower 4). Upon discovery of Rogers’s 
body in Hoboken, and even before her identity was known, Stashower 
documents that gawkers lined up to inspect the corpse (78–9) and that the 
sites where the corpse was discovered and where Rogers was last reported 
to have been seen alive became tourist attractions as crowds of families 
went to picnic in a “morbid carnival atmosphere” (93; also 169). Profiteers 
included Hoboken inn-keepers, passenger-boat operators, a daguerreo-
type artist hocking reproductions of an engraved portrait of the victim, 
and, of course, journalists, pamphleteers and eventually fiction writers 
including Poe (Stashower 5, Srebnick xvi).

Even prior to her murder, Rogers was such a well-known figure in 
New York City that newspapers had reported on her brief disappearance 
from the cigar shop years earlier, attributing it to an unsuccessful elope-
ment with a lover. After her death, journalists magnified her celebrity by 
reproducing and sensationalizing a coroner’s initial verdict that she had 
been “abducted, brutally violated by no fewer than three assailants, and 
finally murdered” by strangulation (quoted in Stashower 81). Newspapers 
published gruesomely detailed descriptions of the corpse, in what Amy 
Gilman Srebnick calls a “necrophilic” media event:

As Poe understood and made clear in “Marie Roget,” vivid descriptions of 
Rogers’ [sic] dead and destroyed body were a central and continuing aspect 
of the newspaper stories, her death allowing what was not permissible in 
life—the full physical exposure of the female form. Presenting Rogers as a 
corpse, a female body […] totally exposed, the necrophilic descriptions of 
Mary with lace petticoat strips around her neck and blood leaking from her 
mouth, were pictorial, dramatic, and erotic. (76)

Newspapers competed to attract readers by providing the most lurid and 
detailed information about the sex murder of a prominent young woman 
and also by advancing their own theories and causes. They advocated first 
for concerted police action against criminal gangs and then against legal 
tolerance of abortion, after speculation mounted (in contradiction of the 
coroner’s evidence) that Rogers had died attempting to end a shameful 
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extramarital pregnancy. The Rogers case provided ideal fodder for such 
newly devised yellow-press organs as Bennett’s New York Herald. Eroticism 
was a powerful component of press coverage of and public fascination 
with both the Jewett and Rogers murders, as a “new press, in the process 
of finding a popular language to address its new and diverse audience, 
adopted a discourse of sensation that depended on images of death, of 
sexual violation, and the decomposition of the female form” (Srebnick 
63).

Poe furthers the eroticization of his fictionalized protagonist by locat-
ing her place of employment in Paris’s Palais Royal, then internationally 
renowned as a hub of legalized prostitution (Woolf 9–10, 12) and by 
reproducing in his story New York City newspaper reports that spuriously 
insinuated that Mary Rogers had practiced prostitution (Woolf 12). These 
key images and insinuations, of course, constitute primarily a link between 
the aesthetics of the proto-tabloid “penny press” crime journalism of the 
early nineteenth century and those of the modern crime fiction Poe 
founded. Poe’s motives for fictionalizing an event “which created so vast 
an excitement,” as he wrote in a proposal to a publisher (quoted in 
Stashower 3), undoubtedly coincided with those of popular journalists 
and other fiction writers who exploited the same event. “I feel convinced,” 
wrote Poe, “that the article [“Marie Rogêt”] will excite attention” (quoted 
in Stashower 8). In one of the later fictionalizations of the same crime, a 
novel from 1869, the Rogers character dies during an abortion and the 
abortionist’s assistant recognizes that the corpse of a woman famed 
throughout the city for her beauty “will put all New-York in a thundering 
quiver of excitement” (quoted in Stashower 307). Accordingly, the assis-
tant decides that, in order to deceive the police, he and the abortionist 
must simulate a gang rape: “She must be found floating with every imag-
inable evidence of violence committed by several men” (quoted in 
Stashower 307).

Poe’s attempt to sell “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt” to a magazine edi-
tor as a new interpretation of a superlatively exciting case and his detective 
Dupin’s declaration in the story that “[a]ll Paris is excited by the discov-
ered corpse of Marie, a girl young, beautiful and notorious” (539) thus 
correspond exactly with Davis’s sensational insistence on the effect of the 
discovery of the famous corpse: “the great city of New-York is convulsed 
with a profound and intense excitement” (Davis quoted in Stashower 
308). As Srebnick points out, Poe does not mention rape explicitly, and he 
does not, in contrast with later crime fiction that I address below, overtly 
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sexualize descriptions of the corpse, as did Bennett and other journalists 
(Srebnick 75). In fact, as David S. Reynolds demonstrates, Poe was in his 
other writings a thoughtful critic of the licentious excesses of the penny 
press and the sensational fiction whose thunderous aesthetics it shared. 
While Poe based several stories on scandalous crimes reported in the press, 
he also placed great emphasis on the literary and intellectual refinement of 
those stories, and “he in fact distinguishe[d] himself by his avoidance of 
explicit violence” (italics in original, Reynolds Beneath 246). Well aware of 
the popular tastes of his era, Poe “wanted to exploit the new market for 
sensational literature” even as “he detested the gore and repulsiveness of 
many novels, [and] the hyperbolic, often inaccurate reportage of crime in 
popular newspapers” (Reynolds Beneath 231). In the instance of Mary 
Rogers/Marie Rogêt, we perceive Poe’s attempts both to order analyti-
cally the unruly and speculative discourse of the newspapers and to profit 
from the prior press publicity. The work of eroticization had already been 
completed by the yellow journalists by the time Poe endeavored to rei-
magine the Rogers case, and as Srebnick observes, “while Poe might have 
veered away from confronting the fully exposed and violated body of 
Marie, he moved toward confronting her sexuality in other ways. […] It is 
sexual ‘identity’ that holds for Poe the real secrets of Mary’s death” (130). 
In this respect, Srebnick argues, Poe not only took for granted his readers’ 
familiarity with sensational press accounts of Rogers’s murder, but also 
replicated to a significant extent the prejudices of the journalists who 
reported on it:

[T]he death of Mary Cecilia Rogers […] was variously attributed to rape- 
murder, abortion-homicide, and suicide. The persistent mystery of Rogers’s 
death and her reputation as ‘the beautiful cigar girl’ from Anderson’s 
tobacco shop combined to generate intense public curiosity about her sex-
ual history. […] But however much narrative attention was paid to her 
romantic past, it was her body that was believed to hold the secrets of her 
sexual life, of her sexually violent death. (italics in original, Srebnick 12)

Historian Karen Halttunen cites the Rogers case as one of the most promi-
nent examples of a then-emerging genre that she calls “sexual tales of 
murder: stories that explored sexual relationships and motivations, treated 
passion and sometimes the sex act itself with novelistic detail, and indulged 
in a pervasive tone of prurience” (176). The corpus of crime novels I study 
in this book falls squarely within the scope of Halttunen’s category.
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Nineteenth-century sexual tales of murder, as defined by Halttunen, 
treated female sexuality as a root cause of criminal violence perpetrated 
against women.

The central concern of these murder stories was the sexuality not of the 
murderers but of their victims, most of whom were female. The presumed 
mystery of their sexual histories, and the horrors of their sexual physiology, 
shaped the sexual narrative of murder. […] The implication […] was that 
the deepest evil of the crime lay buried in the sexuality of its victim.

Stories of sexual murder added a significant new twist to the Gothic 
understanding of human evil, removing the focus from the male murderer 
as monstrous moral alien to his female victim as monstrous sexual alien. 
(173–4)

In this respect, Halttunen’s tales stand as the obvious antecedents to both 
present-day crime fiction and to the tabloid crime journalism I have cited 
here, and Poe’s fictionalization stands as a foundational precedent for the 
exploitation of identical topics in the modern crime genre, including, as 
Srebnick notes, “the depiction of the atomized [and anatomized] female 
body” (115). Unlike the contemporary New York press, Poe refrains from 
delving explicitly into the details of his character’s notoriety or into the 
nature of the “outrage […] perpetrated, by a gang of young ruffians, upon 
the person of a second young female” (Poe 539) at around the same time 
as the murder, but the sensational appeal of his tale depends directly on 
the “intense excitement” the image of the woman’s cadaver produces not 
only in “the minds of the sensitive Parisians,” (509) as Poe writes in the 
story, but also in the minds of his readers.

In historical context, there is nothing unusual about Poe’s exploitation 
of what Daniel A. Cohen calls the cultural motif of the “beautiful female 
murder victim” whose death relates to illicit sexual relationships in life. By 
Cohen’s account, this motif attained considerable prominence by the turn 
of the nineteenth century in various British and US genres including 
newspaper stories, trial reports, biographies, murder ballads and popular 
fiction such as sentimental novels (277, 278), and it was associated with 
historical changes in sexual culture and a “new pattern of homicide” 
involving “courtship murder” (278). Cohen lists among its basic compo-
nents the murder of a young, beautiful, unmarried female, and among 
other common elements “the strong implication that the woman’s death 
was the direct or indirect result of a sexual ‘fall’” and “graphic (and occa-
sionally erotic or pornographic) descriptions of the victim’s corpse” (278). 
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In the United States in the 1790s, for example, as capital trials came to 
depend increasingly on forensic evidence, testimony by medical experts 
and other witnesses “often involved graphic, elaborate and, some might 
argue, erotic or pornographic descriptions of the corpses of female murder 
victims” (281). Simultaneously, trial reports sometimes transcribing the 
witnesses’ graphic corpse descriptions were “published as books or pam-
phlets (and occasionally in newspapers) [and] emerged as a popular liter-
ary genre […]; and many of those early American trial reports of the 1790s 
and early 1800s dealt with cases of male sexual violence against women” 
(281–2). Cohen describes the “beautiful female murder victim” as “one of 
the most marketable images of crime in American popular print culture” 
(295 n2), and he demonstrates that certain nineteenth-century publishers 
prospered by churning out “a seemingly endless stream of narratives of 
tragic deaths of beautiful young women” (298 n23) in cheap popular edi-
tions of both true crimes stories and sentimental novels. Cohen’s sum-
mary of the contradictory impulses driving the popularity of this cultural 
motif resonate strongly with many other forms of cultural production I 
explore in this book, from the nota roja to some of the world’s most 
widely watched television dramas. He writes that “such elaborate antebel-
lum [US] descriptions of ‘beautiful female murder victims’ not only 
warned against breaches of bourgeois sexual morality but also helped to 
satisfy, at least vicariously, the erotic cravings that they nominally sought 
to suppress” (293). In this sense, Poe’s foundational text emerges from a 
cultural practice of what José Emilio Pacheco has called “cryptopornogra-
phy” (xix), in which the bodies of women are sexualized, exhibited, morti-
fied and dissected in order to dramatize the fatal consequences of their 
own moral debility.

thE scAlPEl PliEs thE livid FlEsh

In the United States, Gothic and sensational novels also followed the lead 
of such European writers as Jules Janin and Petrus Borel in offering beau-
tiful female cadavers and dissection as sources of morbid erotic pleasure. 
The Quaker City, by Poe’s friend George Lippard, appeared in a serial 
form beginning in 1844 and as a single volume in 1845. It became the 
best-selling US novel of the first half of the nineteenth century by offering 
a conspiratorial fantasy of predatory seduction, rape and wicked liber-
tinism among the male elite of Philadelphia. Although the novel is set over 
the course of only three days in 1842, the incidents and intrigue are far too 
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tremendous and abundant to summarize here, and I will allude only to 
Lippard’s highly erotic treatment of female cadavers and dissection. Of the 
three principal plots identified in The Quaker City by David S. Reynolds, 
all center on the sexual vulnerabilities, activities and spectacle of female 
bodies

One plot centers on a twenty-one-year-old adulteress of extraordinary 
beauty, humble origin and immoderate social ambition. In several pas-
sages, Lippard’s narrator offers rhapsodic erotic description of this charac-
ter’s living body. When the woman’s husband discovers her slumbering 
naked in the arms of her lover, the narrator fixates on her full, ivory and 
azure-streaked breasts, which “r[i]se heaving into view” (138) for imagi-
nary inspection by the male reader. The scheming and unfaithful wife con-
cludes her narrative trajectory when her husband takes his deliberate 
revenge by murdering her with poison. Her dead body is stripped and 
viewed by three men in succession. As the murderous husband contem-
plates his handiwork, Lippard’s narrator stresses male ocular agency and 
the undressing and illumination of the cadaver: “while his blue eyes shone, 
with one fixed expression, he tore aside the robe from the breast of the 
corse [Lippard’s preferred anachronistic spelling of “corpse”]. The light 
shone on her bosom, so beautiful and yet so white and cold. And over its 
alabaster skin, marring the beauty of the blue veins, trickled the thin 
stream of blood” (502). Arriving next  to the scopic feast, the victim’s 
lover then intervenes to uncover the corpse even further, leaving “every 
vestige of apparel, stript [sic] from its outlines of loveliness” (513). The 
narrator continues to dwell on the dead woman’s “voluptuous” outlines 
and the “swelling loveliness” of her marble bosom (514) until her former 
fiancé also arrives to shriek and gaze in horror on the body.

Another of The Quaker City’s major plots features the novel’s most 
fantastic character, a two-hundred-year-old magnetist, anatomist and cult 
leader named Signior Ravoni, who seeks disciples in Philadelphia to found 
his New Faith. On the basis of his reputation as a great anatomist and 
surgeon (435), Ravoni convokes five hundred medical students, physi-
cians and professors to a lecture room adjoining his private dissection hall 
for a public  dissection at which he promises to announce “some new 
Theory of the origin of life” (436). The announced lecture topic leads the 
reader to anticipate that Ravoni will perform a dissection of genital organs 
and probably female ones, given the historical status of the uterus as “a—
arguably the—privileged object of dissection in [early modern] medical 
texts and images” (Park 26). However, these expectations are disappointed 
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when, rather than providing a dissectible corpse, the “Resurrectionists” 
serving Ravoni inexplicably bring him the body of a male smallpox victim, 
which is revealed to be “all one cankering sore, one loathsome blotch […] 
all one hideous ulcer” (441). Faced with the sight of this “reeking mass of 
quick lime and gory flesh” (441), the crowd flees the hall in panic over 
contagion. Dana D. Nelson reads the sequence in Ravoni’s medical the-
ater as the culmination of the novel’s insistent exploration of “under-
ground pits, subterranean dungeons, rotting bodies, and body-rending 
violence” that “betrays a fear of dissolution” (155) of the male body and 
the nation. An overriding concern of the novel, she suggests, is “to secure 
a ‘hard,’ bounded male body/self” (156), and the male spectator- scientists 
flee when the staged body is revealed to be male yet nearly dissolved, 
threatening imminent contamination and instability. In this respect, the 
aborted public dissection is not for our purposes here the most interesting 
anatomical spectacle staged by Lippard.

Before entering Ravoni’s Amphitheater, the protagonist and his com-
panion must pass through the adjoining Dissecting Hall, where they see 
male medical students and professors at work around some twenty tables. 
An atmosphere of irreverence and rowdy jocularity prevails, as the stu-
dents are shown mocking their dissection subjects and posing them to 
comic effect. Here a significant gender distinction emerges, for although 
the hall’s “ghastly spectacles” (437) include male and female specimens, 
only the female ones receive attention from the men for their erotic 
charms, such as a finely shaped foot and ankle (438). The specimen that 
receives the most descriptive attention is the discolored trunk of a wom-
an’s cadaver. Lippard’s narrator joins male dissectors in contrasting the 
woman’s supposed former desirability with the hideous state of her corpse.

There in the full glare of the sunlight was spread a reeking trunk, lopped 
short below the waist, with loathsomeness and beauty combined in one hor-
rible embrace. The head had been severed and below the purple neck two 
white globes, the bosom of what had once been woman, were perceptible in 
the light. And the Rainbow of corruption crept like a foul serpent around 
that bosom […]; and blue and red and purple and grey and pink and orange 
were mingled together on that trunk in one repulsive mass of decay. And on 
this fair bosom hands of affection had been pressed, or sweet young children 
had nestled; or maybe the white skin had crimsoned to a lover’s kiss! (437)

A medical student jokes with his peers, and Lippard with his readers: 
“Many a poor devil has been dying for love of her eyes and lips […]. And 
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then the bosom, ha, ha! The Scalpel makes love to it now!” (438). The 
narrator concludes this scene by noting the glistening of sunlight off the 
scalpel blade “as it plyed [sic] briskly over the livid flesh” (438). Especially 
given the relatively unmotivated nature of this Dissecting Hall detour in 
the plot of the novel, I read the passage just quoted as The Quaker City’s 
most spontaneously explicit evocation of an abject maternal body, as per 
Kristeva. Immediately before the small pox cadaver sends male spectators 
fleeing from the Amphitheater, Lippard includes this digressive scene in 
which male scientists confidently and bemusedly confront the emblems of 
maternal power and, implicitly, male dependency, negating symbolically 
the power of the novel’s supreme erotic icon (the globular white breast) 
through a double phallic containment: first, strangulation by a chromati-
cally elaborate “Rainbow of corruption,” and second, incision or amputa-
tion of the lunar breast by the solar scalpel. The allusions to maternity and 
to primary oral attachment are explicit, as is the disdainful masculinist 
disavowal of the “one repulsive mass of decay” that symbolizes, again in 
Kristevan terms, the threat of fusion, absorption, dissolution and noniden-
tity for the male bodily subject.

Throughout The Quaker City, Lippard’s narrator employs the word 
“bosom” with startling frequency, as when he makes no less than fifteen 
references to the heaving white bosom of a fifteen-year-old girl in the 
course of a single chapter that narrates her rape (Chapter Thirteenth “A 
Crime without a Name”). Following the dissection room scene, Lippard 
maintains specific emphasis on the abject maternal body when he narrates 
another necropornographic spectacle as the centerpiece of Ravoni’s inau-
gural ritual. The dissector-sorcerer procures the corpse of a young blonde 
woman who had given birth shortly before her death, and as he gazes on 
it, Lippard’s narrator focuses attention on the breasts swollen from lacta-
tion: “a gleam of light shone upon a fair young bosom—dainty food for 
the grave-worms! […] The veins still traced their azure lines upon the 
alabaster of those rounded globes” (412). In the ritual itself, Ravoni dis-
plays the draped cadaver on a white altar, its breasts rising again into the 
light (445). He then culminates the spectacle by uncovering the body and 
resuscitating it, as the narrator touts again its “marble whiteness,” “snowy 
bosom” and “golden hair” (450). The image of a lactating mother’s full, 
white breasts rendered truly as lifeless as marble and as food for worms 
again reveals the abject kernel of the necropornographic fantasy, and it 
recalls similar passages in Matthew Gregory Lewis’s The Monk (1796) and 
in Janin’s L’Âne Mort et la Femme Guillotinée (The Dead Donkey and the 
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Guillotined Woman 1829). In the latter, the narrator anticipates the exe-
cution and dissection of a murderess who had given birth in jail: “The 
milk which ought to nourish this child will flow, in the place of blood, 
under the scalp[el] of the operator, and will become an object for mirth in 
our anatomical schools” (Janin 112).

I detail Lippard’s motifs here because they epitomize the erotic aesthet-
ics of a mass literary mode that arose in the United States in the early 
nineteenth century and that found its fullest expression in the 1840s. The 
sensational novel, of which The Quaker City constituted the quintessential 
and most popular example (Reynolds “Introduction” xxi), formed part of 
a broader sensational literature that celebrated crimes, and especially vio-
lent sex crimes, such as those that inspired Poe and Lippard: “seamy social 
texts such as penny papers, trial reports, and crime pamphlets; Romantic 
Adventure fiction (much of it quite dark) and the more politically radical 
genre of Subversive fiction; and erotic and pornographic writings” 
(Reynolds Beneath 171). The misogyny that simmers in the Subversive 
adventure fiction boils over in a more nihilistic, apolitical variant which 
Reynolds calls Dark Adventure and which featured, for example, in one 
1860 pamphlet novel about the African slave trade a scene “in which we 
see two slave women dragged naked before jeering crowds, one with ‘both 
breasts cut smoothly off, stomach full of arrows’ and the other with 
‘breasts scewered [sic] by a knife’” (Reynolds Beneath 221). Reynolds sug-
gests that a combination of technological, legislative and cultural factors 
allowed in the first half of the nineteenth century for an unprecedented 
flourishing of “exploitative sensationalism” in US mass print culture 
(“Introduction” xxiv). In Spain, by way of contrast, a much more conser-
vative and censorious cultural climate precluded the development of a 
native equivalent to the sensational horror of the Gothics and Frenetic 
Romantics (Navas Ruiz 13–14, 19, 22; Six 11–14). Remarkably, Lippard 
denounced in The Quaker City the truculent and lascivious sensationalism 
of the US “penny papers” when he portrayed a popular newspaperman as 
capitalizing ruthlessly on the story of an adolescent girl’s abduction and 
rape (558). Lippard strongly undercuts his own critique by recounting the 
same rape chapters earlier at suspenseful length and with unmistakably 
pornographic narrative techniques.

In a commentary with strong relevance to my corpus here, Fiedler links 
Lippard with an international group of contemporary writers of male sen-
sational adventure fiction that also includes Friedrich Gerstäcker, G. W. 
M.  Reynolds and  Eugène Sue (Hale 63). He credits Sue as the writer 
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most successful in subsuming the aesthetics of Frenetic Romanticism into 
the format of the mass market roman feuilleton and for producing a mode 
of writing that Fiedler dubs “pious and sado-masochistic subpornogra-
phy” (“Introduction” xiii). The implicit aesthetic restrictions on this sub- 
or “demi-porn” (“Introduction” xiii) are comparable to those that still 
distinguish PG- or R-rated films from NC-17 ones in the United States: 
no explicit representation of genital organs or of sexual penetration was 
permitted. Yet a leering, teasing, male-focalized visual eroticism pervades 
the novel’s discourse, and in Fiedler’s assessment “there is no more breast- 
centered concern with the female form anywhere in world art, with the 
possible exception of the Fountains of Rome and the center fold-out of 
Playboy” (“Introduction” xiii). In Fiedler’s understanding, the writings of 
Lippard, Sue and company constituted an international “subgenre of pop-
ular literature—not merely produced by men only but intended for an 
exclusively male audience” (“Introduction” xiii). By the 1840s, racy, sen-
sationalist pamphlet novels constituted nearly two thirds of all fiction vol-
umes published in the United States (Reynolds Beneath 215). Although 
this formula was subsequently eclipsed due to its own vulgarization and 
the reactionary revival of a less overtly political sentimental domestic fic-
tion marketed to a bourgeois female audience (Fiedler “Introduction” xiv; 
Reynolds Beneath 208), Fiedler notes that the sensational adventure mode 
revived strongly in the male-identified genres of the early twentieth- 
century US pulp industry, including hard-boiled detective fiction 
(“Introduction” xiv). The subpornographic aspect of this male adventure 
mode was especially evident, as we shall see, in the “spicy” pulp magazines 
of the 1930s and 1940s, which were commonly illustrated with garish 
images of seminaked women subjected to bondage and torture.

In a slightly different account of the erotics of the mid-nineteenth- 
century sensational novel, Reynolds compares Lippard to his US contem-
poraries and posits that the “distinguishing feature of the American erotic 
writing of the 1840s was its unique combination of prurient sexuality and 
grisly gore” (Beneath 212). Reynolds treats this literature as an explicit 
form of “popular pornography” (Beneath 211) defined by a furtive and 
euphemistic “voyeur style” (Beneath 212) mastered by Lippard. In The 
Quaker City, as we have seen, male aggressors probe female bodies visually 
while the narrator constructs the fantasy of a controlling male scopic 
agency. The novelist invites the reader to enjoy the delicious privilege of 
glimpsing through parted robes and bedclothes and even specifies light 
sources to help the reader imagine the scene. Lippard was in his personal 
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life an ardent, coherent and very early defender of women’s labor and 
social rights, but I would specify, following Reynolds, that The Quaker 
City fails most obviously as social critique by allowing a pornographic sen-
sibility to negate Lippard’s apparently sincere defense of vulnerable women 
from the sexual predations of powerful men, which he announces in his 
1849 preface as the original idea of his novel (2). As I approach the necro-
pornographic canon of modern crime fiction, I will emphasize again that 
it was Lippard, recognized even by unsympathetic rivals as “unquestion-
ably the most popular” US writer of his day (quoted in Reynolds Beneath 
207), who brought the sadomasochistically inflected “voyeur style” into 
mass vogue with the quintessential, Gothic-derived sensational novel of 
the US nineteenth century. Following Fiedler’s and Reynolds’s readings of 
Lippard’s erotics, but also Nelson (153) and Sappol (A Traffic 233) in 
their comments on the extravagant description and pornographic affinities 
of Lippard’s depiction of dead and dissected female bodies, I propose that 
Lippard condenses his Gothic precedent to provide a definitive instance of 
modern literary necropornography.

A hisPAnic PrEcursor

Scenes of forensic autopsy always imply an exercise of state power over the 
bodies of citizens—the most docile of all bodies, in Foucauldian terms. 
These scenes imply the production of official scientific knowledge in the 
service of state justice. In the novela negra, however, in addition to the 
state function, we also find elements of sexual desire and cruelty that are 
present, as we have seen, from the very origins of the detective genre in 
Poe’s short stories. Cohen attributes the propagation of the motif of the 
“beautiful female murder victim” in the United States at the turn of the 
nineteenth century to the ongoing democratization of print culture, as 
reflected in several specific factors:

[A] breakdown of both formal and informal systems of censorship […]; a 
gradual weakening of inhibitions regarding the publication of profane works 
on the part of American printers, due in some cases to their lessening depen-
dence on the patronage of clergymen; a proliferation of both urban and 
small-time printers […]; and a gradual rise in literacy rates and in the preva-
lence of casual reading as a leisure activity. (283)

Given the later independence of the Spanish colonies, the considerably 
greater force of ecclesiastical and state censorship in the Spanish empire, 
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and the elitism of what Ángel Rama called the colonial “lettered city,” it is 
unsurprising that neither morbid Gothic aesthetics nor popular murder 
literature prospered in the Hispanic world during the late eighteenth or 
early nineteenth centuries. However, with post-Independence moderniza-
tion came the importation to Spanish America of literary innovations 
including the detective genre. The morbid and necropornographic sensi-
bility distilled by Poe prospered in a novel considered the founding text of 
the detective tradition in the Spanish language. This inaugural text will 
lead us to discussion of a series of twentieth-century fictions that represent 
a turning point in the tradition leading to the contemporary proliferation 
of autopsies, morgues and eroticized cadavers in mass market fiction. I will 
then proceed to consider contemporary novels that exemplify the literary 
expression of an ever more pitiless “reality hunger.”

Luis V.  Varela was a jurist belonging to Argentina’s Generation of 
1880, but he also published novels under the pseudonym of “Raúl Waleis.” 
La huella del crimen [The Trace of the Crime] is not only the first detec-
tive novel written by Varela, but also, according to the Argentinean critical 
consensus, the first detective novel published in Spanish.2 Varela’s curricu-
lum vitae is extraordinary. In the final decades of the nineteenth century, 
he served as president of the Supreme Court of Justice for Buenos Aires 
province and as a member of Argentina’s Supreme Court (1889–1899), 
and he was twice elected as a representative to congress. Until the recent 
republication of two of his novels, he was far better known as a legal 
author. He published monumental works on the constitution of Buenos 
Aires, the Argentinean national constitution, the Argentinean civil code 
and the penitentiary system.

La huella del crimen appeared in installments in the Argentinean news-
paper La Tribuna in July and August of 1877 (Setton “Criterios” 5–6). 
Waleis’s style, both in this novel and in its sequel Clemencia (also from 
1877), represents in the words of Vera Brollo “a hybrid between problem- 
novel and serial-novel melodrama” (n.p.). In a prologue to the novel, 
Waleis acknowledges his obvious debts to Poe and to Émile Gaboriau (23) 
before setting out to narrate the story of a murder committed in a Parisian 
park, the Bois de Boulogne. In the story, the detective who takes charge 
of the investigation is the police inspector Andrés L’Archiduc, whom 
Waleis identifies as a student of forensic medicine and of phrenology (37) 
and who proclaims himself a Christian in the novel’s second chapter (38). 
In the third chapter, the police inspector arrives in the Bois de Boulogne 
to discuss the murder with “the presiding magistrate, a scribe, and two 
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physicians sent by the attorney general with the task of presenting a 
medico- legal report (40). There Waleis deliver’s the novel’s first great 
shock: the victim, taken for a man, turns out to be a woman dressed in 
men’s clothing. Upon undressing the cadaver, the forensic examiner sur-
prises the inspector and the judge with the revelation: “‘The dead man was 
a woman,’ the doctor added, stripping her so as to expose to everyone’s 
eyes two soft and admirably round breasts” (44). The inspector responds 
emphatically, instructing the physicians to continue their work: “Now 
more than ever, your mission is sublime, doctors, make your exam as 
meticulous as possible and provide us with the light we need” (44). In case 
the erotic insinuation to the reader was not sufficient, the narrator insists 
as the inspector and the judge leave the crime scene: “‘Let’s get to work,’ 
exclaimed the youngest of the physicians, who had just finished completely 
stripping the body of the perfectly formed young woman, leaving it com-
pletely nude” (44–5).

The victim in La huella del crimen is a young French woman, blond, 
beautiful and perfectly formed. Her admirable breasts are exposed to 
inspection by the male officials and to the reader’s imagination in the nov-
el’s third chapter. In order to intensify her attractiveness further, the dead 
woman is subsequently identified as an aristocrat: she is none other than 
the Baroness Alicia de Campumil (a surname connoting abundant wealth). 
In contrast to Poe, whose famous necrophilia somehow never prompted 
him to narrate an autopsy, Varela seizes on the cadaver of the baroness and 
devotes the entirety of his fourth chapter to a scene that anticipates the 
mania in our own time for fictions of forensic medicine. The most intrigu-
ing aspect of this chapter is a struggle that arises between forensic and legal 
discourse, on one hand, and pornographic temptation, on the other.

Varela begins this seductive scene by affirming in markedly bureaucratic 
language the scientific and legal usefulness of the autopsy procedure:

While the officials were following what they believed was the trail of the 
killer, the physicians charged with the delicate mission of aiding justice with 
their medical-legal opinions had proceeded to fulfill their task.

Whether out of love for science or out of austerity in the fulfilment of 
their duties, those medical men were doing their work with all the calm and 
all the formalities required by law. (60, italics in original)

So read the first two paragraphs of the chapter. Nevertheless, immediately 
thereafter, Varela once again casts out his bait: “The completely naked 
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body of the dead young woman was layed out on the floor” (60). On the 
following page, the physicians remind us what an exquisite beauty they are 
privileged to contemplate. One remarks: “That woman, disguised as a 
man, young and beautiful, found dead in the Bois de Boulogne, conceals 
some mystery …” (61). His colleague responds: “We’ll unravel it soon 
enough. Now we can begin our work on the cadaver” (61).

In contrast with various later novels that I will address below, Varela 
sublimates from this point on the necropornographic fascination of the 
cadaver by means of a resolutely clinical language. The physicians specu-
late about the woman’s age and about the possibility that she might have 
committed suicide. They agree that the woman was a mother as evident 
from a certain “stretching of the skin” (62), but the narrator does not 
specify what portion of skin has been stretched. The two physicians con-
tinue inspecting the body, but Varela does not dare to provide detailed 
descriptions of what they see: “they noted the development of the muscu-
lar system, the thickness of the body, the color and shape of the eyes, the 
color of the skin, the visible scars” (61). The physicians concentrate their 
attention on the beauty of the woman’s youthful teeth (61) and on certain 
details that reveal her elevated social status. The more experienced of the 
two physicians, Doctor Tarpeau, opines:

I believe this is a lady belonging to our high society. The rings on her fin-
gers; the tight fit of the glove on her hand, so carefully manicured, the nails 
white and perfectly sharpened; the cleanliness of her teeth; the fine quality 
of her undergarments—everything, in a word, reveals to me that this girl is 
a distinguished person. (63)

Waleis devotes the remainder of the chapter principally to the question of 
a possible suicide, while the physicians concentrate their attention on the 
knife incision that has formed a fairly large wound in the woman’s neck 
(63). They inspect the aperture and, as they note the affected organs, the 
narrator names them and comments on the relative positions of the upper 
and lower “lips of the wound” (67). Reading retrospectively, from our 
own era of nearly boundless necropornography, it is hard to miss in this 
scene of inspection the erotic connotations of the open lips, the ring on 
the finger, the tightly fit glove and the fine undergarments. However, 
throughout the chapter, the analytic debate between the physicians eclipses 
direct description of the cadaver, and upon concluding their report, they 
don’t hesitate to dispatch the cadaver to the morgue, where it will be 
exposed anew.
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Varela devotes the greater part of two later chapters (X and XI) to the 
exhibition of the baroness’s cadaver  in a morgue on the Îsle de la Cité. 
Historically, two successive morgues were constructed in this location, the 
first inaugurated in 1804 and its successor in 1864, both featuring an 
exhibit room or sale du public that “made it possible for large crowds to 
gather and gaze at the neatly arranged corpses […] Vast closed-off glass 
windows permit[ted] people to examine the corpses without being 
exposed to their fumes” (Schwartz 51, 57). Here as at other moments in 
Varela’s novel, the narrator denounces the perverse curiosity that impels 
the Parisian public (42) to line up in order to view the unidentified  cadavers 
exhibited behind the morgue’s glass partition. The narrator informs us 
that behind the glass,

The exhibition is complete. The cadaver is placed naked on one of the mor-
tuary tables […]. A zinc screen covers the body from the waist to the thighs. 
A stream of cold water falls permanently on the face of the cadaver, perfectly 
illuminated by the light it receives from the ceiling (123)

In this tour of the Paris morgue, which was in fact a famous tourist attrac-
tion during this period, Varela takes it upon himself to denounce the phe-
nomenon García Canclini calls “morbid spectacularity.” Varela denounces 
the Paris newspapers for publicizing the details of every crime in the most 
colorful possible language (104–5) and the “tumultuous curiosity” (121) 
of the gawkers who line up to enter the morgue as for a theatrical premiere 
(122).

In this sixteen-page long sequence, Varela notes the comments, some 
compassionate and some cruel, of the spectators who file through to look 
at the naked cadavers of the as-yet-unidentified baroness and another 
woman who has drowned in the Seine. Although the text offers no direct 
description of the baroness’s body, the reader is reminded of her formal 
perfection when a young woman mistakes her body for that of a disap-
peared friend. When the police chief asks her if her friend has the same 
figure, the young woman hesitates and smiles. Ellipses mark pauses in her 
answer, resulting from embarrassment at having to explain the physical 
resemblance to a policeman. Both the young woman’s hesitation and her 
malicious smile as she speaks seem to betray and denounce the implicit 
lewdness of what the narrator calls “the morgue shows” (126). In her 
historical account of the Paris morgue, Vanessa R.  Schwartz confirms 
Varela’s perception of the theatricality of the venue when she notes that 
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cadavers were displayed there on raised marble ramps well lit from high 
windows (51), framed by green curtains inside the glass that were closed 
when a body was removed or added (58), and concealed from the view of 
passers-by outside the building by means of a wooden screen that “[i]n 
effect […] turned the display into a peepshow” (57). Varela clearly 
denounces this metropolitan manifestation of morbid spectacularity and 
refrains from milking the morgue scenes for pornographic intensity, but to 
me it is evident that La huella del crimen relies in significant measure on 
an imaginary appeal to this same spectacularity from the moment he stages 
the undressing and examination of the corpse of a beautiful young 
noblewoman.

In the morgue chapters, Varela evokes as an intertext a sequence from 
Émile Zola’s Thérese Raquin (1867) in which the murderer Laurent 
repeatedly visits the same Parisian morgue in search of the body of his 
victim. Like Waleis’s narrator, Zola’s also notes the public’s necrophilic 
passion and its festive attitude toward the cheap amusement: “The Morgue 
is a show within the reach of every purse […]. The visitors jostle each 
other for cheap thrills, exclaiming in horror and joking, applauding, or 
whistling as if they were at the theatre, and go away well satisfied” (76). 
Whereas Waleis only alludes enigmatically and in passing to the spectacle’s 
erotic dimension (126), Zola registers Laurent’s necrophilic desire with 
characteristic frankness:

Then he became simply a curious visitor, taking a strange pleasure in looking 
violent death in the face and seeing the lugubriously bizarre and grotesque 
attitudes in which it takes people. He found such sights entertaining, par-
ticularly when there were women there with their bare breasts showing. 
Such brutal displays of nudity, the bodies spattered with blood and some-
times even with holes in them, attracted him and held him spellbound. On 
one occasion he saw a young woman of twenty, a working-class girl, strong 
and buxom, who seemed to be lying asleep on the stone. Her plump, fresh 
body had gone an extremely soft and delicate shade of white; she was half 
smiling, her head tipped gently to one side, and was provocatively offering 
her bosom to his gaze. She would have looked just like a harlot stretched 
out on a bed, were it not for the black stripe around her neck which gave her 
a short of shadowy necklace […]. Laurent looked at her for a long time, 
running his eyes all over her body, absorbed in a kind of fearful lust. (75)

In historical context of nineteenth-century Paris, the visits that Zola and 
Varela describe were by no means unusual or socially taboo. In Spectacular 
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Realities: Early Mass Culture in Fin-de-Siècle Paris, Schwartz devotes a 
chapter to the phenomenon of public visits to the Paris morgue (45–88), 
and she notes that in the nineteenth century, it attracted as many as 40,000 
visitors per day to witness what one contemporary commentator called a 
“spectacle à sensation” (quoted in Schwartz 59) and what she calls an unri-
valed “spectacle of the real” (48). The nature of the attraction was, as 
Schwartz documents, no secret to Parisians of the time:

Especially after the opening of the new morgue in 1864, commentators 
described the institution as a site of pleasure and entertainment—a ‘specta-
cle’—in the French double sense of theater and grand display. The morgue 
administration may have needed people to come and see the bodies in order 
to identify them, but could it possibly have needed hundreds of thousands 
of people? While the display’s defenders claimed that the spectacle existed in 
the name of science, the public knew […] [it] offered the best free theater 
in town (59).

Anne-Gaëlle Saliot confirms that morbid voyeurism thrived on a massive 
scale until the previously naked corpses were finally covered in the same 
year in which La huella del crimen was first published.

In the ‘best years’ of the institution, the number of visitors was estimated to 
be around one million per year, a figure comparable to the annual number 
of visitors to today’s Parisian museums. The institution became, in popular 
parlance, the ‘death museum’. Between 1925 and 1879, nearly every guide-
book contained either a reference, a long and detailed description, or even 
an entire section on the Morgue. […] As a result, tourists flocked there, 
mouths agape, drawn by the morbid eroticism of the naked corpses (the 
corpses remained naked until 1877). (184–5)

Saliot explores the attraction of the morgue as a dynamic of popular 
nineteenth- century fiction, emphasizing that “the mythological dimen-
sion of the Morgue originates from the frequent exhibition of female 
corpses” (189), which fed into the Romantic and post-Romantic sensibili-
ties of various journalistic, novelistic and poetic discourses on “the beauty 
of the dead girl” (189). According to Schwartz, public critique of the 
morbid mass spectacle intensified a decade after the publication of La 
huella del crimen, leading finally to the closure of the morgue to the public 
in 1907 (83), thirty years after the publication of Varela’s novel and forty 
years after Zola’s. However, as Lisa Downing writes in her study of the 

 NECROPORNOGRAPHY IN MODERN CRIME FICTION 



60

necrophilic sensibility in nineteenth-century French literature, the type of 
morbid enjoyment critiqued in the morgue scenes of Zola and Varela was 
entirely in keeping with a cultural era characterized by “[a] high incidence 
of sexualized dead bodies in art” (31). Downing’s summary of Zola’s 
scene serves to anticipate a constant feature of the twentieth-century 
novela negra that I will describe below: “the corpses, displayed like meat 
or like whores, are available targets for everyday fantasy. Necrophilic plea-
sure becomes the currency of the masses […]. Indeed, the morgue is 
 literally made to serve the purpose of the whorehouse” (26). Historical 
evidence confirms that on more than one occasion, so-called platonic 
necrophilists were discovered masturbating in front of the morgue’s 
glassed-in displays (Thoinot 448).

Like Zola, the Argentinean jurist Varela was a progressive liberal, and he 
conceived of detective literature focusing on judicial investigation as a use-
ful and socially salubrious genre capable of instructing its readers and cor-
recting their behavior even as it delighted them (23). In his prologue to La 
huella del crimen, Varela announced that he would strive in his fiction to 
popularize law and to advocate for legal reform (24). His didactic ambi-
tion was oriented above all toward female readers of romances, and he 
declared his intention to wound (“herir,” 24) women’s imaginations, pre-
senting them with instructive scenes. “Law is the fountain from which my 
stories will imbibe,” he declares (24). In this respect, Varela’s didactic and 
progressive literary project confirms the theses of Stephen Knight (Form 
and Ideology) and Ernest Mandel (Delightful Murder) with respect to the 
conservative ideology inherent in the form of detective fiction.3 In what 
follows, I will explore the manner in which the necropornographic impulses 
sensed but censored in Varela’s text gain strength and visibility in crime 
fiction throughout the twentieth century and into the present day, when 
they function as one of the primary motors of mass-cultural fiction. Varela 
asserted that his stories drank from the “fountain” of law, but I would add 
that La huella del crimen also sipped timidly from another murkier foun-
tain, that of necropornography. We shall now see that Varela’s heirs have 
gorged themselves on this dirtier fluid and regurgitated it biliously.

hArd-BoilEd Misogyny

In the previous chapter I referred to the commercial triumph of classic US 
hard-boiled fiction under the tutelage of mass market porno-sadist Mickey 
Spillane, and I discussed the cover design of his first novel as a concise 

 G. S. CLOSE



61

visual figuration of the genre’s definitive confrontation between male sub-
jectivity and female abjection. In the history of crime writing in this coun-
try, the advent of hard-boiled crime fiction in the 1920s and 1930s marked 
a decisive turn toward pornography, as hard-boiled writers made the blunt 
expression of sexual lust, if not yet the narration of sexual intercourse, a 
prominent feature of the new narrative discourse. David Glover recalls 
that unlike the English and Anglo-American mystery genre of the interwar 
Golden Age, in which female authors and readers participated broadly and 
very prominently, the hard-boiled genre derived in certain respects from 
earlier pulp genres, such as the Western and the adventure thriller, that 
were marketed in gender-specific ways in magazines such as Man Stories 
(73). Glover notes the “largely male working-class readership” of early 
hard-boiled fiction (74) and describes the genre as a “masculinization of 
crime fiction effectively repositioning women both as readers and as fic-
tional characters, while excluding them as writers” (74). The masculinist 
ethos was exemplified in the hard-boiled prose style, summarized by 
Dashiell Hammett as “naked action, pounded into tough compactness by 
staccato, hammer-like writing” (quoted in Glover 74). Whereas violence 
transpired principally off-stage in the Golden Age novel, Glover con-
cludes, violent male adventure constituted “the main stem of the hard- 
boiled thriller” (76), offering its readers a fantasy of masculinity performed 
through “risk-taking and aggression, […] dominance, control, and invul-
nerability, and a denial of sexual ambiguity” (75). Male agency is thus 
“staged as self-determined, active, brutal” (Glover 77) and violently resis-
tant to any attempts at submission by others. In its origins, as Eluned 
Summers-Bremner writes, hard-boiled fiction “is in many ways the quint-
essential male genre” (134), in which a manly hero struggles to control his 
own “lawless propensities […] embodied in his nemesis, the dazzlingly 
seductive, and thus doomed, femme fatale” (133–4). In the parameters of 
the original genre, women exist to be “seduced, assaulted, arrested or 
killed” (Cranny-Francis 158), and they remain confined to “the marginal 
roles of victim, offside observer, or site of evil’s ingress in the fallen wom-
an’s sin and shame” (Summers-Bremner 133). Spillane, the most promi-
nent enforcer of these parameters was also the undisputed heavyweight 
champion of the mid-twentieth-century US paperback market, specializ-
ing in what critics called “brutal semi-pornography” (Leslie Fiedler quoted 
in Horsley 91) and “porno-violence” (Cawelti 187).

Spillane sold hundreds of millions of copies of novels laden with ripe 
misogyny. Sean McCann rates him as “the most popular [US] author of 
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the 1950s by far” (55), while pulp historian Lee Server calls him “the 
biggest-selling writer in the world” in that period (158). In 2006, the 
Guardian newspaper’s obituary for Spillane referred to him as “the 20th 
century’s bestselling novelist,” with sales in the vicinity of 200  million 
books over the course of his career. “By 1980,” the Guardian recalled, 
“seven of the top 15 all-time bestselling fiction titles in America were by 
Spillane” (Sutherland). The appeal of Spillane’s detective hero Mike 
Hammer also transcended literature, as he appeared in four television 
series (including Kolchak star Darren McGavin’s) and twelve films, five of 
them made for television (Mizejewski 20). John G. Cawelti writes that 
“Spillane’s books are an extreme embodiment of the fear, hostility, and 
ambiguity […] toward women that are built into the hard-boiled detective 
formula” (187). Cawelti also suggests that the model for all sexual rela-
tions in Spillane’s books is the striptease (184) and that the novels them-
selves are structured on “an alternating pattern of [unconsummated] 
sexual provocation and orgies of shooting or beating” (186) in which the 
aroused detective discharges his rage against murderous temptresses. 
George Grella calls Spillane’s detective hero Mike Hammer a “bully,” 
“sadist” and “voyeur” characterized by “a pathological fear of women” 
and a “penchant for shooting [them] in the belly” (Grella 117). Spillane’s 
prime competitors in the hard-boiled mass market during the 1950s and 
1960s were perhaps less psychotically misogynist, but they also depended 
on the formulaic juxtaposition of naked, sexualized female bodies and 
imagery of violent death. Striptease figures frequently, as do nudist colo-
nies, which appear as murder-mystery settings in detective fictions ranging 
from two different works published in the early 1950s under the title 
Death in Nudist Camp4 through Colombian writer Santiago Gamboa’s 
Perder es cuestión de método in 1997. One successful US series of novels 
published between 1957 and 1971 and written by G. G. Fickling (Forest 
and Gloria Fickling) featured an early version of a female hard-boiled 
detective, the “sexational private eyeful” Honey West. Although the 
blonde female character is positioned as the agent of justice, she remains 
above all a source of erotic spectacle and fantasy as “the suspense and 
action scenes often pruriently center on Honey’s loss of her clothing or 
her immanent ravishment, and in a tradition going back at least as far as 
the ‘spicy’ pulps of the 1930s, West’s lush contours are repeatedly and 
lingeringly described” (Server 95). The settings “include nudist camps, 
strip joints, beauty contests” and anywhere else women are likely to lose 
their clothing (Klein 132). Dennis Porter suggests that the prevalence of 
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stripping in hard-boiled fiction may signify more than just compliance 
with a pornographic expectation, since the story’s gradual and elaborately 
impeded advancement toward a desired final revelation offers an obvious 
structural parallel: “detective stories traditionally take the form of strip-
tease” (Porter 259; see also Porter 235).

As illustrated in the previous chapter, a key element in Alarma!’s sen-
sational exploitation of the murder of dancer Laurelle Ann Merchant was 
the inclusion of an all-caps yellow-on-black text box running along the 
bottom of the front page and proclaiming that “EL CADAVER ESTABA 
DESNUDO!” (the cadaver was nude). From the earliest decades of the 
genre, titles featuring similar references to nudity also proliferated in hard- 
boiled pulp magazines and novels: “Murders in the Nude” (American 
Detective August 1936), “Enigma of the Strangled Nude” (Detective 
World December 1948), “Passion Slaying of the Nude Red Head [sic]” 
(Detective World March 1950), “Nemesis for a Nude” (Leisure Detective 
Magazine No. 10 1953), So Nude, So Dead (Richard Marsten [Evan 
Hunter/Ed McBain] 1956), Murder in the Raw (Bill Gault 1955; Bruno 
Fischer 1957), Naked She Died (Don Tracy 1959), Second-Hand Nude 
(Bruno Fischer 1959), Nude on Thin Ice (Gil Brewer 1960), The Ice-Cold 
Nude (Carter Brown 1962) and Murder in the Nude (John Dexter 1968). 
The immediate commercial appeal of this literature was based not only on 
such titles, but also on taglines highlighting necropornographic plot ele-
ments and on colorful, lurid and often skillfully rendered cover illustra-
tions that reinforced the verbal appeals. The design for Dexter’s novel, for 
example, featured all-caps text reading “A SWAP PARTY WAS SHAME’S 
SETTING FOR—MURDER IN THE NUDE,” overlapping with a 
painting of a full-length overhead view of a woman’s nearly nude corpse 
that appears upside down in almost an inverted crucifixion pose, with her 
very blonde hair spread out at the bottom of the composition and a trans-
parent lace scarf draped over parts of her globular breasts. In the more 
skillfully rendered image for the August 1955 issue of Manhunt, a partially 
visible but clothed male figure stands pistol in hand, gazing down on the 
naked body of a glamorously rendered black-haired woman whose pose 
and facial expression suggest either sleep or sexual pleasure (Fig. 2.1). A 
2015 Titan Books re-edition of McBain’s So Nude, So Dead recreates the 
style of classic hard-boiled illustration to present what would appear sim-
ply to be another sleeping, naked woman were it not for the juxtaposition 
of the image with the novel’s title, in itself a quintessential distillation of 
the necropornographic aesthetic. The artist’s inclusion of a dangling light 
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bulb emphasizes both the illumination of the woman’s body for the view-
er’s pleasure and the dominant overhead perspective constructed for the 
viewer by the spatial composition of the image (Fig. 2.2).

A key component of the hard-boiled aesthetic is the conjunction of 
ideas of female sexual availability and death. In keeping with Halttunen’s 
theory of the sexual tale of murder, this popular fiction often foregrounds 
female victims whose professions or sexual conduct mark them as shame-
less and worthy of punishment: strippers, showgirls, actresses, beauty 
queens, models, prostitutes, and so-called hussies, loose ladies, nymphos, 
playgirls, tramps and wantons. Striptease and the “voyeur style” that 
makes the reader an “accomplice in peeping” (Fiedler “Introduction” 
xxviii) were, as we have seen, major elements of the porno-sensational 
mid-nineteenth-century US male adventure novel that stands as the pre-

Fig. 2.1 Manhunt 
Detective Story Monthly, 
New York: St. John 
Publications/Flying 
Eagle, August 1955
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cursor to hard-boiled detective fiction. Many hard-boiled novels to this 
day feature strippers as characters, and a good number include explicit 
references to stripping in their titles: The G String Murders (Gypsy Rose 
Lee 1941), The Case of the Fan-Dancer’s Horse (Erle Stanley Gardner 
1947), The Stripper Died Dressed, Why Strip the Corpse? and She Died 
Without Nylons (these three published by Conrad Paul in two undated 
Australian pulp series c.1952–1955), Give the Little Corpse a Great Big 
Hand (George Bagby 1955, tagline: “Somebody smothered the strip-
per…”), Inspector Maigret and the Strangled Stripper (Georges Simenon 
1954, translation of Maigret au Picratt’s 1951), Stripped for Murder 
(Bruno Fischer 1953), Strip for Murder (Richard Prather 1955, Eric 

Fig. 2.2 Ed McBain, 
So Nude, So Dead, 
London: Titan Books, 
2015
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Thomas 1960), Stripper You’ve Sinned (Carter Brown 1956, a reprint of 
Strip Without Tease 1953), The Stripper (Carter Brown 1961), End of a 
Stripper (Robert Dietrich 1960, tagline: “Her nude body was on display 
for the last time—in the morgue”) and The Bump and Grind Murders 
(Carter Brown 1964).

An even larger number of texts trade on the shuddering impact of the 
word “corpse” when combined with erotic insinuations, beginning in the 
era of the early hard-boiled pulps and continuing throughout the heyday 
of the mass market paperback: “The Corpse-Master” (Weird Tales July 
1929), “A Corpse to Bed” (Spicy Detective November 1938), “Date with 
a Corpse” (Leisure Detective No. 46, 1954), “The Prettiest Corpse in 
Town” (Crime and Justice Detective Story Magazine December 1958), 
Make Mine a Corpse (Michael Storme 1950), The Corpse in My Bed (David 
Alexander 1951) and Kiss the Corpse Goodbye (Michael Storme 1953). The 
cover illustration by Reginald Heade for the British Harborough edition 
of this last novel exemplifies the common visual tropes: a wasp-waisted and 
very pale-skinned blonde woman appears wearing heavy makeup and a 
transparent negligée. Her head and limbs are twisted in a pose that would 
suggest orgasmic rapture, were it not for the title which reframes the 
image as one of postmortem abandon. The designs for other novels such 
as George Bagby’s The Corpse with Sticky Fingers (Berkley Books 1957) 
and Bruce Cassiday’s The Corpse in the Picture Window (Ace Books 1961) 
also feature long-haired female figures with pin-up-girl proportions 
splayed on the ground with breasts thrust up and hips twisted to reveal 
bare or stockinged legs.

Insinuations of female sin, violent retribution and postmortem sex 
appeal are reinforced, again, by tag lines incorporated into cover designs: 
“So Lovely, So Evil, So Dead” (Elisabeth Sanxay Holding The Death Wish 
Dodd, Mead & Co. 1934), “Two Lovely Wantons Dead” (Patrick Quentin 
Slay the Loose Ladies Pocket Books 1948), “A pretty gambler like you 
would make a prettier corpse” (Harold Q. Masur Suddenly a Corpse Pocket 
Books 1950), “She’ll make a lovely corpse!” (Norman C.  Rosenthal 
Silenced Witness Ace 1955), “The Case of the Nude Beauty’s Corpse” 
(Adam Night Stone Cold Blonde Signet 1956), “The corpse of a beautiful 
blonde—only a few hours dead” (Harry Olesker Exit Dying Four Square 
Books 1963) and “She was very young, very beautiful and very dead” 
(Jonathan Craig Morgue for Venus Flamingo Books 1973) (Fig. 2.3).

In a particularly striking cover design for the New American Library’s 
1958 Signet edition of Carter Brown’s The Corpse, the letters spelling out 
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“corpse” occupy approximately a fourth of the total cover space, and run 
under a painter’s rendering of a blonde woman’s body, slumped to the 
side in a chair and draped only in a long piece of nearly transparent cloth. 
Against a completely black background, the woman’s body appears 
brightly illuminated as if on stage, emphasizing again for a prospective 
reader the idea of theatrical and pornographic display.

Equally abundant are examples emphasizing the death or deadness of 
attractive women: Dead Yellow Women (Dashiell Hammett 1947), The 
Death of a Wordly Woman (A.  B. Cunningham 1948), Death of a Doll 
(Hilda Lawrence 1948), Death for a Doll (Spike Morelli 1952), This 

Fig. 2.3 Carter 
Brown, The Corpse, 
New York: New 
American Library, 1958
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Woman is Death (Hank Janson 1949), Some Look Better—Dead (Hank 
Janson 1950), My Dead Wife (William Worley 1951, tagline: “I was the 
husband of the most beautiful corpse in town!”), Dead Babes in the Wood 
(D. B. Olsen 1952, tagline: “In the eyes of a perverted killer / They were 
too shameless to live…”), So Rich, So Lovely and So Dead (Harold Q. Masur 
1952), Dead, She Was Beautiful (Whit Masterson 1955), Darling, It’s 
Death (Richard S. Prather 1957), So Young, So Cold, So Fair (John Creasey 
1958), Dig a Dead Doll (G. G. Fickling 1960), Naughty but Dead (G. G. 
Fickling 1962), The Blonde Died Dancing (Kelley Roos 1956) and Take 
Death for a Lover (Alan Marshall 1968) (Figs. 2.4 and 2.5).

Fig. 2.4 Day Keene, 
Dead in Bed, New York: 
Pyramid Books, 1959
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In addition to a quintessentially hard-boiled title stamped in large yel-
low capital letters, the cover of the 1959 Pyramid Books edition of Day 
Keene’s Dead in Bed (Fig. 2.4) offers one of the most dynamic and  striking 
evocations of the necropornographic fantasy. In a cover painting by Harry 
Schaare, the corpse of a white woman wearing nail polish and makeup lies 
upside down with her upper body fallen over the edge of a bed. Her arms 
are flung out, her legs are partially spread and her golden hair hangs down 
to the floor. Her negligée is drawn up to her thighs the neckline is pulled 
down to reveal half of one projecting breast. The sensual appeal of the 
cadaver is conveyed not only by its physical features and its immodest 
pose, but also by the brilliant pink tone and satiny texture of the lace-
adorned negligée and by the intervention from the left of the composition 

Fig. 2.5 Aylwin Lee 
Martin, Death for a 
Hussy, Hasbrouck 
Heights, NJ: Graphic 
Publications, 1952
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of a male figure, dressed as usual in suit and tie, who extends a hand as if 
to grasp the offered breast.

Far from unique, this illustration seems to be an improved reworking 
of the cover illustration for the 1952 Avon Books edition of Joseph 
Shallit’s Lady, Don’t Die on My Doorstep. There a trench-coated male 
figure leaned in, his hand spread in the foreground, toward a cadaver that 
closely resembled in physical appearance and dress the one adorning 
Dead in Bed, but that lay fallen beside the bed with back arched and 
breasts thrust upward. Likewise, the illustration for the 1953 Ace Books 
edition of William L. Stuart’s Dead Ahead shows a dead blonde woman 
lying in a rain-filled gutter, her head positioned at the bottom of the 
composition and her lilac-colored dress drawn up to her thighs and torn 
open at the top to expose her shoulder and upper breast, as a sport-
coated male figure kneels holding her wrist. Finally, the 1952 Graphic 
Publications edition of Aylwin Lee Martin’s prescriptively titled Death for 
a Hussy (Fig. 2.5) uses a somewhat more realistic painting technique to 
show a darkly dressed male figure who has used an ax to chop through a 
door and now gazes through a doorway and down at a very blonde 
female cadaver that lies on the floor of a ransacked room. The tone and 
texture of the woman’s lace-trimmed brassiere and slip rhyme with those 
of the later Dead in Bed illustration, and the compositional emphasis is on 
the idea of violent transgression (the threshold) and illicit visual access. 
The appeal of the cover illustration is reinforced by the first lines of the 
back cover plot summary (“She was very young, very beautiful and … 
very dead!) and the second line of the main text (“She was naked and 
stone cold,” 3).

As the additional images reproduced at the end of this paragraph show, 
US pulp publishers seized on the morgue as a space of necropornographic 
fantasy as early as 1937, in response to the commercial success of The Lady 
in the Morgue, a 1936 novel by Jonathan Latimer that I will discuss below. 
Illustrators rendered glamorous images of female bodies lying gracefully in 
states of undress and situated them either on morgue slabs or in invitingly 
recumbent poses under titles announcing where their wantonness would 
soon lead them. After Saucy Movie Tales led with “Body in the Morgue” in 
February 1937 (Fig. 2.6), Detection Fiction Weekly followed with “Beauty 
in the Morgue” (July 31, 1937) and Mystery Tales with “Mates for the 
Morgue-Master” (December 1939). By the 1950s necroerotic pulp fantasy 
was thriving in English-language hard-boiled fiction published on both 
sides of the Atlantic and both sides of the Pacific. In that decade, Australian 
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hard-boiled writers demonstrated a particular flair for these titles, as Carter 
Brown dreamed up Madame, You’re Morgue Bound (1953) and A Morgue 
Amour (1955), and Marc Brody followed with Maid for the Morgue 
(1956) and Red Hot and Morgue Bound (1958). Other offerings by these 
and similar writers used different keywords and thudding alliteration to 
flog the same fantasy: Hotsy, You’ll Be Chilled (Hank Janson 1951), Coffin 
for a Cutie (Spike Morelli 1952), Honey, Here’s Your Hearse (Carter 
Brown 1955), Curves for a Coroner (Carter Brown 1955). Along with the 
cover illustrators, the promotional specialists who wrote the taglines for 
such novels understood very clearly the essence of the novels’ appeal, and 
they communicated it to the readers with such well-turned hard-boiled 
phrases as “Lust earned her a slab in passion’s morgue!” (Andrew Shay 
Wanton D.O.A. Leisure Books 1964). The cover design for the 1960 
Fawcett edition of Mike Avallone Meanwhile Back at the Morgue features 
at the top the tagline “A blonde on a slab,” but the richly rendered illus-
tration presents instead the image of a red- haired woman lying diagonally 
across the composition on a white fur bedspread. She is half-naked, 
wrapped carelessly in a towel, and poses with one finger inserted between 
her brightly painted lips. An earlier Fawcett edition, of Jonathan Craig’s 
Morgue for Venus (1956), juxtaposed the title with an illustration of 
another redheaded woman who has partially emerged from a river or lake. 
She lies face down on a shoreline with her lower legs immersed in water 
and her pink blouse torn off one shoulder. The artist renders her skirt as 
wet and transparent and situates her upturned buttocks as the focus of the 
composition.

Most relevantly for my purposes here, the illustration for the February 
1937 issue of Saucy Movie Tales (Fig. 2.6) centrally displays a blonde wom-
an’s largely naked body as a uniformed policeman removes it from a 
morgue drawer. In a detail anticipating the emphasis on spectacularization 
in several of the novels I discuss below, a properly dressed male figure, 
presumably a journalist, leans in through a doorway at the rear of the 
composition to shoot the scene with a movie camera. The illustration for 
the 1952 Paperback Library edition of Violent Night by Whit Harrison 
(Harry Whittington) shows in the foreground the upper body of another 
woman on a mortuary slab, this time dressed in a low-cut peasant blouse 
and wearing an identification tag on her arm (Fig. 2.7). In the background 
two men, both wearing trench coats and one a badge, scrutinize a photo-
graph, possibly of the woman in life, with the facial expressions conveying 
judicious or skeptical appraisal.
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Over eight decades, the hard-boiled juxtaposition of sexualized female 
bodies with verbal and visual references to death has sold and continues to 
sell literally tons of pulp. Richard S.  Prather, author of tales such as 
“Nudists Die Naked” (Manhunt Detective Story Monthly, August 1955) 
was one of Mickey Spillane’s contemporary rivals, and he sold some 
40  million books worldwide during the 1950s and 1960s (“Richard 
Prather”). Prather’s novels were among many marketed on the basis of 
this eroto-thanatic proposition, whether stated directly in terms of a sexu-
alized corpse or rather through the juxtaposition, as in the novels’ cover 
illustrations, of glamorously seductive images of women and deathly lan-
guage (“corpse,” “morgue,” “slab,” “kill,” “dead,” “grave” etc.). Prather 
specialized in snappy titles such as Slab Happy and Strip for Murder, the 
latter set again in a nudist colony, and his novels circulated in Spain and 
Spanish America with titles such as Asesinato al desnudo (Murder in 

Fig. 2.6 Saucy Movie 
Tales, New York: Movie 
Digest Inc., February 
1937
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the Nude), Desnudos en Hollywood (Nudes in Hollywood) and La verdad 
desnuda (The Naked Truth). The title of a 1952 novel by English pulp 
writer Michael Storme (George H. Dawson) sums up as well as any the 
formula: Hot Dames on Cold Slabs. In 1951, Storme’s original British 
publisher Archer Press shut down as a result of unusually heavy obscenity 
fines levied by the British Home Office, which likely resulted from immod-
erate references to female breasts in the novels of Storme and other Archer 
writers. Storme’s Make Mine a Corpse was one of the novels most heavily 
fined, and the remainder of its print run was destroyed by order of censors 
(Holland n.p.). In an infinite number of lesser-known and less legally con-
tentious examples, we see the formula stated time and again: the “beauti-
ful body” or the “nude beauty’s corpse” and the insinuation that the 
woman’s sexual “evil” is at the origin of violence. In both the novels’ 

Fig. 2.7 Whit 
Harrison [Harry 
Whittington], Violent 
Night, New York: 
Phantom Books, 1952
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descriptive prose and in their lurid cover illustrations, sexualization is 
accomplished through emphasis of the conventional signs of female desir-
ability: blonde hair, white skin, ample breasts and long legs, with unclothed 
bodies draped as minimally and posed as provocatively as allowed by com-
mercial and legal standards of the time. In titles such as Craig’s Morgue for 
Venus, the morgue is implicitly equated, as in the Zola passage cited previ-
ously, to a brothel and the mortuary slab to a bed of sin. In this respect, 
hard-boiled crime novels merely added the necrophilic element to what 
Louis Menard describes as the commercial standard for US paperback 
book publishing during this period, especially in its lurid cover illustra-
tions. According to Menard, “mass-market paperbacking was about as 
raunchy and exploitative as it could be” (67). A congressional inquiry into 
“the kind of filthy sex books sold at the corner store” (quoted in Menard 
67) in the early 1950s did not result in legal regulation, since pulp novels 
such as those cited above “described sexual behavior, but the descriptions 
were not explicit, and they didn’t use obscene language. They were not 
pornography; they were merely packaged that way” (68). Through their 
massive mid-century sales, Menard concludes, hard-boiled and other pulp 
novels contributed to a permanent reorientation of popular literary sensi-
bilities and the literary market toward frank depictions of sexuality, “the 
gross, the shocking, and the transgressive” (69). Since the period of the 
classical hard-boiled novel, iterations of its particular necropornographic 
fantasies have proliferated across media and become increasingly explicit.

lAdiEs in MorguEs

The classic precedent in the US hard-boiled canon for my central corpus 
in this study is Latimer’s The Lady in the Morgue, a novel first published in 
1936, adapted to film in 1938 and repeatedly reprinted since. A 1958 
Pocket Books edition of Latimer’s novel already boasted over a million 
copies sold, and the novel was republished in English as recently as 2014, 
as an e-book. The Lady in the Morgue appeared in French translation in 
Gallimard’s famed Série Noire in 1949, and it subsequently appeared even 
in non-Romance languages such as Finnish and Japanese. More recently, 
the text has spawned a Catalan edition in 1990, a Russian edition in 1995, 
a third German-language edition in 2000, a fourth Italian edition in 2002 
and a Swedish edition in 2012. The striking cover image of the 1958 
Pocket Books edition makes very explicit the necropornographic promise 
to prospective readers of this Hollywood-adapted and still proliferating 
novel (Fig. 2.8).
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The cover artist offers an overhead view of the cadaver of a brightly 
made-up and fine-featured redheaded woman lying on a morgue slab, 
with an identification tag tied around her neck. Her body is covered only 
by a sheet, and the extended arm of a male figure has drawn it down to the 
waist, exposing the upper body. The viewer’s gaze is situated above the 
already dominant gaze of a male figure who unveils and contemplates the 
corpse. 1950s standards of decency mandate the compositional interposi-
tion of the hanging lamp, which illuminates the body even as it prevents 
us from sharing the male figure’s view of the coveted breasts. As in strip-
tease, the obstruction of our view intensifies the eroticization and drives 
home the promise implicit in the illustration: that after paying the price of 
admission (buying the novel), the reader will share in the full view. The 
male figure is dressed in the iconic fashion of a 1950s detective, in a suit 

Fig. 2.8 Jonathan 
Latimer, The Lady in the 
Morgue, New York, 
Pocket Books, 1958
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and a hat which entirely obscures (as in the Spillane cover image discussed 
in my introduction) the face and head, and thus personal identity. 
Reinforcing the artist’s front-cover image, the back cover of this edition 
carries a blunt statement of the novel’s proposition for entertainment: 
“The unidentified nude blond was found hanging from her own bath-
room door. SUICIDE? The corpse was sent to the morgue, where it dis-
appeared. BODY SNATCHING?” The teaser on the novel’s first 
(unnumbered) page reiterates the premise:

Private detective Bill Crane […] was in the Chicago morgue at the height of 
summer trying to cool off and to learn the identity of its most beautiful 
inmate. So-called Alice Ross had been found hanging, absolutely naked, in 
a room of a honky-tonk hotel. His orders were to find out who she really 
was.

Alice Ross was stolen from her slab that night.

Necrophilic wisecracks commence on the second page of the novel in ban-
ter between a crime reporter and a morgue attendant, who rates the new 
corpse “the best I seen since that nightclub singer was carved up by her 
Mexican boy friend” (12). In these opening morgue passages, Latimer’s 
prose’s rings with the poetry of male desire.

[City Press reporter Jerry] Johnson jerked the sheet off her body. “Nice, 
eh?”

She was slender, not with the stringy slenderness of a boy, but firmly 
rounded, and her skin was like cellophane which had tinted the color of a 
cherry stone clam. It had luster and depth, and its texture was fine. (17)

This is the first of several occasions in the novel in which various men con-
gregate to view and admire the corpse, praising its beauty. The morgue 
attendant even strokes “her smooth hip” (17) and expresses his willing-
ness to trade in his wife for what he calls “a model like this.” The novel’s 
racial language is no more compassionate than its sexual language, and I 
am certain that the only reason such an otherwise flimsy and slight novel 
has prospered up into the present is the enduring fascination of the eroti-
cized female cadaver.

The existence of four Italian editions of Latimer’s novel, translated as 
La dama della morgue, is surely due in large part to Italian novelist Alberto 
Moravia’s promotion of the text in a review published originally in Il 
Libraio and reproduced undated in the 2002 Italian edition of the novel. 
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Moravia situates Latimer as a descendant of Poe, and he calls Latimer’s 
text a manifestation of the “mortuary depths” (279) of American civiliza-
tion and an extreme expression of “a thread of scarcely concealed and 
genuine necrophilia” (279) running through US literature. Although 
Moravia does not trace the course of this thread as it winds from Poe to 
Latimer, he astutely captures the importance of The Lady in the Morgue in 
the development of the treatment of the cadaver in the tradition of mod-
ern crime literature.

Strange as it may seem, although detective novels are based on the fascina-
tion and terror of death, they have neglected until now the poetic value of 
cadavers and of everything having to do with cadavers. In detective novels 
the cadaver is above all a problem, and this explains why these books begin 
invariably with a crime and end with an arrest. In this way, the necrophilia 
that is at the origin of the genre, is concealed and disappears as in a game of 
dice.

The originality, then, of Jonathan Latimer’s The Lady in the Morgue, rests 
in having shown its cards and confronted this necrophilia frankly, deriving 
its subject matter in large part from necrophilia. The Lady in the Morgue is 
an exercise in virtuosity with regard to cadavers, tombs, and other similar 
places and objects. Lovers of cold flesh take notice: in this book you will find 
what you need to satisfy your most demanding tastes. This is, I believe, the 
most complete collection of mortuary motifs every assembled in the pages 
of a novel. […] In order to electrify tired and satiated readers, he has plun-
dered the repertoire, he has utilized the whole rich gamut of American mor-
tuary motifs, and that’s saying something. (280–1)

Moravia’s language in the latter part of this passage strongly echoes that of 
the nineteenth-century critics of Gothic and Frenetic Romantic horror. 
Charles Nodier first named the école frénétique in 1821, and he described 
the Frenetic Romantic literature as one “which parades atheism, rage and 
despair through graveyards; which exhumes the dead to frighten the liv-
ing, and which torments our imagination with horrible scenes” (quoted in 
Manzini 148). In the same year, Nodier attributed the horror aesthetics of 
the Frenetic Romantics to the cultural malaise of post-Revolutionary 
France:

The often ridiculous and sometimes revolting genre that in France passes for 
Romanticism and to which I have applied, not too unhappily, the epithet 
frenetic […] the product of a tired imagination tired of its limited sphere; or 
an aberration of a sick mind […]. [T]he current state of our society explains 
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well enough the enthusiastic reception it gives to sentimental follies and 
exaggerated passions. Aged peoples require stimulation by violent novelty: 
their paralysis needs electric shocks, their sensibility needs poetic horrors, and 
the mob needs executions. (quoted in Manzini 149, latter italics added)

Nodier’s language, in turn, echoes critiques voiced by the English 
Romantic poets Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Wordsworth with 
respect to the wave of Gothic “horror pornography” (Fiedler 140) initi-
ated by Matthew Gregory Lewis. In his 1797 review of The Monk, 
Coleridge denounced the triumph of “[t]he horrible and preternatural” in 
a vulgar and sensational commercial literature: “Most powerful stimulants, 
they can never be required except by the torpor of an unawakened, or the 
languor of an exhausted, appetite” (194). Whereas Moravia speaks of 
Latimer’s success in electrifying tired and satiated readers and Nodier of 
the Frenetics’ use of electric shocks to stimulate tired imaginations, 
Coleridge speaks of powerful Gothic stimulants required to dispel the tor-
por of exhausted appetites. A few years later, in the preface to the second 
edition (1800) of his Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth followed Coleridge’s 
lead, denouncing “frantic novels” that applied “gross and violent stimu-
lants” and that served “to blunt the discriminating powers of the mind, 
and unfitting it for all voluntary exertion to reduce it to a state of almost 
savage torpor [and to a] degrading thirst after outrageous stimulation” 
(quoted in Blank 371). Wordsworth attributed the vulgar taste for sensa-
tion to the era of political upheaval, urbanization and industrialization, 
resulting in the need for imaginary escape from the tedium of modern 
labor, and as G. Kim Blank observes, his denunciation of the Gothic reads 
today as an early precursor to such critiques of mass culture as those of 
Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno. For Wordsworth, as for other 
defenders of high bourgeois culture, the consumption of such shocking 
literature “‘blunt[s]’ the discriminating minds of consumers/audience to 
a state of low-level insensitivity and dullness, at the same time creating an 
unquestioned craving or desire” for additional shocks (Blank 377). 
Fiedler’s paraphrase of Wordsworth’s critique emphasizes the parallel with 
Moravia: “[G]othic sensationalism seemed merely a response (compound-
ing the ill to which it responded) to the decay of sensibility in an industri-
alized and brutalized world—in which men had grown so callous that only 
shock treatments of increasing intensity could move them to react” (135, 
italics added). In this respect the hard-boiled roman noir may be said to 
trade in the same “horror pornography” as the Gothic roman noir and to 
invite the same critiques.
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Taking a less censorious tone than his Romantic predecessors, Moravia 
approves of Latimer’s attempt to balance gloom with humor, and he also 
comments on the erotic play with the dead woman: “the cadaver of the 
dead woman is coveted by a gravedigger infatuated by such beauty, pawed 
over by policemen and drunks” (282).5 Moravia sees no harm in indulg-
ing such whims, but we may pause to ponder the implications of continu-
ing to increase the voltage required to electrify “lovers of cold flesh,” as 
has happened during the eighty years since Latimer’s novel first appeared, 
or in the more than one hundred and eighty years since Petrus Borel imag-
ined the vivisection of an unfaithful blonde wife by the most famous of 
Renaissance anatomists in “Don Andréa Vésalius L’Anatomiste” (1833). 
We might ask whether after so many electric shocks, the flesh of readers 
will not also become chilled to the point where all their sensitive impulses 
are deadened. This escalation is surely due not only to the ongoing liber-
alization of regimes of censorship in the West, but also in some measure to 
the desire of novelists to compete with the morbid mass spectacles com-
mercialized by the ascendant electronic audiovisual media.

The fecundity of Latimer’s invention in the decades following the pub-
lication of The Lady in the Morgue is evident in titles such as those I cited 
above, including the English writer Michael Storme’s 1952 Hot Dames on 
Cold Slabs. The pose and attributes of the female figure in the cover illus-
tration resemble those of a similar figure on the cover of the 1955 issue of 
Manhunt reproduced above (Fig. 2.1), but here the figure’s blank eyes as 
well as the generally distorted spacial perspective of the composition lend 
an eerie quality to a composition designed as usual to emphasize glossy 
scarlet lips, thrusting breasts and encroaching male hand and pistol 
(Fig. 2.9).

The back cover of the New York edition of Storme’s novel efficiently 
summarizes the novel’s plot and overall aesthetic premise:

THREE HOT DAMES from a Middle Western tank-town head for the Big 
City to find rich husbands they’d heard grew there on trees. […] What they 
didn’t know was that they had to pay for what they got. […] They wanted 
and found dough, but the price was steep. Just how steep is the theme of 
HOT DAMES and it makes terrific reading right from the beginning to the 
end where the hot dames cool off on the cold marble slabs of the morgue.

Storme’s “Adventurous Trio” (101) of female protagonists consists of “a 
tall, blonde Veronica Lake-type” (70) with “a swell shape” (67), a com-
bative German American redhead described as “a Myrna Loy[-]type” 
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(102) boasting a “well-padded but curved body” (81) and a vivacious and 
dark-complexioned Italian-American who affects the “mannerisms of 
Dorothy Lamour” (93). Storme signals his debt to The Lady in the Morgue 
not only by choosing Chicago, a city about which he clearly knows little, 
as his fictional locale, but also by stating that the blonde protagonist had 
been adopted as a baby by a family named Latimer. On their first night out 
in the city, each of the adventurous heroines immediately takes a lover, 
respectively a night-club owner, Chicago’s third-most wanted gangster, 
and a corrupt, obese banker. These relationships quickly lead them into 
vices including gambling and perils including kidnapping, torture and 
attempted rape, before they all die in an improbable sequence of car 
crashes at the end of the novel. Unlike Latimer’s novel, which opens with 
the morgue scene, Hot Dames on Cold Slabs devotes most of its narrative 
to the protagonists’ sexual adventures and waits until the last page to 
deliver the goods promised in its title. At the very end, a detective  character, 

Fig. 2.9 Michael 
Storme, Hot Dames on 
Cold Slabs, New York: 
Leisure Library, 1952
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barely present in the novel previously, arrives at the Chicago morgue to 
inspect the bodies of the three women and their lovers.

[Lieutenant Ned] Devine forced his way into the slab-room. He got 
quite a lot to look at.

The first corpse he stared at he recognized as [the night-club owner] Martin 
Lombard, then recognized [the gangster] Romano. […] [T]he three dames 
… never seen ’em before. They looked like they’d been hot dames. That was 
a laugh, at any rate. They’d been hot now they was stone cold on even colder 
slabs. Yeah, Hot Dames on Cold Slabs! Maybe there’d be an interesting 
story if he checked up on what the dames had been doin’ in Chicago. (italics 
in original, 128)

And so the detective’s amused contemplation of the cadavers initiates, 
retroactively, an investigation into the women’s imprudent activities. The 
investigation is then said to have concluded after several days with the 
detective telling the story to an interlocutor-narrator named Storme 
(128), who writes it down in the form of the novel we’ve just read. The 
narrator concludes abruptly with a plug in the main text for Storme’s next 
novel, Curtains for Carla, which Leisure Press also published in 1952.

As the cited paratextual elements (title and back cover text) suggest, the 
moral logic of the novel is unmistakable. Three poor women from a small 
town move to the city and use sex as their only available instrument for 
improving their prospects (“I guess it’ll haveta [sic] be all SEX to get us 
by,” 11). They then pay what the novel imagines as the “price” for this 
strategy by dying violently after having been variously beaten, imprisoned, 
drugged with an aphrodisiac and tortured. Storme’s sadistic aesthetics are 
particularly evident in passages in which the narration of attempted rape is 
broken off at the end of a chapter or a section to create narrative suspense 
(89, 111) and in which a character explicitly identified as a sadist attacks 
his screaming, nearly naked blonde captive in a warehouse basement, bar-
ing his filthy teeth in a “gloating sneer” while his partner “watche[s] the 
spectacle of Gloria’s torture with a wide grin on his face” (92). The narra-
tor offers the reader alternating perspectives for identification as he passes 
between, on one hand, descriptions of the torturers’ pleasure and their 
attempts to think up new torments, and, on the other, descriptions the 
woman’s hysterical terror and her pain: “She, face screwed up with pain, 
[…] had the feeling that every nerve in her body screamed out for merci-
ful relief” (92). Although the narrative occasionally permits the women to 
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resist their aggressors through ingenuity or physical struggle, the novel’s 
titular and final image leaves no doubt as to where wanton “hot dames” 
ultimately belong. In their final state, with their relentlessly sexualized 
bodies offered up for the pitiless and prurient gaze of the detective, they 
are definitively reduced to the state to which male characters had already 
attempted to assign them: they are “now fully, and completely, submis-
sive” (110).

Prominent genre critics have noted the intensification of violence in 
crime fiction in recent decades and the persistent apportioning of different 
types of violence along gender lines. Steven Knight distinguishes, for 
example, between “the head-contused but unbleeding male private eyes 
who suffer assaults only on their consciousness, and the incised and rel-
ished wounds of the body-opened female victims” (Crime Fiction 198). In 
an essay published in the year 2000, English critic and novelist Sarah 
Dunant has provided one of the most insightful accounts of the contem-
porary proliferation of those “body-opened female victims” not only in 
hard-boiled but also in soft-boiled crime fiction. Dunant writes that nowa-
days it is not unusual for novels to rely on an “opening, voyeuristic image 
of a female corpse sexually mutilated, and served up with a helping of 
spurious police/forensic jargon to make us feel a tad less guilty about 
reading it” (16). Whereas sexual serial murder surely exists, Dunant writes, 
and crime novelists might claim merely to document reality, she argues 
that such scenes featuring descriptions of mutilated female cadavers serve 
more to excite than to inform readers:

[T]hey have less to do with social realism and more to do with voyeurism. I 
would say that whether or not the writer is aware of it, such passages encour-
age a sense of titillation. When we look at [a murdered character’s] body in 
print we feel not only her death, but also her degradation, humiliation and 
terror (all qualities essential to these kind of deaths). The corpse itself has a 
brutal lack of identity. You will notice that very often such corpses have no 
face. Who they are is not important. It is their body and what has been sexu-
ally done to it that is the point. […] The point about these female victims of 
serial killers is that they are two-a-penny. And all they have in common—i.e. 
what attracts the killer towards them—is, in basic terms, not their faces but 
their genitalia. That is what makes them victims. […] For the detective they 
are often just a pathetic list of names. In terms of the traditional crime novel 
they are not always given the care and attention of reconstruction; one fol-
lows on after the other too quickly for that. It is just their gender that 
counts. (17)
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Dunant’s comments suggest that the dynamics discerned by Halttunen in 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century “sexual tales of murder” and deployed 
so forcefully by hard-boiled novelists such as Latimer remain ferociously 
powerful in contemporary crime fiction. Dunant’s comments also recall 
parallels with the reactionary discourse of sensationalistic crime tabloids 
such as Alarma! or indeed the “new journalistic voice” forged by the 
New York City tabloids in the wake of the Mary Rogers murder in 1841, 
as described by Amy Gilman Srebnick: “Tough, angry, voyeuristic, and 
deeply misogynist, this voice used the already familiar form of the crime 
narrative to focus on the female subject, initiating the construction of the 
violated and murdered woman who appeals to our prurience at the same 
time as she evokes our sympathy and outrage as a cliched convention of 
modern journalism” (65).

When Steven Knight, echoing Dunant, referred to the English-language 
crime novel’s increasingly graphic fixation on “the incised and relished 
wounds of the body-opened female victims” (198), he cited as an example 
a 1991 novel by Ed McBain, perhaps the most prolific and best-known 
author of police procedural fiction in English. McBain, born Salvatore 
Lombino in New York City in 1926, published under various names more 
than 120 novels and sold more than 100 million copies of them by the 
time of his death in 2005 (Erin E. MacDonald 1). I cite McBain as my 
final example in this chapter to provide a very direct and contemporary 
mainstream parallel in English to the Hispanic hard-boiled texts I survey 
in the next chapter. McBain’s first novel for adults, first published in 1952, 
appeared three times under three different names and two different titles, 
the most recent being So Nude, So Dead in the 2015 London edition pic-
tured above (Fig. 2.2). The novel begins when the protagonist, a drug 
addict, wakes up in a hotel next to the dead body of a blonde twenty-two- 
year-old lounge singer with whom he had injected heroin the night before. 
On the first page of the novel, he sees her body without immediately real-
izing she is dead. He describes her whiteness, her high cheekbones and her 
hair “spread out over the pillow like a golden fan” (13), and he specifies 
that she lies with her breasts exposed. After several pages of recollection of 
their meeting the previous evening, he realizes that something is amiss, 
and, in an interaction that recalls the scene depicted on the cover of 
Latimer’s The Lady in the Morgue, he draws back a bedsheet to uncover 
the woman’s body fully and discovers bullet holes near her navel. In the 
2015 edition of the novel, the “teaser” page preceding the main text 
reproduces the paragraphs in which the protagonist discovers that his bed-
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mate is dead, confirming the generic function of the necropornographic 
spectacle as the hook with which the publisher Titan Books, more than six 
decades after the first edition of the novel, still hopes to snag readers.

Throughout So Nude, So Dead, McBain repeatedly reactivates the 
image of the “full-bodied blonde” (59) with bullet holes in her abdomen 
by having his protagonist recall seeing her with shots “pumped into her 
belly” (22) and “with two slugs in her belly” (27). References to these 
“slugs” recur throughout the novel as the protagonist attempts to dis-
cover the identity of the “lousy bastard” (50) who “pumped the slugs” 
(187) into the “pretty blonde’s belly” (44). The vocabulary and phonetic 
resonances here are familiar from the novels of Mickey Spillane, whose 
detective Mike Hammer likewise “pumped slugs” (Spillane 171) into all 
manner of troublesome women and Communists, as well as from other 
contemporary hard-boiled novels such as the aforementioned Hot Dames 
on Cold Slabs. In the early 1950s, when explicit depictions of genital activ-
ity were censored, the pumping of slugs into bellies clearly served as the 
primary hard-boiled euphemism for sexual penetration, as is evident when 
the adventurous blonde protagonist of Storme’s Hot Dames on Cold Slabs 
is kidnapped: “Randy Carmot […] jerked the gat out of his pocket and 
shoved it into Gloria’s belly. […] She […] gasped painfully as the gat 
poked boringly into her guts” (74).6 Considering that a primary non- 
slang meaning of “slug” is, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, 
that of a “slimy gasteropod or land-snail,” it does not seem too far-fetched 
to read “pump[ing] the slugs into her belly” as a figure for the ejaculation 
of semen, but one connoting a death-dealing rather than a life-generating 
insemination.

In So Nude, So Dead, as in so many narratives in the tradition of 
Halttunen’s “sexual tales of murder,” McBain creates sexual intrigue not 
only through by emphasizing the highly conventional markers of attrac-
tiveness (young, white, blonde, full breasts) of the woman who turns up 
dead, but also her transgressive sexual conduct in life. The discovery that 
the murder victim, a married drug addict, was several months pregnant 
with the child of one of her several lovers implies that the bullets that 
killed her may have pierced her gravid uterus, directing our attention 
again to a misogynistic and punitive aggression integral of the hard-boiled 
formula and associated with the triumph of a death drive over an erotic 
drive in the service of reproductive fertility.

Before turning to McBain’s Spanish-language peers, I will briefly men-
tion only one more of his novels, from his widely read and translated 87th 
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Precinct series of police procedurals. Beginning in 1956 and ending in 
2005, the year of his death, McBain published fifty-seven full-length nov-
els in this series, centering on the investigations of a group of New York 
City police detectives. Yet in many decades of professional experience, 
McBain did not overcome his reliance on the necropornographic ploy that 
opened So Nude, So Dead. Thirty-nine years after the initial publication of 
that novel, McBain brought out Widows (1991), the forty-fifth novel in 
the 87th Precinct series and the one that Knight cited in 2000 as evidence 
of the growing prominence of opened and mutilated female cadavers in 
contemporary crime fiction. So Nude, So Dead centered, as we have just 
seen, on the search for “the guy who’d torn open Eileen Chalmers’s stom-
ach” (58), but his opening description of the torn cadaver was relatively 
succinct. In Widows, McBain updates the same opening scene for the more 
permissive sensibility of the 1990s, beginning with the first paragraph of 
the novel:

She’d been brutally stabbed and slashed more times than Carella chose to 
imagine. […]. The paring knife was on the floor beside her. The blade was 
covered with blood. She was bleeding from what appeared to be a hundred 
cuts and gashes.

‘Natural blonde,’ Monaghan said. (9)

In the novel’s first two pages, McBain’s narrator situates the scene in a 
luxurious penthouse and constructs it as a spectacle by stating that four 
male detectives “in suits and jackets stood around her, looking down at 
her, plastic-encased ID cards clipped to their coat collars […] Monaghan 
and Monroe kept staring down at the body” (10). Focalizing his observa-
tions through the gaze and sensibility of the detectives, the narrator says 
of the dead woman that “she’d been a beauty. Nineteen, twenty years old, 
long blonde hair and startling blue eyes […]. Young beautiful body” (10). 
She bears multiple slash marks on her face, breasts, belly and inner thighs 
(“Torn white flesh and bright red blood,” 10), and the fact that she lies 
with her kimono “torn open” (9) allows nearly full inspection of her form. 
In this rendering of the standard necropornographic scene, the convened 
male authorities make no comments more prurient than the observation 
that the woman’s pubic hair confirms her natural blondeness, but the sig-
nificance of that remark in the context of the hard-boiled genre should not 
be underestimated. It recalls characteristically blunt and risqué lines from 
I, the Jury that, according to Lee Server, “probably earned Spillane a small 
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fortune in royalties” (240). “All that were left were the transparent pant-
ies,” wrote Spillane. “And she was a real blonde” (quoted in Server 240).

In classical hard-boiled fiction, the ability to violate privacy, to inspect 
women’s bodies and to reveal their secrets signifies the visual and episte-
mological superiority and privilege of the male detective. In the opening 
scene of Widows, the attitudes of the detectives toward the desirable 
cadaver do not stray far from professional decorum, ranging from worka-
day indifference to the occasional expression of concern. But as Dunant 
observes, the inclusion of credentialed and authorized male authorities 
may be seen as a disclaimer by which the novel proclaim its fundamental 
lawfulness and decency even while the detectives model for the reader the 
power and sexual privilege of the male gaze. They appear as primary view-
ers of the spectacle and thus absolve the reader from considering the 
 ethical implications of the necropornographic fantasy promoted by the 
narrator through his insistence on the helpless exposure of a violated 
female body and its stereotypical attributes of desirability (again, youth, 
wealth, blondeness, whiteness of skin, blueness of eye).

In this chapter I have traced the necropornographic elements present in 
modern crime fiction from its origins in the earliest detective stories of Poe 
and the first detective novel written in Spanish. I have shown how female 
cadavers are eroticized by reference to the past sexual behavior of the dead 
women and in scenes in which male forensic and medical authorities 
inspect naked female corpses. The pornographic intent of these scenes 
becomes explicit in the hard-boiled era, when frankly stated misogynistic 
male aggression and necrophilic insinuations become constant features of 
a commercially dominant mass literary genre. I have also related the necro-
pornographic aesthetics of nineteenth-century crime fiction to those of 
the proto-tabloid sensationalist penny press in the United States and to 
twenty-first-century tabloid newspapers and similar websites in Mexico, 
Colombia and Argentina. I examined the most popular US novel of the 
early nineteenth century to show that Gothic-derived sensational male 
adventure fiction, a direct precursor to twentieth-century hard-boiled fic-
tion, employed a “voyeur style” of literary titillation, as it fixated on female 
breasts, misogynistic sex crimes, and female cadavers staged as spectacles 
for scopic consumption by desiring male subjects. In several of the texts I 
presented, male authors imagined the dissection and inspection of female 
bodies in morgues as a triumphant male confrontation with and contain-
ment of a maternal abject (The Quaker City) and/or as a contemptuous 
exertion of sexual dominance over female bodies reduced to a state of 

 G. S. CLOSE



87

perfect submission and passivity. In the next chapter I will trace the devel-
opment of this necropornographic component as the hard-boiled genre 
model was adopted by later writers in Spain and Spanish America.

notEs

1. For critiques of the von Hagen’s exertion of an eroticized and sexualized 
visual power and the hyper-sexualization of plastinated cadavers in his exhi-
bitions, see Deller 245–6, Desmond 48–9 and Linke 16–17.

2. According to the editor of the 2009 edition of La huella del crimen, critics 
who identify it as the first detective novel published in Spanish include 
“[Pedro Luis] Barcia, [Jorge] Lafforgue, [Néstor] Ponce, [Jorge] Rivera, 
among others” (Setton “Criterios” 7).

3. In his postscript to La huella del crimen, Román Setton observes that the 
denouement of the novel confirms the  affirmative character of classical 
detective fiction (in accordance with Pierre Macherey’s definition of “affir-
mative culture”): “law and the State [are] vehicles of reason. Confidence in 
progress, which is characteristic of the Generation of ’80, is clearly seen […] 
in the economy of the crime’s resolution: a steely logic and procedures of 
applied science, utilization of scientific advancements, prudence in judge-
ment, reestablishment of order, and progress of justice” (“Raúl Waleis” 
304).

4. Gene Janes’s novel Death in a Nudist Camp appeared in Sydney, Australia, 
c.1952 (Johnson-Woods 26) and a story with the same title but attributed 
to Jimmy Rizutto appeared in the May 1954 issue of The Saint Detective 
Magazine, published in New York but with reprint editions in Australia and 
the United Kingdom (Crime, Mystery & Gangster Fiction Magazine Index).

5. My colleague Loredana Comparone informs me that Moravia plays here 
with two senses of the word “beccamorto,” which means both “gravedig-
ger” and “a man who shamelessly or clumsily flirts with a woman.” I am 
indebted to Loredana for her translation of the Italian passages cited here.

6. The latent homoerotic affect and violent homophobic repression that char-
acterizes hard-boiled fiction is perfectly exemplified by another usage of the 
“pumping slugs” imagery in Storme’s novel, when one Chicago gangster 
fantasizes about shooting a rival: “it would be kinda nice to hear the sloppy 
thuds as bullets from his Luger found their way into Cabello’s belly” (55). 
On the antagonistic homoerotics of hard-boiled fiction, see Forter (27) and 
Breu (14–15).
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CHAPTER 3

The Hispanic Hard-Boiled

I will begin my incursion into Hispanic hard-boiled crime fiction by intro-
ducing two more direct precursors to the great mass media entertainments 
of our time. In Spain, images of graceful and slender female cadavers fig-
ured prominently in the marketing of imported crime fiction from the first 
half of the twentieth century. In Barcelona, for example, the Molino pub-
lishing house produced the country’s most important series of popular 
novels, Biblioteca Oro, between 1933 and 1956, and it included transla-
tions of detective novels by prominent English-language writers in both 
the classical and hard-boiled detective modes. Multiple novels published 
in the Biblioteca Oro, including titles by S. S. Van Dine, Agatha Christie, 
H. Ashbrook and Peter Cheyney, featured covers framed in yellow and 
bore illustrations predominantly in red featuring the corpses of lithe, 
shapely, long-haired and elegantly dressed women splayed diagonally or 
horizontally in the familiar poses of abandon. In the illustration for 
Cheney’s ¡Otro traguito! (Another Little Drink, 1949), a smartly dressed 
and groomed male figure looks directly out of the composition at the 
viewer, smiling with impeccable teeth and toasting with a glass of beer, 
while the much smaller figure of a woman’s corpse stretches across the 
bottom of the composition, posed again so as to emphasize the curves of 
her raised breasts and twisted hips.

In the years after World War II, the hard-boiled genre arrived in Spain 
and Spanish America with film noir and through delayed translations of 
the classic US fiction. By the 1950s it emerged as a commercial staple for 
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publishers of popular novels principally in Barcelona, Buenos Aires and 
Mexico City. By the 1950s, professional pulp novelists and translators such 
as the Spaniards Guillermo López Hipkiss and Francisco González 
Ledesma were turning out dozens of 128-page kiosk novels set in the 
United States, featuring Anglo detectives and often published under 
Anglo pseudonyms to increase market appeal. Though the Spanish pulp 
novels of the 1950s were subject to censorship by the regime of dicta-
tor  Francisco Franco and seem to have been considerably less porno-
graphic than the US ones, they do reproduce the basic tropes of the genre, 
including sexualized cadavers of blonde and red-haired women. Examples 
appear in the cover illustrations for a number of novels published by the 
Barcelona publishing house Bruguera in its Servicio Secreto series. On the 
cover of Muerte de una pelirroja (Death of a Red-Head, 1959) by Keith 
Luger (Miguel Oliveros Tovar), a redheaded woman lies dead on green 
grass wearing a white gown, her figure drawn to emphasize the contrast 
between her full breasts and hips and her unnaturally narrow waist. Behind 
her appear the feet and lower legs of three male figures all wearing identi-
cal black shoes and black pants and positioned to indicate that they are 
gazing down at the body. In El fiscal tiene miedo (The Prosecutor Is Afraid, 
1956) by Clark Carrados (Luis García Lecha), a man wearing a hat and a 
suit and tie kneels down to inspect and touch the upper body of a dead 
blonde woman, his gaze directed toward the v-neck of the woman’s floral- 
patterned robe. The corpse stretches horizontally across the foreground, 
its back arched, breasts jutting up and hair cascading down from an ele-
gant face shown in profile. Sin tiempo que perder (No Time to Lose, 1955) 
by Donald Curtis (Juan Gallardo Muñoz) offers a variation on the same 
figure, as the artist presents the corpse of glamorous blonde woman 
dressed and painted as if for a gala, her arms and shoulders bare as she lays 
sprawled on the floor. We look down on her from above, as does a dapper 
male figure placed close to the viewer’s perspective in the foreground of 
the composition.

Finally, Recuérdame al morir (Remember Me When You Die, 1957) by 
Silver Kane (the prolific Francisco González Ledesma) poses the blonde 
cadaver on a green armchair, her upper breast exposed in décolletage and 
stained in the center by blood from a gunshot wound (Fig. 3.1). Behind 
her stands, again, a well-dressed man who gazes down at the corpse with 
a calmly serious expression, while holding in one hand what appears to be 
the murder weapon (though it is difficult to recognize as a pistol due to 
the poorly rendered perspective). The sexualization and glamorization of 
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dead female bodies are constant, as are the compositional assertions of 
male visual and spatial mastery.

These are far from being the only cover designs in the Servicio Secreto 
series to feature glamorous female corpses. In fact, images of female cadav-
ers abound, and the prone figures of blonde and redheaded women are 
especially prized as visual lures. As in English-language hard-boiled fic-
tion, blondes again exert a superior degree of erotic fascination and elicit 
a more intense femicidal malice, and Bruguera’s titles bode them ill with 
striking redundancy. Among those compiled by the anonymous author of 
the blog La memoria del bolsilibro, I will cite only the most suggestive: La 
rubia está servida (The Blonde is Served, Burton Hare 1979), Una rubia 
y la muerte (A Blonde and Death, Alf. Regaldie 1966), Las rubias mueren 
así (This Is How Blondes Die, Keith Luger 1956), Las rubias mueren 

Fig. 3.1 Silver Kane 
[Francisco González 
Ledesma], Recuérdame 
al morir, Colección 
Servicio Secreto 360, 
Barcelona: Bruguera, 
1957
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 llorando (Blondes Die Weeping, Silver Kane 1963), Ha muerto una rubia 
(A Blonde Has Died, Alf. Regaldie 1964), Duelo por una rubia difunta 
(Mourning for a Deceased Blonde, Clark Carrados 1978), Luto por una 
rubia tonta (Mourning for a Dumb Blonde, Clark Carrados 1982), Hielo 
para una rubia (Ice for a Blonde, Joe Mogar no date available), Ataúd 
para una rubia (Coffin for a Blonde, Silver Kane 1956), Muerte para una 
rubia (Death for a Blonde, Joe Mogar 1969), Muerte para una muñeca 
rubia (Death for a Blonde Doll, Silver Kane 1972), Lamento por una 
rubia (Lament for a Blonde, Burton Hare 1978), Réquiem para una 
rubia (Requiem for a Blonde, Kelley Roos 1958) and Réquiem para las 
rubias (Requiem for Blondes, Joe Mogar 1960). By the mid-1970s, two 
Spanish novels appeared under the same title, El asesino las prefiere rubias 
(The Killer Prefers Blondes, Adam Surray 1974 and Joseph Berna 1976), 
which is a take-off on Los caballeros las prefieren rubias, the Spanish title of 
Marilyn Monroe’s 1953 film Gentlemen Prefer Blondes. (Below I will trace 
additional appropriations of this title in Argentinean pulp fiction of the 
same era.) With one exception, all of the titles just cited, as well as several 
others featuring similar references to redheads, appeared in two series 
published by Bruguera, and the recurrence of author pseudonyms reflects 
the publisher’s employment of in-house writers who churned out  formulaic 
titles at a breakneck pace. The aforementioned blog post suggests that 
male Spanish readers found these necropornographic fantasies particularly 
appealing in an era when strict media censorship prevailed and when fair- 
haired women were less frequently seen in Spain (“Rubias, morenas y 
pelirrojas”), especially during the 1950s before mass tourism brought mil-
lions of northern Europeans to the country. Morbid fetishization of 
blonde and redheaded cadavers in Spanish pulp novels set in a dimly imag-
ined United States might also be read as an sexual manifestation of the 
envy and resentment of politically isolated and repressed Franco-era 
Spaniards exposed to images of the luxuries and liberties of postwar 
US consumer society through imported hard-boiled fiction (already rife 
with misogyny) and through Hollywood films such as those of Marilyn 
Monroe.

While Barcelona was mediating the reception of hard-boiled aesthetics 
in Spain, a parallel pulp industry was at work in Buenos Aires, and it gener-
ated nearly identical titles. Three years after local writer Eduardo 
Goligorsky, writing for the Malinca publishing house under the pseud-
onym Dave Target, published La muerte prefiere las rubias (Death Prefers 
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Blondes, 1959), another Buenos Aires publisher, Acme, brought out a 
translation of Samuel Krasney’s A Mania for Blondes (1961) under the 
title Los asesinos las prefieren rubias (Killers Prefer Blondes, not to be con-
fused with Bruguera’s twice-used El asesino las prefiere rubias, The Killer 
Prefers Blondes). In 1974 a third Buenos Aires publisher, Ediciones de la 
Línea, brought out another novel with the same title as the Krasney trans-
lation, this time by the Argentinean neopoliciaco writer Juan Carlos Martini 
(again, Los asesinos las prefieren rubias, 1974). In the Argentinean case, the 
implicit reference to blonde cinematic bombshells is doubled by the fact 
that Argentinean readers might also have recalled a 1961 Argentina-France 
co-production starring the American actress Mamie Van Doren (now 
often called the “poor-man’s Marilyn Monroe”). The title of the Van 
Doren film was (you guessed it) Los asesinos las prefieren rubias. This tangle 
of references and redundant titles provides perhaps the most succinct evi-
dence of the hard-boiled crime genre’s compulsive fascination with stag-
ing the death of highly sexualized blonde women. In Buenos Aires, pulp 
professionals such as Eduardo Goligorsky translated novels including Mike 
Avallone’s Meanwhile Back at the Morgue, which appeared as Una para la 
morgue (One Female for the Morgue, 1960), while also concocting 
pseudo-translations such as La morgue está de fiesta (Party at the Morgue, 
1959), published under Goligorsky’s pseudonym Roy Wilson and 
 including a fictional “original title” from which Goligorsky’s novel claims 
to be translated (“Título del original: ‘They’ll Die Laughing’”). In many 
cases, the cover illustrations for such novels present lurid images of semi-
nude women, again often blonde or redheaded, posed to indicate that 
they are either dead, dying or destined to die. In the cover illustration for 
Jonathan Craig’s Un bello cadáver (A Beautiful Cadaver), published by 
Malinca in 1959, a blonde woman dressed in a black strapless gown lies on 
a red floor (Fig. 3.2).1

The presence of a male figure standing over her is signified by the inclu-
sion of feet and lower legs in the upper part of the composition. In the 
illustration for La isla y la muerte (The Island and Death), written by 
Goligorsky under the pseudonym Mitch Collins and published by Malinca 
in 1960, a male figure dressed in a suit bends down to touch the naked 
shoulder of a prone woman whose fiery red hair contrast with her backless 
green dress. Malinca’s illustrators painted a chromatically identical female 
corpse for the cover of Thomas Cervion’s Día de muertos (Day of the 
Dead) in 1963, and a fully clothed man removing a red sheet from the 
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otherwise naked body of another redhead for Jonathan Craig’s Todos la 
querían … muerta (Everyone Wanted Her… Dead, 1955). For several 
other novels in the Nueva Pandora and Débora series, they preferred to 
juxtapose images of immodestly clothed living women in seductive poses 
with hard-boiled titles advertising misogyny and necrophilia. These 
included Terry O. K. Burleson’s Las ninfas también mueren (Nymphs Also 
Die, 1955), James Clayford’s El cadáver desnudo (The Naked Cadaver, 
1956), Johnny Dark’s Muere en mis brazos (Die in My Arms, 1957), Mark 
Reed’s ¡Acuéstate y muere! (Lie Down and Die! 1956), Rick Wayne’s 
Pégame fuerte (Hit Me Hard, 1956) and two by Michael Storme: Funeral 
para bellas (Funeral for Beauties, 1956) and Ladrones de cadáveres 
(Cadaver Thieves, 1959).

Fig. 3.2 Jonathan 
Craig [Frank E. Smith], 
Un bello cadáver, Buenos 
Aires: Malinca, 1959
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Nudity, Paralysis aNd dissectioN

Within the hard-boiled genre implanted in Spain and Spanish America, 
the importance of the fantasy of the nude and imperiled woman emerges 
emphatically in Desnudarse y morir (Undress and Die), published by the 
Mexican Juan Miguel de Mora in 1957.2 Inspired perhaps by similar titles 
already mentioned, such as Prather’s Strip for Murder (1955), and set, in 
accordance with the norms of Spanish-language crime fiction during this 
period, in an unspecified US city, de Mora’s novel tells the story of a serial 
killer who turns out to be an illusionist who hypnotizes women to make 
them undress before he strangles them. On the fifth page of the novel’s 
principal text, the reader is thus invited to imagine the cadaver of a 
seventeen- year-old girl who is found in a hotel “completely naked” (13), 
a phrase that constitutes one of this genre’s fetishes. In a narrative gesture 
that initially appears feminist, de Mora situates the victim’s older sister, a 
university-educated fashion designer named Dina Mulberry, as the pro-
tagonist of the murder investigation. Upon learning of her sister’s death 
and seeing her body, Mulberry swears to track down the killer and take 
revenge, and so she undertakes an investigation that obliges her to train in 
the use of firearms and infiltrate the criminal underworld. Suspecting that 
her sister may have met her killer through a personal ad in the newspaper, 
Mulberry begins to respond to the most suspicious ads and to frequent 
the city’s danger zones. This brings her into contact with a series of sex 
maniacs and gangsters, whom she confronts with intrepid self-assurance 
and impressive resistance to punishment. De Mora signals his debt to the 
US hard-boiled tradition by setting his novel in the United States and by 
having one of his villains recommend to the heroine the detective novels 
of prolific pulp US writer Frank Gruber (110–11). De Mora also lavishes 
on hard-boiled clichés such as multiple shoot-outs and a scene in which 
the protagonist, being held as a hostage, is splattered with skull fragments 
and brain matter when a police detective shoots her captor (136). 
Throughout the novel, Dina Mulberry persistently confronts professional 
thugs and amateur predators who threaten, pinch, grope, slap, punch, 
kick, kidnap, bind and gag, drug, whip and rape her, knocking her uncon-
scious several times and once locking her in a wardrobe with another 
woman’s naked corpse. In the course of her campaign for revenge, she 
herself comes to kill various criminals in self-defense, inadvertently bring-
ing down a drug-trafficking ring and a serial rapist, but her principal dra-
matic activity consists of undressing, sometimes under orders from her 
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aggressors and at other times as an investigative tactic. Stripping of female 
bodies thus reappears as a fundamental hard-boiled motif, problematically 
associated with the detective genre’s original commitment to the revela-
tion of truth.

First adventure: Mulberry awakens the suspicions of a group of drug 
dealers, and one of them kidnaps her, rips her dress and whips her with his 
belt before freeing her. Mulberry takes revenge by posing as a prostitute, 
kidnapping the thug, terrorizing him and finally finishing him off with a 
bullet to the forehead when he attacks her again. Her tight and loosely 
sewn prostitute skirt cannot resist the struggle with her attacker, and the 
seam rips, exposing her entire leg and thigh (38). Second adventure: 
Mulberry responds to the ad of a sex maniac who tries to rape her but only 
manages to tear the neckline of her dress before the police arrive. Third 
adventure: another sex maniac posing as a doctor succeeds in injecting 
Mulberry with a drug that leaves her paralyzed but conscious while he 
undresses her at considerable narrative length, praising the extraordinary 
beauty of her body (63), which the narrator has also proclaimed since the 
first page of the novel (7). Throughout this scene, the heterodiegetic nar-
rator implicitly invites the reader to share in the enjoyment of Mulberry’s 
inert and captive beauty, as he evokes the aggressor’s excitement and the 
woman’s terror. De Mora’s narrator insists repeatedly on the rapist’s pon-
derous visual pleasure in looking at the paralyzed woman’s naked body, 
and by drawing out the scene he implicitly situates the reader as a vicarious 
voyeur. He describes how the rapist undresses her garment by garment, 
taking his time, stepping back, smoking, sitting down, standing up and 
moving around her, “devouring her with his eyes, […] in no hurry, care-
fully enjoying the spectacle” (63). Over several pages, the narrator states 
time and again that the rapist is observing and contemplating the para-
lyzed and panicked woman carefully and at his leisure, from all angles, 
while she waits expecting to be raped and killed (63–5). These, of course, 
are narrative techniques familiar from the nineteenth-century voyeur style 
exemplified by Lippard’s The Quaker City.

In contrast to the slow pace of the forcible undressing, which is key to 
de Mora’s erotic rhetoric in Desnudarse y morir, the rape of the protago-
nist occurs during an abrupt ellipsis between paragraphs that marks the 
limit of commercial tolerance for literary pornography in Mexico in 1957. 
Yet even after these assaults, Dina Mulberry presses on, undaunted in her 
investigation. When a psychiatrist suggests to her that her sister’s mur-
derer is a mentally ill man who will only reveal his “murderous delirium” 
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(84) when he sees a naked woman, the avenging protagonist decides to 
undress in front of each of the suspects in order to observe their reactions. 
The gentlemanly reaction of the first suspect, a journalist in love with 
Mulberry, seems to exonerate him. The second, a drug-dealing gangster, 
reacts coldly to Mulberry’s by-now familiar “perfect breasts,” but he tries 
to detain her, perhaps to put her to work as a prostitute. He threatens to 
have her raped by his henchmen and by his pet chimpanzee (98) before 
the journalist bursts in and provokes a shoot-out.

The final pages of Desnudarse y morir stage the most assiduously eroti-
cized of the novel’s various stripteases. Convinced that the journalist is, in 
fact, the killer, Mulberry gets drunk with the illusionist and accompanies 
him to his home, where she submits to seduction. The narrator relates in 
detail the actions of the serial murderer as he kisses, caresses, embraces and 
undresses the still unsuspecting woman. After he removes her brassiere 
and kisses the tips of her breasts, the protagonist shudders voluptuously 
and arches her back, lifting her hips to allow removal of her dress. “The 
girl was all surrender” (182), comments the narrator redundantly, as the 
killer strokes her thigh and leans back to contemplate her perfect, naked 
breasts and legs. This scene of mutual excitement (or four-way excitement, 
including de Mora and the implied reader) is interrupted at this moment 
when the protagonist remembers the cadaver of her murdered sister. She 
stands up and puts her dress back on, whereupon the illusionist becomes 
enraged. He spits an insult at her (“Bitch!” 184) and resorts immediately 
to hypnosis not only to oblige her to undress again, but also to order her 
to desire her own death, as it turns out he has done with his previous vic-
tims. De Mora renders this scene, like that of the previous rape, as an orgy 
of voyeurism. As Mulberry falls into hypnosis, she perceives the hypno-
tist’s eyes growing in size to fill the entire room, “enormous, hard, malefi-
cent” (184), as if the phallic gaze were undergoing erection. The hypnotist 
then orders her to resume the striptease.

“You want to undress. Your clothes are in the way. Undress.”
Dina stood up under the gaze of Walsh. She removed her dress, folded 

it, and put it carefully on a chair. Her body was marvelous, her breasts exqui-
site and her legs magnificent. Dina unhooked her garter and placed it on top 
of her dress. She sat down to remove her stockings and her shoes. Her gaze 
was fixed, as if she could see nothing of what surrounded her. Very close by, 
Walsh was transfigured, he panted and sweated with a hateful animal expres-
sion on his face, running his eyes over every particle of the girl’s white flesh.
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“The rest,” he whispered. “The rest.”
Obedient and calm, with her gaze still, removed her transparent nylon 

panties and stood completely naked [again, the fetish phrase] in front of 
Walsh.

From her serene forehead, her face as cold as a statue’s, Walsh ran his eyes 
over her shoulders, her breasts, her prodigious waist, the soft down of her 
sex, and her magnificent thighs. Dina stood still in the middle of the room, 
awaiting further orders. (185)

If I have quoted from de Mora’s text in disproportion to the literary mer-
its of his prose, it is because the ending of his novel seems to be a memo-
rable expression of the ideal role granted to women in the traditional 
novela negra. From the opening pages of the novel, the narrator indicates 
that Mulberry is followed constantly by desiring male gazes, and by the 
end all three of the novel’s principal male characters confess to falling in 
love with her (177). The greatest desire of the narrative, like that of the 
rapist, seems to be to render her “naked and immobile” (66). Despite her 
fearlessness, de Mora’s avenging female protagonist ends the novel hypno-
tized (after having been drugged previously), immobilized (again), 
undressed (again and again and again) and pawed over. While her aggres-
sor contemplates her luxuriously and caresses her breasts (185), she stares 
without seeing, obedient to the extreme of consenting verbally to her own 
murder.

“Sit down,” Walter said, and Dina sat. “You want to die. You long to die, 
you will only be happy in death. Say it!”

“I long to die,” said Dina in a strange voice. “I will only be happy in 
death.” (186)

Before her induced desire can be fulfilled, Mulberry’s savior, the journal-
ist, intervenes by crashing through a window (the tenth time in the 181 
pages of the novel’s principal text that the heroine in distress has been 
rescued by a male character), and he dukes it out with the murderer while 
the naked woman remains paralyzed by hypnosis. Before finishing the 
murderer off with a coup de grace, the journalist scolds him for his “abnor-
mal, morbid and monstrous tastes” (189) and states that he will impose 
hard-boiled punishment and fulfill the oath of vengeance sworn by the 
naked and immobilized heroine (189). Although Dina Mulberry does not 
appear to fit the classic profile of the femme fatale, she is in fact fatal in at 
least two senses: first, for having become a killer in self-defense and in her 
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quest for vengeance, and second, for having found herself obliged to 
enunciate under hypnosis the mandate of Thanatos, the death drive. And 
like the classic femme fatale, she finds herself deactivated in the end by the 
cancellation of her agency and will, in this case by means of a double usur-
pation. The novel ends immediately after Mulberry’s champion finishes 
off her would-be killer, but as she still sits hypnotized, naked, immobile 
and anguished by her yearning for death (186). The illusionist usurps her 
will, while the journalist usurps her avenging agency, neither of which the 
narrative is concerned to restore.

With respect to the erotization of the paralyzed female body (whether 
by drugs or hypnosis), we should be thankful that de Mora’s verbal capac-
ity is, as in the case of so many other hard-boiled authors, almost pitifully 
poor. He attempts to maintain a state of arousal in his readers by relying 
time and time again on a meager stock of vague and threadbare images: “a 
perfect sculptural body” (7); “the perfect white bust” (64); “her perfect 
breasts” (97); “two magnificent white breasts, perfect in volume and pro-
portion” (182); “her hard and exquisitely formed breasts […] her perfect 
thighs” (171); “her magnificent thighs” (185); “her magnificent breasts” 
(174); “her exquisite breasts and her magnificent legs” (185); “the white 
flesh” (185); “the prodigious waist” (185). In the hands of a writer sensi-
tive to the poetic possibilities of descriptive language, this propagation of 
sexual ideology would be, I suppose, even more damaging.

It is worth noting that Desnudarse y morir was republished at least 
once, in 1960, and that the success of the novel was sufficient to motivate 
de Mora to persist in the same vein with Amarse y morir (Love and Die) 
and La muerte las prefiere desnudas (Death Prefers Nudes), both published 
for the first time in 1960. The latter, in a tour de force of creative imagina-
tion, narrates the investigation of another series of murders of naked 
women, who this time are stabbed rather than strangled. On the first page 
of this novel, de Mora introduces the first victim, a young New Yorker, 
and characterizes her only through her uninhibited sexual behavior, which 
he relates to the deterioration of marriage and the availability of contra-
ceptives (with the birth control pill having become widely available in the 
United States only in 1957, the year before the novel is dated). Following 
a vigorous sexual tryst with her boyfriend on the novel’s first page, she is 
attacked by the serial murderer on the second page, and de Mora closes his 
introductory chapter with another example of his punitive and prurient 
fantasy: “she turned up dead, beaten and covered with blood, completely 
naked and surrounded by the fragments of her torn clothing. And the 
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strangest thing was the sign hanging around her neck. […] It said: ‘Death 
prefers nudes’” (8). The premise again allows de Mora to make dozens of 
references to exposed female bodies, both living and dead, as he never tires 
of gratifying his readers with mentions of living and dead women who 
appear “completely and absolutely naked” (11) and at the full visual and 
sexual disposition of lustful men (“she was all surrender,” 37, 124). La 
muerte las prefiere desnudas was popular enough to merit three Mexican 
editions (1960, 1961, 1964), and the success of de Mora’s commercial 
formula culminated with a film adaptation of Desnudarse y morir, directed 
by Miguel Morayta in 1968.

The same procedures I have detailed here as characteristic of de Mora’s 
fiction are also evident in other early Spanish American hard-boiled works 
such as Roy Wilson/Eduardo Goligorsky’s aforementioned La morgue 
está de fiesta, published in Buenos Aires the year before La muerte las pre-
fiere desnudas appeared in Mexico. Goligorsky’s novel, set in Carson City, 
also features several scenes of striptease, as well as two of sexualized female 
cadavers. The first of these, presented on the sixth page of the novel, 
begins as a private detective surveys the attractive cadaver of a woman who 
has been shot dead on a hotel room bed. The narrator describes a skirt 
pulled up above the knee to reveal beautiful legs and a bodice hugging a 
slender body “that, if it was beautiful while fully immobile, must have 
been fascinating while swinging its hips, full of life” (10). Only after entic-
ing the reader with this seductive progressive description does that narra-
tor reveal that the woman’s skull has been blown open by a .38 caliber 
bullet, leaving her face bathed in blood and fragments of bone and brain 
matter splattered behind her (11).

By the 1960s, the novela negra had been internationalized, and writers 
such as de Mora merely adapted it for local consumption. Although female 
cadavers appear naked in his novels, de Mora prefers to eroticize the living 
female body while it is paralyzed. In the same year of his greatest success 
(two novels published and one republished), however, and while Mickey 
Spillane reigned supreme in the US mass literary market, the formula was 
developed a step further in Spain, where a disciple of López Hipkiss named 
Félix Llaugé Dausá issued Depósito de cadáveres (Morgue, 1960). In Spain, 
the morgue had appeared occasionally as a dramatic locale in foreign works 
published in translation such as Igor B. Maslowski’s Viaje a la morge [sic] 
(Trip to the Morgue), published in the Biblioteca Oro series in 1954. 
However, Llaugé Dausá’s novel surpassed by some distance all the fictions 
discussed above as he enticed Spanish readers to identify with a  protagonist 
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employed as a police forensic technician in the morgue of New York City’s 
Bellevue Hospital. Llaugé Dausá exploited like no previous writer the 
improbable erotic possibilities of the locale, and it is surely no mere coin-
cidence that Depósito de cadáveres appeared in Barcelona only two years 
after the first Spanish translation of Latimer’s The Lady in the Morgue was 
published in the same city with a very similar title (La dama del depósito de 
cadáveres, Editorial Gerpla 1958). For me, Llaugé Dausá’s novel repre-
sents the definitive maturation of the necropornographic formula, as it 
gives explicit expression to what were for the most part merely morbid 
insinuations in Latimer’s text.

Since I would like to cite a few passages from Depósito de cadáveres 
here, and since I suspect that Llaugé Dausá is familiar to few readers, I 
should begin by mentioning that since 1960, Llaugé Dausá appears to 
have distinguished himself in Spain as an all-purpose literary professional. 
In addition to several works of fiction, Llaugé Dausá is credited in the 
Library of Congress catalog as the author of approximately fifty works of 
nonfiction on topics as diverse as the Soviet space program and the inter-
pretation of dreams. Llaugé Dausá has lent his pen to all manner of sen-
sational tracts for the popular market, and his themes include sexology, 
numerology, meteorology, extraterrestrial life, witchcraft, Satanism, rit-
ual sacrifice, magic and the occult, the tarot and the Zodiac. Born in 
1932 but still writing in the twenty-first century as “Mago Félix” or 
“Félix the Magician,” he published his most recent book, on pendulum 
dowsing or divination, in 2018. More pertinent to our consideration of 
Llaugé Dausá’s novela negra are his titles that seem to belong to the 
genre of “true crime” or causas célebres, with somewhat of a specializa-
tion in sexual murder. A book such as La violación en España (Rape in 
Spain, 1976) presents striking parallels with the novel Depósito de cadá-
veres, mixing as it does a didactic pretext with a morbidly sensationalistic 
narration of real rape cases. In this book, Llaugé Dausá juxtaposes injunc-
tions to “modesty and reserve” (187), addressed to uninhibited modern 
women, with pseudo-forensic, violently pornographic rape tableaux, pre-
sumably addressed to a different audience altogether. This contradiction 
is notable in that it also characterizes Llaugé Dausá’s sole contribution to 
the novela negra genre. In another similar work, Los más destacados casos 
de asesinatos sexuales (The Most Prominent Cases of Sexual Murder, 
1971), Llaugé Dausá again mixes criminology with entertainment as he 
recounts, for example, an assault on a housewife by a serial rapist in 
Boston in 1959:
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His countenance contracted with lust, he put a gag in her mouth to prevent 
her from screaming. … He threw her down on the bed […]. Then he 
removed the ligatures from the young woman’s ankles, he separated her legs 
and proceeded to rip her clothes in a frenzy … leaving the terrified woman 
entirely at his mercy… The young woman almost lost consciousness under 
the brutal assault by the unknown pervert, who didn’t release her until he 
had fully satisfied his sadistic sexual instincts. (26)

Here as elsewhere in his books, Llaugé Dausá does not merely narrate real 
sex crimes in forensic detail, but also attempts to create titillation and sus-
pense for the reader, here most crudely by frequently introducing sets of 
suspension points only in passages that dwell on the rapist’s actions and 
prod the reader to imagine his lustful frenzy and the victim’s pain and ter-
ror. Despite Llaugé Dausá’s extensive citations from works by criminolo-
gists and police historians, the flimsiness of Llaugé Dausá’s didactic 
pretense in Los más destacados casos de asesinatos sexuales is also betrayed by 
the inclusion of staged photographs presented as “reconstructions” of 
such rapes, and showing women (models) variously lying prone, uncon-
scious and vulnerable, screaming, partially clothed, and menaced by male 
figures.3

This book in particular, published eleven years after Llaugé Dausá’s 
novel Depósito de cadáveres, is useful for confirming the author’s support 
for the sociosexual policies of the Franco dictatorship. He praises the 
authorities, for example, for putting an end to a proliferation of homo-
sexual transvestism in Barcelona’s Barrio Chino during the 1930s (132), 
and for imposing Catholic strictures on non-procreative sex (216). In Los 
más destacados casos, Llaugé Dausá also states frankly his views on the 
nature of women, views that are also evident in the novel. “There 
undoubtedly exist,” he writes, “two fundamental types of women: the 
mother- woman and the prostitute-woman” (218, italics in original). Amid 
frequent and extensive citations from what appear to be scientific works of 
criminology and psychiatry, Llaugé Dausá offers apparently original 
insights such as the following: “it is proven that under the effects of alco-
hol, women quickly lose self-control and become totally shameless” (32). 
From the many stories of real crimes that Llaugé Dausá recounts, he 
always attempts to draw the same final moral: “And once again it was 
made clear that amorality and crime yield no benefit” (213). Except, we 
might add, financial benefit to hack writers who rewrite real sex crimes as 
pornography.
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Notably, a number of the crimes Llaugé Dausá recounts in Los más 
destacados casos de asesinatos sexuales are not in fact sex murders, but rather 
murders that Llaugé Dausá blames on the “amoral” sexual behavior of 
either the perpetrator or the victim. This is particularly evident in the 
instance of the final crime recounted in the book, the famous murder of a 
woman named Carmen Broto Buill in Barcelona in 1949. Llaugé Dausá 
informs us that Broto was well known as the lover of a married man who 
became rich by trading in Barcelona’s post-Civil War black market, and he 
includes a photo of the glamorous blonde victim with the caption “Carmen 
Broto shows us her jewelry and her magnificent figure” (239). Although 
Broto was murdered in a robbery and not in a sex crime, the facts that she 
had several previous lovers and that the jewelry the thieves stole was 
bought for her by a married man with profits from the black market serve 
Llaugé Dausá’s moral purposes: the stolen jewels were the wages of her 
sexual sin. He ends his narration of Broto’s story by summarizing the fate 
of Broto and of two of her assailants, who subsequently killed themselves 
to avoid arrest. These sentences also end Llaugé Dausá’s sui generis book 
on sex murder with a direct reiteration of what I will describe below as the 
logic of his 1960 novel: “Shortly thereafter, the victim and two of her 
assassins met up in the Morgue. And once again, it was made clear that 
immorality, sexual debauchery and crime yield no benefit” (252).

Hard-boiled crime fiction had long thrived, as I have already proposed, 
on mixing prurient appeals to both Eros and Thanatos, but Llaugé Dausá’s 
1960 novel Depósito de cadáveres offers an astonishingly frank and 
 distinctively Spanish appropriation of the formula. Anticipating the lurid 
aesthetics and the moral conservatism of the nonfiction works just men-
tioned, Llaugé Dausá uses the Bellevue morgue as a theater for staging his 
own nearly Baroque morality play on the consequences of Vanitas and the 
perils of temptation by voluptuous women. To provide at least a glimpse 
of the sexual politics or psychodynamics of hard-boiled morgue fantasies 
at their most lurid and reactionary circa 1960, I will mention that the first 
body brought into the morgue on the night shift in this novel turns out to 
be that of a famous pin-up model and former “Miss Estados Unidos” 
(Miss United States) and “Miss Bikini” who has died of complications 
from an illegal abortion. Confronted with the most “statuesque” female 
cadaver ever delivered to Bellevue, “a body in full possession of all its pro-
vocative charms” (95–6), the male technicians and doctors recognize the 
woman from a magazine photo hanging in the morgue locker room, and 
they crowd around the autopsy table to watch as the body undergoes an 
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involuntary striptease. Unimpeded by Franco’s censors, Llaugé Dausá 
contrives to narrate in considerable detail the process of undressing the 
dead beauty queen in order the provide for the men a complete view of the 
(once again) blonde cadaver. One morgue assistant removes garments one 
by one so that another can note them for the record: “A white nylon 
blouse, a red girdle, a black skirt, a light blue slip, a pink bra” (97). Once 
the corpse of the “striking blonde” (97) is fully undressed, the male 
morgue workers feast their eyes.

When she was left naked, all eyes converged on her. She was a truly sculp-
tural figure. Her dark skin shone singularly. Her two breasts, crowned with 
small nipples, were almost absolutely perfect. The light shone off them in a 
rigid, indefinite manner, as if off polished metal surfaces. She was totally 
depilated. (97–8)

Llaugé Dausá’s language here echoes rather precisely that of Varela in La 
huella del crimen more than 80 years earlier, when Varela invited his read-
ers to imagine “naked […] two soft and admirably round breasts” (44) 
and “the completely nude body of a perfectly formed [blonde] young 
woman” (44–5). The difference is that the scene in Depósito de cadáveres 
is highly theatricalized and does little to sublimate the aggressive sexual 
impulses. Just when it seems that Miss Estados Unidos, fully depilated like 
a contemporary porn actress, could not possibly be more nude, the foren-
sic examiner intervenes to strip her of her internal organs as well.

Llaugé Dausá invites his readers to enjoy the anatomical fantasy as he 
proceeds to stage the woman’s autopsy as a brightly illuminated and 
eagerly attended erotic spectacle, and he immediately focuses narrative 
attention on organs of prime pornographic interest. Striptease is, again, an 
extremely common motif in hard-boiled fiction, but Llaugé Dausá’s per-
formance of it here seems fairly original.4 The scene does recall, however, 
a misogynist precedent in L’Âne Mort et la Femme Guillotinée, briefly cited 
in my previous chapter, in which Jules Janin’s narrator imagines that his 
beloved will be executed shortly after giving birth and then dissected, with 
milk flowing from her incised breasts while medical students laugh at her 
disgrace (112). In an unsolicited epilogue to Janin’s novel, Honoré de 
Balzac actually wrote the episode in which a group of boisterous male stu-
dents do dissect the cadaver of the stunningly beautiful guillotined mother, 
before retiring to the next room to joke about her over champagne and 
foie gras. In Depósito de cadáveres, all eyes converge on the beauty queen’s 
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luminescent cadaver, and the morgue men agree that they’ve never seen 
anything like her, but as one observes: “It’s all for nothing. Soon she’ll be 
reduced to impalpable dust” (98). Here connoisseurs of the Spanish canon 
will detect echoes of Baroque poet Luis de Góngora’s most famous son-
net, in which the poetic voice addresses a young woman and praises her 
superior beauty, but concludes with a turn toward moralizing Hispano-
Catholic misogyny, as the poetic voice admonishes the woman to enjoy her 
beauty before time grinds it and her to dust: “before it turns […] to earth, 
to smoke, to dust, to shadow, to nothing” (87). By means of this poetic 
echo in a New  York City morgue, Depósito de cadáveres thus links the 
misogyny and necrophilia of the US hard-boiled imaginary to those of the 
Hispano-Catholic Baroque.5

Even after reading scores of hard-boiled novels, I would be hard- 
pressed to imagine a more extreme narrative procedure for the erotic 
objectification and castigation of the woman than that devised by Llaugé 
Dausá: Miss Estados Unidos lifeless, a statue for disassembly, “her body 
sectioned and scrutinized in its most intimate details” (113). In the longer 
historical view, Llaugé Dausá’s dissective striptease is merely a variation on 
the Gothic premise of Lewis’s The Monk, in which the protagonist drugs 
and imprisons another blonde woman with “limbs so white” and “swell-
ing breasts” (108) in a burial vault so that he may hold her “absolutely in 
his disposal” (106). With regard to Latimer’s hard-boiled necroerotic 
morgue scenario, the following passages from Depósito de cadáveres sum-
marize Llaugé Dausá’s development of the initiative.

The woman’s body shone singularly under the powerful rays of light. The 
forensic examiner contemplated her with a critical air, lending to his coun-
tenance a tenuous gesture of admiration. He too was surprised by the wom-
an’s beauty.

He extended his right arm and separated the lustrous, depilated legs. He 
examined the state of the vulva… he palpated the breasts, he opened the 
eyes. (100)

Thus, as the male attendants look on, the physician tests for the benefit of 
the reader the fleshy consistency  of the woman’s breasts and the other 
 surfaces the men had already ogled in magazine photos of the same woman 
in life, and he enacts the shared fantasy of opening her legs and accessing 
her invisible cavities. The literary fantasy here closely parallels a passage that 
appears twice in Llaugé Dausá’s later nonfiction works, cited above, as he 
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details for the reader the forensic-medical procedure for examining a rape 
victim: “the forensic scientist […] examines the genitals, placing the 
woman on the table with her legs spread very far apart and drawn up 
against her abdomen” (Los más destacados casos de asesinatos sexuales 35, 
reproduced verbatim five years later in La violación en España, 28). In 
Depósito de cadáveres, the narration continues with the dissection of the 
genital organs:

[H]e was opening the abdomen, seconded by one of his assistants. The 
assistant held a writing pad and noted down the whole process of the opera-
tion. He was cutting the parietal peritoneum around the edge of the pelvis… 
By means of careful dissection, he extracted the entirety of the viscera from 
the pelvic region, including the uterus, the vagina … the anus, the bladder. 
(113)

Once the brilliant skin is torn, the polished golden surface broken, the 
female body lies totally exposed for visual consumption and to the men’s 
pitiless mockery. Photography serves in Depósito de cadáveres as a final 
enhancement in the narration of this necropornographic spectacle, as one 
of the doctor’s assistants reminds him: “we’ll need to photograph her” 
(100). The autopsy show is followed by the model’s final photo shoot, 
which signifies the absolute abasement and defenselessness of a woman the 
male characters covet and detest. Thus do the scalpel and the camera serve 
as punishing instruments of gender discipline.6

In the novel’s conclusion, the morgue photographer baits a crowd of 
rambunctious incoming dayshift workers by telling them that if they’d like 
to “get to know the pin-up girl in the flesh” (290) they should head down 
to the refrigerators and see what’s left of her now that the forensic pathol-
ogist, “a real butcher” (291), has finished with her. Another moralizing 
scene, the last one I will cite here, is set in the refrigerated storage unit in 
the basement of the Bellevue morgue (162). There Llaugé Dausá’s pro-
tagonist contemplates two female corpses and contrasts the character and 
fate of the two dead women. Beside the ill-fated Miss Estados Unidos lies 
an adolescent virgin who was run over by a car in Brooklyn while fleeing 
from a sex maniac, and thus died like a Catholic saint in defense of her 
virtue. Llaugé Dausá here concludes his parable of feminine virtue and vice 
as incarnated in “two absolutely opposed beings” (162) by reaffirming the 
most tiresome patriarchal dichotomy imposed on female sexual identity. 
The run-over virgin is “unblemished, untainted, without the slightest 
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stain” (162) while the pin-up girl embodies “wickedness and pollution” 
(162). I propose, on the basis of these passages, to characterize Llaugé 
Dausá not only as a moralizing machista but also as an exemplary hack: 
that is, not only as an all-purpose lowbrow literary professional, but also as 
a writer who imagines and stages dissection as a punitive hacking into 
female bodies in order to seduce male readers of the Franco era by fanta-
sizing the total debasement and subjugation of sexually powerful women.

From another historical perspective, Depósito de cadáveres also under-
takes an erotic and ideological operation very similar to that of late 
nineteenth- century paintings of dissection and surgery performed on 
female patients, such as Enrique Simonet Lombardo’s ¡Y tenía corazón! 
(And She Had a Heart! 1890). Art historian Anthea Cullen observes that 
such paintings deployed a series of “stereotypical binaries associated with 
male voyeurism” while “the clinic provide[d] a powerful legitimation of 
the act of looking, re-configuring voyeuristic sight as a disinterested diag-
nostic tool” (676). While much of the looking narrated by Llaugé Dausá 
is far from disinterested, his forensic-medical setting does serve as the pre-
text for pornographic display and naming of sexual organs, and the dissec-
tion room is imagined as an extension of the morgue’s locker room as a 
space of homosocial male bonding through management of a previously 
unruly female body. Callen quotes Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick’s description 
of the homosocial dynamics evident in English Victorian literature, which 
applies equally well to late nineteenth-century dissection and surgery 
paintings featuring groups of male physicians and to Llaugé Dausá’s hard- 
boiled necropornographic scenario: “in the presence of a woman who can 
be seen as pitiable or contemptible, men are able to exchange power and 
to confirm each other’s value even in the context of the remaining inequal-
ities in their power. The sexually pitiable or contemptible female figure is 
a solvent” (Kosofsky Sedgewick quoted in Callen 677). Callen comments 
on a similar dynamic evident in an 1887 painting of Dr. Jean-Martin 
Charcot’s clinic by André Brouillet, depicting a female patient performing 
hysteria for an assembly of male clinicians, and she explains that the “sol-
vent” of the pathological and contorted female figure serves “to bind 
these male professionals, authorizing their shared expertise, their power 
and their voyeurism” as the “painting invites the implied male spectator to 
identify with his peers in the condemnation and control of female sexual 
excess, while sharing the thrill of its display, like a middle-class version of 
the barrack-room pin-up” (677). In Depósito de cadáveres, the role of the 
highly desirable but contemptible female object is, of course, performed 
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by a beauty queen and magazine model whose picture is a literal pin-up in 
the men’s locker room of the morgue.

Looking back to earlier periods, we can see that Llaugé Dausá stands 
squarely in the lineage of the Frenetic Romantic Petrus Borel, who gave us 
in “Don Andréa Vésalius L’Anatomiste” the Gothic fantasy of an impo-
tent, cuckolded and vengeful “Vesalius in his laboratory performing a dis-
section on the beautiful corpse of a girl whose long blonde hair fell from 
the worktable to the floor” (35), and of Felipe Trigo, who in La Altísima 
(1907) imagined shocking a wanton and unrepentant prostitute into 
reforming her ways by leading her to the morgue to witness the dissection 
of another woman. Llaugé Dausá’s porno-dissection of “Miss Estados 
Unidos” also again recalls a central aspect of Karen Halttunen’s nineteenth- 
century “sexual tales of murder,” which often included, by her account, 
autopsy reports focusing on “the critical question of the female murder 
victim’s sexual history” (186). Although “Miss Estados Unidos” was not 
murdered, the fact that Llaugé Dausá attributes her death to complica-
tions from an abortion offers a striking parallel not only with the Mary 
Rogers case that inspired Poe, but also with the inclusion of what 
Halttunen calls “sexual autopsy reports” in the popular nineteenth- 
century “literature of murder,” the most extensive of which “concerned 
alleged abortion-homicides” (187). Halttunen might well be describing 
Llaugé Dausá’s narrative procedure a century later when she says that the 
reproduction of such medical documents in popular press reports “focused 
readers’ attention on female sexual physiology” and “scrutinize[ed] the 
female reproductive system” (192) in a medicalized discourse that she 
terms a postmortem “gynecology of guilt” (207).

The figurative and narrative logic of Depósito de cadáveres also differs 
little from that of Federico Gamboa’s Santa (1903), the Mexican classic of 
what José Emilio Pacheco called cryptopornographic moralism.7 Gamboa’s 
pathetic protagonist Santa, who becomes the most coveted prostitute in 
Mexico City, is characterized throughout the novel as “carne de lujuria” 
(flesh/meat for lust, 254) and from her arrival at the brothel she is sym-
bolically associated with cattle destined for slaughter. Following her illness 
and physical and moral decadence, she concludes her expiatory calvary in 
a sort of slaughterhouse, the operating room of a public hospital where 
surgeons preside over her death during an unsuccessful hysterectomy. The 
meaning of the narrative justice dealt out by Gamboa was clear to one of 
the early critics of the novel, who wrote in a 1903 review that the protago-
nist “ended up where all [prostitutes] end up, on the marble of an 
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 operating table” (R. Muñoz Serrano cited in Martínez Suárez 181, italics 
in original). Whether it’s on an operating table or a mortuary slab, marble 
or steel, the punishment remains the same even in novels as recent as Jorge 
Franco’s Colombian best seller Rosario Tijeras (1999).8

In the years following the publication of Depósito de cadáveres, the 
morgue continued to feature imaginatively in the marketing of translated 
novels such as No hay sitio en la morgue (No Room at the Morgue, Bevis 
Winter 1961) and La morgue está llena (The Morgue is Full, J.  P. 
Manchette 1983), as well as in pseudo-translations such as Pasaje para la 
morgue (Ticket to the Morgue, by the suspiciously named Dick Bully, 
1962), Destino: la “morgue” (Destination: Morgue, Burton Hare 1966), 
Escala en la morgue (Stopover at the Morgue, Mortimer Cody 1970) and 
Llévame flores a la Morgue (Bring Me Flowers at the Morgue, Ralph Barby 
1976). The true flourishing of Llaugé Dausá’s legacy, however, came with 
the relaxation of censorship following Franco’s death in 1975. Just as cer-
tain paperbacks marked “Adult Reading” fused crime genre plots with 
increasingly detailed pornography in the United States during the late 
1960s, Spanish publishers fused the two genres in novels such as those 
published in the Ebsa publishing house’s short-lived “Sexy Thriller” series 
(1978–1979?). Novels published in that series carried the cover warning 
“Sólo para adultos” (adults only), and they included Desnuda en la morgue 
(Naked in the Morgue, Curtis Garland 1978) and Albert Rosbund’s Muy 
rubia, muy sexy, muy muerta (Very Blonde, Very Sexy, Very Dead, 1978).

Rosbund, in particular, seems to have made hay out of the country’s 
increased tolerance for necropornography during these years, and several 
titles he contributed to two other crime series published by Bruguera mark 
him as the direct heir to Llaugé Dausá: Cuanto más muerta, más guapa 
(The Deader, the Prettier, 1977), No piropees a la muerta (Don’t Hit on 
the Dead Woman, 1979), Te quiero… muerta (I Want You… Dead, 1979), 
Encantadoramente muerta (Enchantingly Dead [feminine], 1980) and 
Pornomuerte (Pornodeath 1980). Curiously, the only information avail-
able on the Internet about the real identity of “Albert Rosbund” is that 
the writer who used that name, now retired, was arrested in Valencia in 
2013 for harassing a female television presenter by bombarding her with 
unwanted text messages and gifts including copies of his novels (Cabanes). 
While “Rosbund” awaited trial on the formal charge of harassment, the 
presenter obtained a restraining order to prevent him from approaching 
her or sending any more packages containing novels, we can only suppose, 
such as Pornomuerte. Having discouraged his readers from hitting on 
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corpses more than thirty years earlier in the title of his novel No piropees a 
la muerta, “Rosbund” apparently understood neither the twenty-first- 
century legal restrictions for hitting on a living woman one has seen on 
television nor the reasons why a woman might not be charmed by the 
language of necropornographic hard-boiled crime fiction. In one of the 
harassing text messages he sent to the presenter, “Rosbund” wrote: “I 
want to meet the goddess in the flesh and bone” (quoted in Cabanes). 
This echoes precisely the previously quoted comment by a morgue pho-
tographer in Llaugé Dausá’s Depósito de cadáveres, when he invited other 
morgue workers into the basement of the Bellevue Morgue to get to know 
the pin-up girl Miss Estados Unidos (290). I recount this relatively mild 
anecdote to hint at the very nasty real-world implications of the insistent 
affirmation by hard-boiled texts that dead women are more desirable than 
living ones, that sluts deserve to die and that the ideal woman is one whose 
subjectivity and agency have been entirely suspended, leaving her as an 
inert and accessible body at the full sexual disposition of pitiless men.

coNtemPorary Hard-Boiled NecroPorNograPHy

If the sexual politics evident in Llaugé Dausá’s little-known 1960 novel 
and in those of his immediate successors seem antediluvian, I would sug-
gest that they are in fact lamentably persistent in contemporary mass 
media entertainment and in the crime genre in particular. In recent 
decades, as we shall see in my concluding chapter, various prominent 
novel series and television shows have adapted the hard-boiled genre to 
introduce feminist corrections to its masculinist premises, but they have 
yet to reverse definitively the default gender binary that defines the central 
functions of the classic hard-boiled novel according to Kathleen Gregory 
Klein: “the victim—or ‘the body’ is, despite biology, always female. […] 
[T]he detective is always male, always the dominant position in the pair-
ing” (173). While female detective protagonists are in fact plentiful in 
contemporary crime fiction, the necropornographic exploitation of female 
cadavers in the genre as a whole has by no means abated. Previously, we 
have seen that the necropornographic impulse counteracts the progressive 
and sometimes feminist ideas of liberal and socialist writers including 
Lippard and Varela, and in contemporary Spanish-language variants of the 
novela negra, the spectacle of the dead, naked, blond gringa recurs even 
in the work of a committed democratic leftist such as Mexican Paco 
Ignacio Taibo II, who is the leading advocate of a transnational school of 
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politicized hard-boiled writing known as el neopoliciaco. Taibo includes at 
the heart of his 1987 novel La vida misma a classic hard-boiled crime 
scene staged on a church altar.

The church was dark, and smelled of damp and of rancid death, but the 
bloody woman was young, the naked body out of place in front of the altar. 
José Daniel tried to construct a literary image and words like “obscene” or 
“profane” did not appear, just flashes from pop art, plastic mannequins, 
Andy Warhol and European design magazines. The murdered woman was 
that unreal. […] José Daniel approached the corpse and took the undone 
face between his hands, trying to avoid contact with the knife that stuck out 
from the center of her chest. She was young, blond, her hair fell over one 
eye in that hairstyle like Veronica Lake that reminded him of a girlfriend 
he’d had when he studied in London, who looked at him with an intensity 
that came of using only one side of her face, the other appearing and disap-
pearing in the soft sway of a short mane of hair. The blue eyes looked right 
through the chief of police of Santa Ana, looking at a killer who was now 
long gone. The body was still warm. (Life Itself 88, 89)

As in Llaugé Dausá’s more elaborate rendering, Taibo presents the blond, 
blue-eyed female cadaver as an exhibit in a theatrical space, surrounded by 
a crowd of gawkers, and then submits it to anatomical inspection by male 
forensic authorities in a set piece constituting one of the formulaic hooks 
of his novel. Notwithstanding the aestheticizing and distancing refer-
ences to art and cinema, the scene constitutes a key scene in the formula of 
his investigative fiction and a fundamental link to the hard-boiled tradition. 
It is instructive to compare Taibo’s scene to one introducing a murder in a 
1958 novel by one of the best-selling English-language hard-boiled writers 
of that decade. Beginning in the early 1950s, London-born Australian 
writer Alan Geoffrey Yates produced over three hundred crime novels as 
“Carter Brown,” and they sold tens of millions of copies  internationally. 
Like the Argentinean and Spanish pulp writers mentioned above, Yates set 
his work in the United States, a country he initially knew only through his 
own readings, and found enormous success with his “mock American 
prose” including a “sometimes tin-eared version of US speech patterns and 
slang, [a] brisk, breezy style and [an] abundance of sexual content” (Server 
40). In The Lover, a novel dealing with the unconventional activities of a 
Californian cult (“sun worship, fertility rites and sacrifice,” as the back 
cover helpfully summarizes), Brown introduces the character of a “young 
beautiful blonde” who is characterized as “rich, idle, and sometimes 
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vicious” (15) and who appears wearing a transparent blouse. Seven pages 
later, at the end of the novel’s second chapter, Brown stages the discovery 
of her naked corpse:

The nude body of Julia Grant was stretched out on the altar, her eyes staring 
blankly at the sky. Just below the gentle swell of her left breast, the hilt of a 
knife protruded, surrounded by the stained ugliness of congealed blood.

As I looked, the sun pushed its rim up over the horizon and its first rays 
touched her, turning the soft blonde hair into spun gold. (22)

In Brown’s randy, wisecracking style, this incident serves as a pretext for 
amusement as when a police sergeant comments to the novel’s detective 
protagonist: “I hear some dame with no clothes on got herself knocked off 
up here and right away I said to myself, ‘Lieutenant Wheeler! I said [sic].” 
(25)

In contrast to other novelists, Brown, like Taibo, here refrains from 
staging the autopsy or a visual inspection by male authorities. He merely 
notes that the group of men headed to the crime scene includes a forensic 
examiner (26) who is later portrayed as leering at the mere scent of a 
woman’s perfume (80). Brown’s detective thus undertakes and investiga-
tion into the murder of a “gorgeous blonde job” (36) whose promiscuous 
and competitive sexual conduct seems is known to have provoked rancor. 
Although Brown’s narrator does not dwell on the view of the nude corpse 
in the narrative, the commercial force of its imaginative appeal is not to be 
underestimated, as the image is advertised on the front cover (“the nude 
corpse on his altar”), the back cover (“a very beautiful, very nude and very 
dead blonde”) and the first promotional page (“he runs smack into a 
beautiful blond corpse”) of the American Signet edition from which I 
quote. Taibo’s investigation in La vida misma strives to refine and distance 
in various ways the crude clichés of this classic hard-boiled formula (e.g. 
by comparing the figure of the murdered gringa to that of the film noir 
icon Veronica Lake or a Warhol image) but we note that his central mur-
der scene still relies entirely on this enduring fantasy of the nude and mur-
dered young blonde woman.

Spanish-language crime fiction abounds in scenes that substantiate the 
critique I have been developing here. In my previous book, I wrote about 
central necropornographic scenes in Óscar Collazos’s La modelo asesinada 
(The Murdered Model, 1999), and in the previously mentioned novel by 
Argentinean neopoliciaco writer Juan Carlos Martini, Los asesinos las 
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 prefieren rubias (Murderers Prefer Blondes, 1974). If Martini’s title sounds 
familiar, that is, again, not only because it resembles the title of de Mora’s 
La muerte las prefiere desnudas (Death Prefers Nudes, 1964), but because 
it reiterates a title used repeatedly with slight or no variationsby the pulp 
industries in Barcelona and Buenos Aires, as explained above. The fact that 
the title ultimately derives from a Marilyn Monroe film is particularly rel-
evant in the case of Martini’s novel, since it is memorable for imagining 
the murder of the American actress as a photography session that com-
bines striptease and snuff.9 Thus, even as Spanish and Spanish American 
neopoliciaco writers labored to rework the conservative and individualistic 
political principles of the hard-boiled genre, its sexual politics went largely 
unchallenged. The “lady in the morgue” scenario, for example, reappears 
in Alberto Laiseca’s eccentric Argentinean genre parody Su turno para 
morir (His Turn to Die, 1976), when a morgue attendant presents an 
intact female cadaver to a police detective and invites him to admire and 
touch its breasts before explaining a fantastic plan to reanimate the cadaver 
by mechanical means and thus preserve its beauty (27). This plan recalls 
similar experiments mentioned in the previously cited fictions of Janin and 
Lippard, as well as in lesser known novels such as J.  H. Robinson’s 
Marietta, Two Students. A Tale of the Dissecting Room and “Body Snatchers” 
(1846), in which a Harvard medical student falls in love with the pale and 
fair corpse of a woman he encounters on his dissection table, and succeeds 
in marrying it/her after his professor reanimates the body using “a current 
of Galvanic fluid” (20).

Promiscuous Victims

In order to exemplify the standard operation of necropornographic tropes 
in conventional Spanish-language crime fiction during approximately the 
same period, I will now examine in some detail novels by two of the most 
prominent Spanish crime writers. Andreu Martín is Spain’s most prolific 
living author of hard-boiled crime fiction, with over fifty novels published 
in the genre to date. One of Martín’s early titles, Si es no es (More or Less, 
1983), opens with another iteration of the necropornographic come-on 
that closely resembles that of McBain’s Widows. A homicide detective 
enters a “superluxurious” Barcelona apartment (9) to find a group of offi-
cials clustered around the body of a murdered woman. “The photogra-
phers from Identification Services,” Martín writes, “the forensic examiner, 
the on-duty judge, they were all crowded at the end of the narrow hallway 
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around the corpse” (9). On the second page of the novel, Martín’s narra-
tor describes the object of their interest, the corpse of the victim later 
identified as Nieve (a woman’s name meaning “snow”) Arbós:

The inspector was wearing a bored, bloated expression. His mouth curved 
into an unpleasant grimace. Anyone would have thought that he held a deep 
disdain for the unfortunate woman who hadn’t managed to maintain her 
composure at the moment of death. Perhaps it bothered him that in such a 
distinguished setting and wearing such elegant clothes, she should be lying 
in such a shameless, obscene, offensive posture. Face up, with her white skirt 
rolled up to her waist, her bikini briefs visible, her knees apart and her feet 
together, as if imitating a frog, as if inviting everyone and anyone to get in 
between her spread thighs. Her legs were young, tanned and perfect, the 
legs of a Playboy or Penthouse model. (10)

Having articulated explicitly the pornographic affinity of the scene, the 
narrator then re-emphasizes the erotic attraction of the cadaver by describ-
ing the detective “with his gaze fixed on her lace panties, trying to discern, 
to make out some pubic hair” (10). After the inspector learns that the 
dead woman had just turned forty, the next paragraph continues to 
emphasize the cadaver’s exposure and desirability:

Her white jacket had opened, revealing a loose violet-colored blouse that 
concealed the volume of her breasts. [Inspector] Redondo confirmed the 
woman’s incredible forty years in the cadaver’s feet and hands, in its pro-
truding veins, in its energetic knuckles. But nowhere else. Maybe he would 
have been able to discern them in the face as well, but the murderer had 
turned it into an unidentifiable lump of blood and broken bones.

“She must have been attractive,” thought Redondo. (11)

To recap: as the male inspector surveys the body for the first time, the het-
erodiegetic narrator aligns himself with the character’s subjectivity and calls 
our attention to the dead woman’s raised skirt, her exposed underwear and 
her invitingly spread knees, and then registers the detective’s attempt to 
glimpse her pubic hair and breasts. Only at the end of this sequence, as in 
Goligorsky’s previously cited La morgue está de fiesta, does the narrator 
inform us that the woman’s face has been bashed in, in a confirmation of 
Sarah Dunant’s assertion that what interests the hard-boiled genre is not 
the face but the genitalia of the female victim, who here again undergoes a 
pitiless sexualization and “obliteration of identity” (Dunant 17).
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Although the novel ultimately identifies the woman’s killer, explains his 
motives and imposes violent retribution for his crimes, the victim Nieves 
Arbós is portrayed unsympathetically throughout the novel by informants 
who provide information about her. According to a neighbor, “she was a 
witch, very depraved […] She was… a filthy pig” (20). According to her 
sister-in-law, “she was a slut” (86), and a business associate of her husband 
calls her “an awful person” (116). The root of these criticisms is, as we 
would by now expect, sexual, since Arbós is portrayed as cruel for having 
mocked her husband for his impotency and for having flaunted her affairs 
with other men. In short, the novel has no sympathy for the first female 
murder victim, and when another woman is killed later in the novel, this 
time by an unrelated sex murderer, the episode describing the discovery of 
her body serves the same purpose as the first cadaver encounter: “Her 
blouse was torn and there was a clotted blood stain between her breasts. 
Her pants and her underpants had been recklessly torn and her sex had 
also been cut by the knife” (62). And again, while a forensic examiner car-
ries out a meticulous inspection of the new body and while police techni-
cians photograph it, the narrator aligns himself with the subjective gaze of 
a police detective (this one nicknamed el Novelista) and portrays him with 
“his gaze fixed on that beautiful and desirable body desecrated by blood” 
(63). Martín’s repeated references to the sexual impotence and the latent 
homosexuality of male characters seems intended to explain their misog-
yny, but any pretense of denunciation is negated by the novel’s repeated 
invitation to the reader to enjoy the spectacular effects of misogynistic 
violence inflicted on inert female bodies.

Martín qualifies as a classically hard-boiled writer in various respects, 
including his narrative attitude of amoral cynicism, his advocacy of justice 
through violent retribution, his sensational narration of violence and his 
depiction of at least some police officers as torturers and accomplices of 
criminals. At a considerable ideological remove, we find a nearly identical 
narrative device in a novel by Lorenzo Silva, a crime writer so mainstream 
and so law-affirming that he has been named an honorary member of 
Spain’s Guardia Civil for his literary contributions to improving the public 
image of the country’s principal law enforcement agency. Silva’s best- 
known work is a ten-volume police procedural series centering on investi-
gations by a pair of Guardia Civil officers, and the first volume of the 
series, El lejano país de los estanques (The Distant Country of the Ponds, 
1998), begins with a scene functionally interchangeable with Andreu 
Martín’s opening in Si es no es. In the opening lines of Silva’s novel, a 
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Guardia Civil commander in a Mallorca beach town approaches the nude 
body of a murdered 25-year-old Austrian tourist, the biblically named Eva 
Heydrich:

Perelló breathed in heavily through his handkerchief and declared:
“What a pair of tits [literally, “pears”].”
“If you say so, Chief,” agreed Satrústegui, his tone disciplined but not 

emphatic, as he breathed cautiously through his handkerchief to block out 
as much of the stench as possible. […] “You must admit, Chief, that the girl 
isn’t at her best right now.”

“That’s the shocking thing, Satrústegui. Just imagine her on the beach, 
when she was tanning them. Oof. […] I’ve dreamed of finding a hot body 
like this someday. Thirty years of service. If she’d showed up any later, I’d 
already have been retired.”

Satrústegui shook his head.
“She’s dead, Chief. And look how they’ve left her. It’s a dirty trick 

[putada]. I don’t know how you have the stomach to think about that.”
“We all die, Satrústegui. And we have to look for incentives in life.”
They were each right in their own way. The woman was hanging by her 

wrists, completely naked. […] She had one bullet wound in the neck and 
another in her skull, slightly above her left temple. […] The body had taken 
on a yellowish hue, but it maintained the minimum of smoothness necessary 
for Perelló to be able to ponder the victim’s physical attractiveness without 
any scruples. The next morning, the forensic examiner would certify that 
death had occurred a day and a half before the cadaver was found. […] The 
stench of the corpse was truly nauseating from only a few yards away. It was 
August, and the humidity in the cove was intense and persistent. (11–12)

Unlike his numerous predecessors, Silva at least acknowledges the over-
whelming physical disgust humans feel instinctively when they sense the 
presence of a putrefying corpse. At the same time, however, he again 
stages the murder of a woman as a pretext for voyeuristic male pleasure 
and homosocial bonding through what Donald Trump would surely call 
“locker room talk.” The superior officer advises his subordinate to “enjoy 
the view” (12) before other officials arrive and spoil the  fun. 
Although Satrústegui resists Perelló’s invitation to enjoyment, I can only 
marvel at the bluntness of the necropornographic appeal by Spain’s most 
lawful crime novelist. As in other novels discussed previously, figurations 
of the cadaver as meat reinforce the narrative attitude of irreverence. In 
this opening sequence, the as-yet unidentified narrator says that Perelló 
felt the same affection for the cadaver that he would for a ham hanging in 
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a larder, or perhaps a little less, since he would not actually be able to con-
sume the cadaver (14). Later in the novel another higher-ranking Guardia 
Civil officer also refers to the victim as hanging like a serrano ham (147).

In many respects Silva’s text provides an exemplary instance of the 
duplicity that Dunant discerned in much contemporary crime fiction: on 
the one hand, voyeuristic and titillating description of a tortured or sexu-
ally mutilated female cadaver and on the other, hygienic distancing 
through mediation by figures of police or forensic authority. Later in the 
first chapter, we learn that the novel is being narrated by another senior 
officer of the Guardia Civil, the upstanding Sergeant Rubén Bevilacqua, 
and that the events of the novel’s opening pages have been reconstructed 
by Bevilacqua from Perelló’s report. The novel thus institutes a moral 
distinction between the perspective of its primary narrator, Bevilacqua, 
and that of the leering and shameless necrophile Perelló. Yet we can only 
puzzle at the unstated justification for including Perelló’s raunchy dia-
logue in a narrative reconstruction supposedly based on a professional 
report. Bevilacqua does admit to experiencing an incomparable sensation 
when he looks at photos of the transcendently beautiful cadaver hanging, 
as it was first found, and then laid out on an autopsy slab (25). And since 
the narrative instance remains unidentified in the opening passages quoted 
above, it is important to note that when the narrative voice intervenes 
with the commentary that both Perelló and Satrústegui were justified in 
certain respects in their discussion about finding erotic pleasure in the 
corpse (“They were both right in their own way,” 12), the reader can only 
surmise that the novel does not propose to condemn Perelló. Through its 
jocular tone (e.g. in Satrústegui’s understated observation that a decom-
posing dead woman hanging naked with two bullets wounds “wasn’t at 
her best,” 11), the text also assures us that we may take the display of the 
woman’s cadaver as fodder for amusement. The casual and, from a generic 
perspective, almost compulsive misogyny is underscored by Perelló’s inop-
portune figures of speech (“peras,” 11, for “breasts”) and his sexist vul-
garities (“Coño,” 11, or “cunt” as an all-purpose colloquial expostulation, 
and “una putada,” 11, literally a “whore’s trick”). As in so many other 
fictions explored previously by Halttunen and Dunant and in this chapter, 
Silva’s novel seems determined to attribute the death of the female victim 
to sexual misconduct on her part, to a “putada” perpetrated not by her 
killer but by her, the punished “puta.”

Following the discovery of Eva Heydrich’s body, a good deal of Silva’s 
novel is devoted to reconstructing her scandalous past. Heydrich is 
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 identified as a heartless and wealthy heiress who sowed panic in the resort 
town by parading her extremely beautiful (65) and extremely white (25–6, 
60) body naked on the public beaches and by serially seducing and aban-
doning men and women alike, sometimes several of them in a single out-
ing at a disco or on a yacht. The title of the novel’s third chapter, “La 
víctima promiscua” (The Promiscuous Victim), summarizes the gist of the 
characterization, as the primary narrator and his partner attempt to sort 
out the victim’s numerous sexual entanglements in order to identify the 
killer. The narrator and primary investigator Bevilacqua identifies Heydrich 
as “the unfortunate seductress of mature [female] gynecologists, beachgo-
ers, pimps, and clueless adolescents” (54). Like many other female victims 
throughout the canon I am exploring here, Heydrich is characterized both 
in life and in death as the object of unanimous erotic attention (60). In 
keeping with her name, she is associated figuratively with serpents (61), 
and one of her former admirers calls her a savage and destructive beast 
(219). Other acquaintances say she was a pig (84) and a “vixen” or slut 
(191), language that recalls the consensus of public opinion about the 
murder victim Nieves Arbós in Andreu’s Si es no es. Other informants in 
Silva’s novel suggest to the investigators that Heydrich was so cold in life 
that she already seemed dead (62) and that she danced with her eyes com-
pletely open as if she was already being dissected (82), implying that she 
was predestined, like Santa in Gamboa’s novel, for the autopsy slab. On 
the whole, the novel does little to contradict one character’s suggestion 
that whoever ended up killing her, Heydrich went looking for it (62).

When the text concludes its reconstruction of Perelló’s cadaver encoun-
ter and shifts to Bevilacqua’s direct account of his own investigative expe-
riences, it also retreats from its necropornographic initiative. The chapters 
that follow are also full of erotic titillation but of a milder sort, as they 
focus on testimonies about Heydrich’s wanton sexual conduct and on the 
comedic pretense that Bevilacqua and his young female partner, a recent 
star graduate of the police academy, must go “undercover” by uncovering 
themselves completely and posing as tourists on the nude beach where 
Heydrich had cavorted. (Here again, Silva joins in the tradition of hard- 
boiled crime novels involving nudism and stripping, as described previ-
ously.) In these sequences, the narrator Bevilacqua generates erotic interest 
by describing his attempt to maintain his composure as his chaste and 
circumspect subordinate strips to reveal a supermodel’s body (56). Struck 
by the firmness of her buttocks and the sway of her naked hips as she walks 
(57–8), Bevilacqua struggles mightily to maintain a dispassionate 

 G. S. CLOSE



119

demeanor and communicates his impressions in a relatively reserved lan-
guage that signifies gentlemanly restraint. He politely looks away as she 
undresses (118) and refrains  from naming even in his thoughts those 
untanned parts of her body that are exposed to the sun for the first time 
(120). In the beach sequences, the narrative thus establishes Bevilacqua’s 
partner as a powerful object of sexual attraction even as it insists on 
Bevilacqua’s scrupulous refusal to overindulge in visual pleasure: 
“Chamorro was hot, but her nervousness and my duty prevented me from 
enjoying myself looking at her” (128).

In the opening of the novel, various characters including a Guardia 
Civil officer, a judicial secretary and a female judge are all shown to inspect 
the private parts of Eva Heydrich’s dead body (11–17).10 In these nude 
beach scenes, however, the narrator juxtaposes the desire to look at and to 
describe the beautiful body of his naked partner with a recognition of his 
professional and moral duty to respect her modesty. One might argue that 
the body of a dead woman deserves no such consideration, since it retains 
no subjectivity and thus no possible modesty or sensitivity to abuse. 
However, Eva, again, has been murdered and displayed so as to suggest a 
false S&M scenario for her death, and Silva’s construction of the female 
cadaver as an object of sexual fascination certainly indulges an attitude that 
would offend common sensibilities almost anywhere outside the confines 
of a crime novel. In relation to this, Bevilacqua’s regard for duty and for 
Chamorro’s personal modesty provides an important, though perhaps 
insufficient, counterweight to the novel’s prior necropornographic indul-
gence. Given the novela negra’s programmatic insistence on a heterosex-
ual masculinist visual regime and on the total subjugation of female bodies 
and female sexual agency, the mere inclusion of Bevilacqua’s gesture, his 
averted gaze, does mark a significant departure.11

I have concentrated attention in the foregoing pages on two Spanish 
novels, but on the whole I find little to distinguish among applications of 
the necropornographic formula by writers of various Hispanic nationali-
ties. For example, in 1996 Chilean crime writer Poli Délano published the 
“Muerte de una ninfómana” (Death of a Nymphomaniac) in a short story 
collection of the same name. While the story is not especially graphic by 
the standards of the genre, the title leaves no doubt as to the basis of 
Délano’s aesthetic and commercial strategy. Set in Mexico City, the story 
recounts an investigation into the death of the titular nymphomaniac, who 
turns out to have been smothered to death in bed by a humiliated and 
jealous lover before her equally humiliated and jealous husband arrived to 
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smash her skull with a hammer, unaware that she was already dead and 
thus also thinking that he was killing her. On the second page of the story, 
a private investigator learns of the crime from a newspaper report written 
by “some illiterate journalist” (98), and the narrator’s fictional transcrip-
tion of the news report in Délano’s story reminds us again of the constant 
coincidence between the topics favored by the nota roja and those favored 
by hard-boiled crime fiction:

Leonor S. de Quiroz, an attractive blonde only twenty-four precious years 
old, with serious curves and eyes that Elizabeth Taylor would pay gold for, 
was found dead yesterday, June 20, in the house of her sister (who alerted 
police), situated at Calle Galeana 2300, San Ángel. Her skull showed a 
crushing fracture, and it is curious that despite the fact that she was married, 
death found her completely naked. (96)

Here Délano’s narrator seeks to impose distance by relating the essential 
facts of the crime through a derogatory reference to a tabloid article, but the 
fact is that Délano’s story still stakes its claim to our attention directly on the 
age-old premise: a sexually adventurous blonde woman is found naked and 
murdered, with her head crushed by an act of extreme violence. The cadaver 
is again introduced with minimal identification beyond the compulsory 
attribution of sexual attractiveness and even glamorous beauty, although 
this time the comparison is with Elizabeth Taylor rather than Myrna Loy 
and Dorothy Lamour (Storme), Veronica Lake (Storme and Taibo) or a 
Playboy or Penthouse model (Martín). The phrase “completely naked,” 
which we have seen before in quotations from Waléis’s La huella del crimen 
(1877), de Mora’s Desnudarse y morir (1957) and Silva’s El lejano país de los 
estanques (1998), recurs with an almost magical force, as if the genre reader 
could not tolerate even the hint of an impediment to visual access. Narration 
of Délano’s story alternates between the reports supplied by an unidentified 
heterodiegetic narrative instance, focusing attention on the activities of the 
private investigator, and a written confession by the dead woman’s husband, 
who mistakenly believes he has killed her. As is habitual in hard-boiled nar-
rative, the perspective of the female victim on the events leading to her 
death merits no consideration in Délano’s narrative construct.

Together, the husband’s confession and the narrator’s account of the 
detective’s investigation provide evidence of his murdered wife’s supposed 
nymphomania, beginning with the husband’s recollection of his suspicion 
upon first meeting her that she might be “depraved, a potential prostitute, 
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a sex maniac” (114) and continuing with testimony as to her sexual pre-
ciousness as a teenager (123–4) and the victim’s boast in her diary of hav-
ing entertained two adulterous lovers on the day of her death (129). When 
the husband recalls his belated attempt to murder her, he introduces not 
only the essential hard-boiled spectacle of bones smashing and blood 
spraying (100), but also description of the enticing form of her naked 
corpse (138). Similarly, the story’s final reconstruction of the actual mur-
der recounts the strangulation of “the beautiful nude body” (141). Thus, 
as expected in the hard-boiled genre, Délano’s story promotes necropor-
nographic fantasy through repeated reference to the beautiful corpse of a 
sexually dynamic female victim and by providing, through intermittent 
homodiegetic narration, a mechanism of identification with a male charac-
ter who models desire and violent aggression, while the victim’s subjectiv-
ity is never directly reconstructed. Also as expected in the genre, Délano’s 
story finally offers the reader a gesture of absolution from moral responsi-
bility for this necropornographic identification, through an alternate iden-
tification with an avenging private investigator who finally administers 
extralegal justice by prompting the husband’s suicide. Although published 
at the end of the twentieth century, Délano’s story shows no appreciable 
improvement in its gender politics with respect to the hard-boiled aes-
thetic formulas that were invented in the United States in the 1920s and 
1930s and flourished internationally, as I have documented above, in the 
1950s, when titles such as Death for a Hussy and taglines such as “They 
were too shameless to live …” saturated international markets. It likewise 
represents no advance whatsoever with respect to the nineteenth-century 
“sexual tales of murder” which, according to Halttunen, “searched for the 
sexually depraved woman. Whenever she was found, the fundamental guilt 
of the crime shifted off her killer’s shoulders onto hers” (184).

Parody, PasticHe aNd Divertimento

So generic, in the literary sense, is this hard-boiled pornoviolence that it 
appears reworked for comic effect in contemporary novela negra parodies 
such as O Xangô de Baker Street (A Samba for Sherlock, 1995) by Brazilian 
Jô Soares and Asesino en serio (A Serious Assassin, 1999) by the Mexican 
Javier Valdés. I will address the latter novel in detail in the next chapter, 
but I make a brief digression here into Portuguese-language fiction to 
address the former. Soares’s novel has appeared in multiple international 
editions and in translation in English, French, German, Italian, Japanese, 
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Polish and Spanish, and like Valdés’s novel it has been adapted to film in a 
well-financed production featuring internationally recognizable actors. 
The plots of both novels and both films revolve around the serial killing of 
prostitutes, and both feature scenes in which detectives and morgue 
 technicians ogle and dissect desirable female corpses. In Soares’s popular 
historical detective spoof, we find the stock necropornographic scene 
played crudely as slapstick. In the novel’s outlandish plot, Sherlock Holmes 
visits Rio de Janeiro in 1886 at the invitation of the Emperor Dom Pedro 
II to investigate the theft of a Stradivarius violin and a series of murders of 
young cariocas in the style of Jack the Ripper. Reporting to Holmes, an 
alcoholic, perpetually blood-smeared coroner named Dr. Saraiva indulges 
his passion for “culinary analogies” (36) when he states with respect to 
one victim that “[t]he murderer opened up the woman like a suckling 
pig” (36). When the Holmes visits Saraiva’s morgue later in the novel, the 
hapless coroner is studying another victim, and the English detective joins 
in: “Holmes gazed intently at the young woman’s gaping entrails” (A 
Samba 177), while Watson and a police detective look on. Holmes quickly 
determines that the woman’s organs were removed and then repositioned 
by the killer. Saraiva extracts and presents the liver for inspection under the 
iconic magnifying glass, whereupon Holmes makes further shocking 
deductions regarding the killer’s deranged manipulation of the organs. 
One of the novel’s low points ensues when the victim’s father, himself a 
funeral agent, bursts in on the scene crying “Anathema! Anathema!” 
(179), an ecclesiastical denunciation of evil. As they pretend to console the 
distraught father, Holmes, Watson and the others surreptitiously toss his 
daughter’s extirpated liver back and forth to conceal it from the father, 
before Watson is left with no option but to present it ceremoniously to 
him. In the 1999 Brazilian film version (directed by Miguel de Faria Jr. 
and starring Joaquim de Almeida) this plays even worse. A three-minute 
morgue scene includes six shots of a blonde actress lying with her breasts 
exposed and bearing a simulated autopsy scar while five male actors pre-
tend to hoke inside her abdominal cavity, remove her liver, speculate about 
the previous manipulation of her organs and then play out the clumsily 
forced physical comedy of the liver toss.

In international genre fiction, depiction of the sadistic killing of sexy 
female characters is nearly as fundamental a commercial element as cheap, 
acidic paper for printing. Nothing is more predictable than, for example, a 
crime novel beginning with the discovery that “the prettiest whore in 
Buenos Aires” (Aguirre 52) has turned up raped, beaten to death and 
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dismembered in a public park, as she does in Osvaldo Aguirre’s Los inde-
seables (The Undesirable Ones, 2008), a historical hard-boiled novel cen-
tering on sex-trafficking and tabloid crime journalism in the early 
twentieth-century Argentinean metropolis. Indeed, whole careers are still 
built on literary pulp necropornography, as in the case of Federico 
Andahazi, another Argentinean genre novelist. Andahazi came to promi-
nence in 1997 with the publication of El anatomista (The Anatomist), an 
immediate best seller in Argentina that was translated into more than 
thirty languages and reportedly prompted sixteen proposals for film adap-
tations, none of which came to fruition (Alchazidu 71, Restrepo Bueno 
92).12 Set principally in 1558, El anatomista centers on the supposed dis-
covery of the clitoris by Meteo Renaldo Colón (Renaldus Columbus), a 
disciple of Vesalius and successor to his professorship at the University of 
Padua.13 Colón, like Andahazi’s novel on the whole, sees understanding 
and manipulation of the clitoris as the key to governing the will of women, 
and he develops techniques of clitoral manipulation capable of subduing 
he most reticent. Andahazi’s is a none-too-accurate historical fiction14 
sprinkled with scenes of pornographic horror, such as one in which a five- 
year- old prostitute bites off and eats the penis of an old pedophile. The 
novel ends truculently when the anatomist returns to Venice intending to 
seduce a disdainful prostitute who was once the city’s most expensive, only 
to find her rotten with syphilis. On her deathbed, he makes one last 
attempt to seduce her by applying his clitoral techniques, to no avail. The 
novel’s other principal female character is a frigid but virtuous Castillian 
noblewoman and widow who experiences orgasms for the first time as she 
receives therapeutic clitoral stimulation from Colón. She falls slavishly in 
love with him until he reveals the anatomical secret of his influence, where-
upon she frees herself from any further influence by cutting out her own 
clitoris, as well as those of her daughters, and then turns to prostitution.

Colón, who is in the novel a painter as well as an anatomist, produces a 
self-portrait in which he poses holding a scalpel over “the naked and life-
less body of a woman” (25). Playing repeatedly on the parallel between 
the anatomist Columbus and his near-contemporary, the explorer 
Columbus, Andahazi presents his protagonist from the outset as “a brutal 
colonizer [of] the female body” (9), and the narrative intrigue hinges on 
his newfound power as “Lord and Master of the female tides […] the 
Governor, the Sovereign of the Will of Venus” (117). Andahazi conquered 
the market by offering the readers the opportunity to identify with a pro-
tagonist whose masturbatory prowess could render any woman, even 
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against her will, “a slave to his Supreme Rule” (117). At various points, 
the novel alludes to the modern history of anatomical dissection and to 
the extralegal procurement of specimens, and it includes scenes set in the 
morgue of the University of Padua, including several of dissection. 
Criminals are said to rob graves, hospital morgues and gallows, and even 
to commit murder to provide bodies, declaring to women before they slit 
their throats: “What a beautiful cadaver you have” (El anatomista 50).15 
Traffickers are said to provide the anatomists with both full cadavers and, 
by request, specific organs that they extract and replace with rags before 
stitching the cadavers up and selling them to other clients, including nec-
rophiles (36). Colón collects cadavers of women, but prefers to study the 
genitalia of living specimens, paying peasant women to play dead and 
enter the morgue in defiance of a university prohibition (37). One of the 
women smuggled into the morgue later testifies to a tribunal of the 
Inquisition that Colón undressed her and manipulated her genitals, caus-
ing her ecstatic pleasure and making her fall in love with him (132). 
Another doctor is depicted receiving oral sex from one of the women in 
the morgue, and then claiming, when discovered in flagrante delicto by a 
priest, that he has resuscitated her with his semen (38).

The brief occurrence in El anatomista of the figure of the gutted and 
stitched cadaver merely calls attention to the crudeness and inconsequen-
tiality of Andahazi’s narration. Beyond the cute ploy of focalizing narrative 
in certain chapters through the perspective of a raven who feeds on scraps 
of carrion tossed by Colón, Andahazi writes with little ingenuity, and he 
provides a figure for his own text when he describes Colón’s creation of a 
monstrous automaton out of dissected parts of various animals: a wolf’s 
body with the feathers and wings of birds and the scales and fins of fish 
grafted onto it (143). Although an internal mechanism generates move-
ment and simulates life, the “truly horrendous beast” (143) described in 
the novel is in reality, like Andahazi’s necropornographic pastiche itself, 
“pure inanimate substance” (El anatomista 193).16 The reader’s enjoy-
ment is contingent on his or her willingness to take as comedic the pro-
tagonist’s declaration of his conclusions to the Inquisitorial tribunal: that 
the clitoris governs the actions, will, life and intelligence of women (154, 
164–5); that woman consists of flesh without soul (159), so that her 
behavior can only be explained by anatomy and not by moral science 
(150); that woman is the eternal object of sin (158); and that the clitoris 
is the devil’s abode (159). Like the pathetic fate of Colón’s character in the 
novel, the comedic intent of this discourse scarcely attenuates the misog-
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yny of the novel’s general ideology, by which the most beautiful and desir-
able woman must die a syphilitic wreck, as implicit punishment for the 
male protagonist’s frustrated desire, while the most noble retains her inde-
pendence only by cutting out her own clitoris, then those of her daugh-
ters, in order to devote herself more effectively to prostitution. Andahazi’s 
narrator tells us that this character then goes on to found “the most per-
fect caste of whores in all of the Mediterranean” (203) by performing cli-
toridectomies on the 1500 prostitutes she recruits and trains, thus freeing 
them of their desires and making them invulnerable and durable instru-
ments of capital accumulation (204). According to Andahazi’s narrator, 
this character thus becomes “a fervent missionary in the cause of freeing 
female hearts from bondage” (203), confirming the novel’s view of male 
desire as delightful, profitable and unproblematic and female desire as wild 
and incompatible with rational personal autonomy. In this respect, my 
reading of El anatomista agrees entirely with that of Elizabeth D. Harvey, 
who writes that if the novel’s “‘utopian’ vision [of female liberation 
through the sacrifice of pleasure] is the locus of the novel’s supposed irony, 
[…] the requisite ambiguity and contradictory perspectives appear absent” 
(318). Whatever Andahazi’s critical intentions, his novel “demonstrates its 
profound complicity with the antifeminist rhetoric and medical ideology 
that support the sexual subjugation of women” (Harvey 319). As I shall 
have occasion to mention in the following chapter, El anatomista is also 
not the only novel by Andahazi to present ritual clitoridectomy as a tech-
nique enabling female autonomy and empowerment. Perhaps his agent 
should seek further translations in those countries, such as Egypt and 
Somalia, where female genital mutilation is most prevalent and in which 
the sexual ideology of readers might align most comfortably with his own.

Whether treated with horrific sensationalism, scientific detachment 
and sang-froid, or comedic irreverence, the violated female cadaver 
resides at the center of contemporary crime fiction. To conclude 
this  chapter, I will  offer one final contemporary example in order to 
confirm that it is not just hacks and low comedians who revel in fanta-
sies of sexual murder and necropornography. Jorge Volpi holds a law 
degree from the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México and a doc-
torate in philology from the Universidad de Salamanca. He worked 
during the 1990s as Secretary to the Mexican Attorney General 
(Procurador General de Justicia de la República). He is the most famous 
member of the Mexican Crack movement, the winner of international 
literary prizes (most recently, the 2018 Premio Alfaguara), and the 
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 former director of Mexico’s national public cultural television station, 
Canal 22. He has received the Orden de Isabel la Católica and in 2011 
was named by Foreign Policy en Español as one of the ten most influen-
tial Latin American intellectuals (“Los 10 nuevos rostros del pensam-
iento iberoamericano”). In short, in the current Mexican literary 
panorama, one could hardly name a more exalted figure than Volpi. Yet 
in one of Volpi’s forays into the novela negra, La paz de los sepulcros 
(Peace of the Tombs) from 1995, we find one of the most extreme and, 
in the contemporary context, troubling expressions of the necroporno-
graphic aesthetic.

Seix Barral’s cover design for Volpi’s novel presents the classic hard- 
boiled proposition I have described here, displaying a pale and barely 
clothed woman laid out with her back acutely arched and arms and legs 
hanging, as if over a sacrificial altar (Fig. 3.3), recalling similar necropor-
nographic stagings by Lippard, Brown/Yates and Taibo. It should be said, 
however, that Volpi initially appears to reverse the formula. He opens his 
novel with two male corpses, “nauseating, mutilated cadavers” (11), one 
of which is discovered to be that of the Mexican Justice Minister in a pro-
jected post-PRI government.17 Volpi strongly sexualizes the Minister’s 
corpse by writing that he died with an erection that rigor mortis pre-
served, and by adding that forensic examination reveals that the cadaver is 
also bathed in vaginal fluid (27). The novel’s intrigue centers on a sinister 
necrophilic brotherhood led, in standard novela negra fashion, by a pow-
erful industrialist closely connected at the highest levels with the Mexican 
national government. Volpi’s narrator is a tabloid reporter investigating 
the death of the Minister, and he finds that “the key, the knot of this 
story” (127) is a femme fatale named Marielena Mondragón. Given the 
novel’s reliance on this dark femme fatale as prime erotic mover, I find that 
both the title and the cover image of Goligorsky’s 1959 novel La morgue 
está de fiesta (Fig.  3.4)  would give a more accurate representation of 
Volpi’s proposition than does the artsy Seix Barral design, since what the 
decorated novelist is selling is a highly truculent tale of corpse-snatching 
and orgies in the industrialist’s private morgue.

In the central scene in the novel’s erotic economy, the obedient prosti-
tute Marielena Mongdragón is initiated into the necrophilic brotherhood 
when the industrialist leads her into his private morgue:

“Take off your clothes,” [the Old Man] told her. She obeyed, like so many 
times before […]. “Now come here.” The Old Man’s rough hand seized 
Marielena’s: that was the first sensation, feeling herself led, controlled, 
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bound; the second one was worse: he led her hand over a skin—a human 
skin—that felt cold and tight, perhaps a leg, then a thigh and finally an abdo-
men, the pubic hair of an immobile, immutable, arcane woman. “Feel it, feel 
it,” the Old Man told her, guiding her hand forcibly over that which wrung 
tears and cries from Marielena; then he led her hand to its stomach and its 
sleeping breasts and its immutable nipples; what is this, no I don’t want to, 
but the man remained imperturbable, he pushed her onto the body and he 
told her kiss it […], and he made her put her lips on those of that thing that 
wasn’t a woman or that had been but no longer was one, […] that thing that 
she didn’t dare recognize, she didn’t want to, no, for the love of God, no, 
while the Old Man penetrated her right there, even though Marielena could 
feel nothing; all she knew was that she was on top of that body […], until 
she lost all consciousness and all sense, until she knew nothing more of her-
self and began to do what the Old Man was telling her, to kiss and caress 

Fig. 3.3 Jorge Volpi, 
La paz de los sepulcros, 
México, D.F.: Seix 
Barral, 2007
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that deaf and mute and blind lover […] until, no, for God’s sake, no, she 
had the strongest orgasm she had ever felt, she was burning, she was sinking, 
she was losing herself, and that skin was—and would be from then on—her 
only refuge. (130–1)

So, a powerful male client orders a prostitute to undress, to lie on the 
corpse of another woman and to kiss and caress the corpse while he has sex 
with her. This results, according to Volpi’s narrator, in the strongest 
orgasm of the woman’s life, one so devastating that it leaves her in a fever-
ish delirium, enslaved to a terrible new appetite she will never be able to 
overcome (131). Having already revealed so much of the plot, I might as 
well add that in Volpi’s resolution of the mystery, we finally learn that the 

Fig. 3.4 Roy Wilson 
[Eduardo Goligorsky], 
La morgue está de fiesta, 
Buenos Aires: Malinca, 
1959
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Justice Minister died in a necroerotic pact, granting Marielena “the great-
est of pleasures” (152) by submitting to death while she rode him to 
orgasmic ecstasy. Here Volpi exploits and elaborates the necroporno-
graphic fantasy propagated by the novela negra since at least the 1930s 
with a gusto and an intensity of detail enabled by the permissiveness of 
neoliberal culture.

Please consider one final time, as repugnant as it is, the mechanics of 
this eroticization: an irresistibly wealthy and powerful man orders a dis-
traught woman to engage sexually with the corpse of another woman, and 
Volpi imagines that this produces for the living woman a transcendent 
pleasure. Perhaps it would be easier to dismiss this sort of writing merely 
as compliance with genre expectations or extremely perverse fun, were it 
not so easy to imagine some men (say, cartel soldiers) inflicting a similar 
experience on real women with much more realistic results. We may recall 
here that Mexican journalist Sergio González Rodríguez concluded his 
investigative study of the Ciudad Juárez femicides by explaining the exis-
tence of at least a hundred serial murders as follows:

It must be the product of a misogynistic sacrificial orgy, whose victims are 
systematically sought and chosen (on the streets, in factories, businesses or 
schools) in a context of protection and omissions by the Mexican authorities 
during the last decade (the 1990s). In particular, policemen and judicial 
officials, who enjoy the backing of a group of businessmen from the highest 
level of economic and criminal power in the country.

The general motive involves a homicidal rite of sexual content that serves 
to unite those who participate in the secret, binding them to a fraternity and 
guaranteeing their silence: a very influential mafia. (284–5)

In another passage, González Rodríguez alleges specifically that the police 
agents complicit in the crimes enjoyed the support of prominent business-
men residing in Ciudad Juárez, El Paso and Tijuana, and that these men 
had accumulated great fortunes through their involvement in drug traf-
ficking and other forms of contraband (251). So when Volpi imagines his 
female character obliged to have sex on the corpse of another woman by a 
powerful industrialist with strong links to corrupt government officials, 
perhaps the only unrealistic element of the scenario is that in Volpi’s imag-
ination, this interaction leads not to anguish and psychological trauma but 
to a supreme sexual pleasure for the obedient but initially horrified woman. 
Orgasm notwithstanding, this scenario is not substantially different from 
that contrived by de Mora almost forty years earlier in Desnudarse y morir, 
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when he imagined the naked and hypnotized Dina Mulberry reiterating 
the murderer’s suggestion that she desired to die. How might Volpi expect 
his readers to enjoy this necropornographic fantasy when they are aware 
that many real Mexican women are being killed every year (and were being 
killed when he wrote the novel) precisely to provide sexual gratification to 
men of irresistible wealth and power?

Volpi has characterized La paz de los sepulcros as one of his lesser novels, 
“almost an outburst, due to the situation Mexico had lived through in 
1994, that is also a sort of divertimento [amusement], with the theme of 
Mexican politics in the future” (quoted in Aguirre Romero and Delgado 
Batista). Not all reviewers of the novel, however, were amused. Noé 
Cárdenas wrote that the novel evokes “an imaginary heated by the excesses 
of pornography: a dermis of dark, unspeakable proclivities of the human 
soul that the novelist proposes to articulate in this pretentious work” 
(quoted in Regalado López 43). Federico Patán found that everything in 
the novel “seems like a pretext for the homodiegetic narrator to tell us 
about what happened during the active nights of the brotherhood” (citado 
Regalado López 43). Volpi assigns La paz de los sepulcros to a class of brief 
satirical or genre novels that he writes while resting between more ambi-
tious projects (quoted in Aguirre Romero and Delgado Batista), but the 
flippancy with which the novel cultivates the necropornographic legacy of 
the novela negra undermines the pretense of political critique. Years after 
the hundreds of sexually motivated femicides in Ciudad Juárez and else-
where in Mexico became one of the most visible manifestations of the 
nation’s social and institutional crisis, it is still hard to stomach a novel 
which stakes its claim to amusement on the fantasy of transcendent sex 
with corpses. The novel is narrated, again, by a tabloid journalist who 
ultimately learns the truth of the government minister’s death and the 
necrophilic brotherhood, but who ultimately accepts a national journalism 
prize in exchange for not revealing the full story. He is also rewarded with 
the companionship of a sixteen-year-old prostitute who previously partici-
pated in orgies with the dead minister. Volpi treats the prostitution of 
minors, also including a home delivery service offering teenage prostitutes 
chosen from a photo catalog, as yet another amusing symptom of the total 
moral corruption he mocks, and the novel makes no attempt to imagine, 
acknowledge or convey what a life of prostitution actually entails for 
teenagers.

For all Volpi’s considerable insight into the dark nether regions of 
Mexican politics, and despite my own critical investment in the study of 
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this particular fantasy, I find his novel callous, jaded, smug and ultimately 
guilty of the same literary bottom-feeding that served Mickey Spillane so 
well. Were the eroticization of dead women or of femicide merely a 
 hyper- transgressive fantasy tidily contained by narrative justice and the dis-
ciplinary function of detective agency, and were murderous sexual assaults 
unknown in our social world, the novela negra’s historical and contempo-
rary dependence on necropornography would concern me less. As things 
stand, however, I will suggest that we should think at least twice about our 
routinized enjoyment of such fantasies and about the implications of a 
hyper-transgressive necrophilic divertimento offered up for sale by one of 
Mexico’s most prestigious writers in our era of femicide. In my view, texts 
such as Volpi’s perpetuate a genre model that toys with, trivializes and 
thus ultimately legitimizes the misogynistic attitudes that perpetuate the 
abuse and murder of real women every day in all parts of the world. In the 
year 2018, we may well question the validity of literature as a factor of 
cultural consciousness, but whatever its power of ideological projection, I 
would ask far better of a genre specializing the depiction of murder, and 
femicide in particular, than to insist on constructing women primarily as 
sexy carrion and as abject pretexts for the erection and celebration of mas-
terful male subjectivity and desire.

Notes

1. My thanks to Johny Malone of the blog Las estrellas son oscuras for provid-
ing me with a scan of this cover image.

2. Although de Mora’s early crime novels are now out of print and difficult to 
find, he enjoyed a long literary career. Born in Mexico City in 1921, he 
fought for the Spanish Republic as a very young volunteer in the interna-
tional brigades, and later returned to Spain during the 1960s to collaborate 
in the resistance to Franco’s dictatorship. He received his doctorate in liter-
ary studies from Cuba’s Universidad Latinoamericana in 1951. Following 
a varied career in journalism, theater, television and cinema (Mengual 
Catalá 277–9), de Mora became a professor of Sanskrit and Vietnamese 
literature at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. He published 
several scholarly works on Hindu religion and philosophy and Spanish 
translations of the Rig Veda and the Upanishads, as well as political works 
denouncing the PRI regime in Mexico. De Mora died in 2017 at the age 
of 95, and in 2013 he presented what appears to have been his last book, 
on the Ramayana. All this is to say that, as we shall see again in the cases 
of Paco Ignacio Taibo II and of Jorge Volpi, hard-boiled necropornogra-
phy is not exclusively the hobby of political reactionaries and cretins.
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3. These “reconstruction” photos in Los más destacados casos de asesinatos 
sexuales show, for example, a woman putting on stockings to illustrate the 
concept of voyeurism, presumably by placing the reader who views the 
photograph in the position of the voyeur (51), and, to illustrate necro-
philia, a silhouetted black figure in a cape and broad-brimmed hat begin-
ning to remove a shroud from a blond female body in a morgue (45). The 
most bizarre illustration, captioned “Sharon Tate and Orson Welles in a 
representation of sadism” (73), appears to be a production still from a 
wretched 1969 film titled 12+1 or The 13 Chairs, corresponding to a 
scene in which Welles’s character, in a stage production within the film, 
plays Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and presides over the Grand-Guignol-style 
torture of a barely dressed young woman. Sharon Tate in fact acted in the 
film but shared no scenes with Welles, and the actress who appears semi-
nude in the photograph is clearly not her, but in 1971 Llaugé Dausá or 
his editor could perhaps not resist invoking Tate, who had been mur-
dered by the Manson family in August 1969 shortly before the film’s 
release. To summarize, in order to illustrate the concept of “sadism” in a 
book with scientific and didactic pretensions, Llaugé Dausá or his editors 
include a production still of a macabre theatrical production within a 
deplorable comedy film and then apparently mislabel the image in order 
to trigger a frisson through the implicit reference to Tate’s sensational 
murder.

4. Llaugé Dausá’s extension of striptease into autopsy may perhaps recall 
Alphonse Allais’s story “Un rajah qui s’embête” (A Rajah Who Gets 
Bored) from Rose et vert-pomme (1894), in which the titular ruler orders 
his men to strip a dancer of a veil each time she pauses in her dance, and 
once the veils are gone, to strip her of her skin while she continues 
dancing.

5. In contrast to Moravia, who attributes to US culture “mortuary depths” 
charted by Poe and Latimer, French philosopher Vladimir Jankélevitch 
holds that “Love for the cadaver is Catholic. The Catholic is a necrophile, 
a necromantic, he prefers a cadaver to a living being” (107).

6. While the element of moral retribution implicit in Llaugé Dausá’s morgue 
scenes may be couched in a certain rhetoric of the Spanish Baroque, the 
association between autopsy and punishment is nothing new in the context 
of the history of public anatomy. Likewise, as Paul Vita demonstrates in his 
article on Victorian British writers who commented on visits to the Paris 
morgue also described by Zola and Varela, a standard element “in the rep-
resentation of the morgue to British readers” was the inference that “its 
public display of the body served as a sort of Dantesque punishment for 
illicit love and deviant behavior” (243). British writers thus construed the 
morgue “a locus of public depravity” that “served as a moral warning 
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through its publishing ‘disgrace’” (246), exactly as in Llaugé Dausá’s 
novel. On the British writers’ response to the erotic dimension of the 
cadaver display, see Vita (254).

7. Pacheco has remarked on the contradiction between Gamboa’s “erotoma-
nia” and his moralistic and didactic pretensions. He describes Santa as “a 
lustful novel to propagate chastity or a chaste novel to celebrate lust” 
(xxiv), and he observes that “Santa provides men with the dramatization 
of an environment familiar to them, the brothel, and with abundant cryp-
topornography that they can enjoy guiltlessly, with the certainty that they 
are reading an edifying book” (xix).

8. On the endings of Jorge Franco’s novel and of Emilio Maillé’s 2005 film 
adaptation, see my article “Rosario Tijeras: Femme Fatale in Thrall.”

9. Since I have commented on Collazos and Martini in Contemporary 
Hispanic Crime Fiction (64–9 and 197 n7), I will not undertake full read-
ings here.

10. The female judge’s participation in the novel’s opening scene of cadaver 
inspection and her glimpse at the corpse’s private parts (15) take on added 
significance when the novel reveals the judge to have met the victim at an 
orgy on a yacht and to have been complicit in her killing (209, 216–19). 
In the opening scene, one of the Guardia Civil officers initially interprets 
the judge’s evident anger as a reaction to the men’s irreverent ogling of 
Heydrich’s body, an offense to the dignity of the female sex (18). This 
would stand as a more effective moral reproach to the necrophilic pleasure 
of the other characters if the judge did not later confess to feeling no 
remorse over the death of such a destructive beast as Heydrich (219).

11. Like Silva’s novel, Élmer Mendoza’s series of detective-centered Mexican 
narco-novels also exploit necropornographic elements but then progres-
sively distance themselves from the formula by including scenes in which 
the detective refuses to look at pornographic images or bodies of dead 
women. Space does not permit me to include a full reading of Mendoza’s 
novels here, but I have developed it in my essay “Restos del narco.”

12. WorldCat lists translations of Andahazi’s El anatomista published in Brazil, 
the Czech Republic, Croatia, Denmark, England, Finland, France, 
Germany, Greece, Hungary, Israel, Italy, Japan, Macedonia, Poland, 
Romania, Russia, Serbia, Sri Lanka, Sweden, Turkey and the United States. 
Nearly twenty years after its publication, the US edition is popular enough 
that it remains on the shelves of the local public library in the town in 
northern Michigan (5740 miles from Buenos Aires) where I wrote part of 
this book. By way of contrast, the most critically acclaimed Spanish 
American novel of the twenty-first century, Roberto Bolaño’s 2666, no 
longer merits shelf space.
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13. As Elizabeth D. Harvey notes with regard to Renaldus Columbus’s sup-
posed discovery of the clitoris: “The enigma of the clitoris is, of course, 
that it has been discovered and rediscovered repeatedly for well over two 
thousand years […]. While later writers have been unwilling to acknowl-
edge Columbus as the discoverer, they do grant him recognition as the first 
anatomist to understand the role the clitoris plays in sexual pleasure” 
(322). Harvey also notes that, astoundingly, the anatomy of the clitoris was 
not fully and accurately described until 1998 (!), the year Andahazi’s novel 
appeared in English (319–20).

14. In a trenchant 1998 letter to the editors of the Times Literary Supplement, 
Daniel Waissbein responded to that publication’s lazy review of the English 
translation of El anatomista and denounced the novel’s historical inaccu-
racy and incoherence: “it is actually a mishmash of extravagant statements, 
non sequiturs, chronological impossibilities and the filling-in of invented 
details that masquerade as historical truths. […] There are many hundreds 
of mistakes of a historical, conceptual, grammatical, or linguistic character, 
not just in the Latin and Italian bits, but in the Spanish of the original text 
as well” (19). According to Waissbein, one of the novel’s central conceits, 
that of Renaldus Columbus’s identification of his anatomical explorations 
with the geographical explorations of Christopher Columbus, appears to 
be based on Andahazi’s misreading of a quotation reproduced in a Spanish 
version of an article by Thomas Laqueur, which Andahazi then reproduces 
and misattributes in the first lines of his novel. Since Andahazi had cited 
the discovery of this apparently misread quotation as the inspiration for 
writing El anatomista, Waissbein suggests that the very premise of the fic-
tion is the first of its many errors. In his public pronouncements, Andahazi 
seems to make no grand claims for the historicity of his text, but he does 
seem to acknowledge its pornographic intent even as he declines to label it 
pornographic: “I don’t know if my novel is pornographic or not. My inten-
tion was to create a work of art that provokes an organic reaction like cry-
ing, laughter or orgasm” (quoted in Alchazidu 72).

15. I introduce my own translation here because in the published English-
language edition of Andahazi’s novel, the translator Manguel renders “—
Qué hermoso cadáver tenéis” (El anatomista 50) less literally, as “What a 
beautiful body” (The Anatomist 36).

16. Here again Manguel translates too loosely for my purposes. He renders 
Andahazi’s “es pura sustancia inanimada” (198) as “it has no life of its 
own” (143). Hugo Hortiguera comments extensively on the patchwork 
makeup of Andahazi’s text, concluding that it is constituted “by the inter-
spersing of fragments, of paragraphs or expressions that are transcribed 
from other texts, sometimes in translation, sometimes in their original 
language. The Andahazian discourse is thus constructed between these 
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 textual leftovers and it appears as a seam that joins or relates texts that play 
with slippages, omissions and suppressions […]. Assembled from grafts, 
this author’s narrative conceals a ‘monstrous genealogy’ that alienates, 
joins and repositions different fragments, styles and voices. The textual 
productivity functions like a logophagic indigestion of other discursive 
bodies, like superimpositions of quotations, like lexical stereophony” 
(n.p.).

17. Volpi’s novel was published, as I have indicated, in 1995, but it seems to 
be set somewhere around 2010 (Val Julián 336 n4).  The Partido 
Revolucionario Institucional (P.R.I.) governed Mexico from 1929 through 
2000 and again from 2012 through 2018.
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CHAPTER 4

Femicide and Snuff

The Forensic sobrieTy oF roberTo bolaño

To begin this chapter, I would like to pose a contrast between the ostensi-
bly “hard-boiled” treatment of the female corpse that I described in the 
previous chapters and a truly hard look at violated female bodies afforded 
by a much greater artist. Most readers of this book will surely be familiar 
with my celebrated counterexample by a Chilean-born writer who often 
invoked the tropes of detective fiction without ever sinking lazily into for-
mula. If you have already read Roberto Bolaño’s 2666, the mere mention 
of “The Part About the Crimes” will probably darken your mood. Bolaño 
confronts his reader with a relentless compilation of tales of femicide that 
mirror the hundreds of largely unsolved cases of rape, torture and murder 
of women in Ciudad Juárez and elsewhere in Mexico. As he switches 
between stories of the discovery of cadavers, biographies of victims and the 
ineffectual activities of police officers, Bolaño recalls the mechanics of the 
police procedural without providing any of its reassurance. He presumes 
to offer no tidy explanation for the wave of killings, but references to the 
production of snuff or pseudo-snuff movies underline Bolaño’s acute sen-
sitivity to the danger of exploiting images of the women’s murdered bod-
ies for thrills. This sensitivity sharply distinguishes 2666 from the tradition 
I described in the last chapter, and I suspect it is one reason why Francine 
Masiello has identified “The Part About the Crimes” as “possibly the most 
effective writing I know in terms of its feminist impact” (11).
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Since all the texts I critiqued in the previous chapter fall more or less 
squarely into the conventional subcompartments of the crime genre (rati-
ocinative detective novel, hard-boiled or novela negra, police procedural), 
I emphasize here that the ingenuity of 2666 has a good deal to do with 
Bolaño’s reworking of novela negra conventions. In order to address in 
less than a full chapter a text so monumental in size, complexity and cul-
tural impact, I will opt to “crowdsource” the task by drawing from the 
already hefty harvest of critical work on 2666, since it abounds in well- 
honed observations that align with my own understanding. I begin with 
Ezequiel de Rosso’s succinct and accurate characterization of Bolaño’s 
engagement with the crime genre:

Only with difficulty could a ‘purist’ recognize Bolaño as an author of detec-
tive novels; what he or she could perhaps recognize might be a reader of 
detective novels who writes using the generic matrix to produce a story that 
can be read from the perspective of the detective genre, but that does not 
satisfy its basic premises. […] A characteristic procedure of Bolaño’s narra-
tive [is] the systematic disappointment of the genre reader’s expectations. 
(135)

Like Poe and Borges, de Rosso suggests, Bolaño introduces the “herme-
neutic mechanism” (137) of the detective genre in the majority of his 
texts, only to deny his readers the genre’s conventional satisfaction of her-
meneutic resolution. Cathy Fourez complements de Rosso by pointing 
out the specific elements of the detective genre that appear in 2666 and 
especially in “The Part About the Crimes”: “investigation, suspense, pro-
tagonists who improvise as detectives, a series of murders, entry into the 
criminal underworld, enigmatic atmosphere, dispersion of clues, arrests” 
(35). Andrew McCann adds that “The Part About the Crimes” “teem[s] 
with the stock character types of hard-boiled detective novels” (138), 
while Pablo Blas Corro Pemjean proposes investigation as the novel’s 
“dominant dramatic, or epistemological, function” (122). Hermann 
Herlinghaus agrees that in 2666 Bolaño works with a “narrative habitus” 
derived from the novela negra (Narcoepics 174), a genre that was charac-
terized, in contrast to classical detective fiction, by a heightened interest in 
sexual violence and traumatized bodies. Herlinghaus locates the novel’s 
great virtue precisely in its “estrangement-effect” with respect to genre 
tropes (Narcoepics 174) and its determination to defraud the reader “of 
any expectation of fictional ‘fulfillment’” (Narcoepics 168). In Chap. 1, I 
discussed the ideological function of detective narrative as a mechanism of 
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containment for the psychic force of the abject and the threat of antisocial 
violence, and various critics have joined those already cited in detailing the 
various ways in which 2666 refuses this function.

Critical consensus holds that in much of his fiction, but especially in 
2666’s “The Part About the Crimes,” Bolaño programmatically omits or 
modifies at least four of the central operative features of conventional 
detective fiction. In his fictional account of the Santa Teresa femicides, 
Bolaño offers, first, no definitive identification of individual perpetrators 
for the great majority of the more than one hundred murders whose after-
math the novel describes.1 Second, no detective character proves capable 
of discerning and interpreting a general pattern of clues to arrive at a 
definitive explanation of the crimes. As Gabriel Giorgi writes: “various 
detectives, investigators, forensic scientists and criminologists appear in 
the narrative, but none of them can decipher the meaning and the origin 
of violence in the proliferation of bodies” (277). David Kurnick, who con-
siders hard-boiled codes Bolaño’s “most constant generic template” in 
2666 (115), finds that Bolaño rewrites those codes in part by “vaporizing” 
(116) the character of the detective and by migrating the detective’s “wit-
nessing, investigative, emotive, and collating functions […] to the level of 
the book’s form” (116–17). Third, even granting Kurnick’s contention 
that the detective function migrates in “The Part About the Crimes” from 
a characterological to a structural level (117), the narrative itself offers no 
coherent and comprehensive reconstruction of a chain of rational causality 
to account retrospectively for the murders. Patricia Espinosa H. observes 
that in one of Bolaño’s earlier novels he disregards classical and modern 
realist principles of “causality, contiguity, organicity” (“Estudio prelimi-
nar” 24), and other critics have noted the same lack of clearly defined 
causal structure in “The Part About the Crimes” (Eguía Armenteros 142, 
Kurnick 130). Ignacio Rodríguez de Arce describes the narrative articula-
tion of this section of the novel as follows:

[T]here is no causal concatenation of events, the various lines of investiga-
tion are fragmentary and inconclusive, the interpretive hypotheses in play 
are merely sketched out. The framework that binds the architecture of this 
part is an endless procession of murdered young woman. (198)

Peter Elmore concurs in this respect, stating that “in 2666, what we note 
is a world defined by mobile links and by apparently contingent relation-
ships, rather than a stable causal order” (290).
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The previous three points of Bolaño’s departure from the detective 
genre bleed into the fourth: his radical disappointment of the reader’s 
expectation of some sort of narrative closure following an exceedingly 
grim and detailed account of more than a hundred murders. The series of 
femicides is effectively represented as infinite in the sense that no actions 
undertaken by the police, the judicial system, journalists or civic organiza-
tions in the novel prevent the propagation of the series right through the 
end of “The Part About the Crimes.” “There are no murderers, no solu-
tions, no advances,” writes Paz Balmaceda García-Huidobro. “Bolaño 
offers neither any type of interpretation nor a thesis” (336). By implica-
tion, the lack of comprehensive explanation and of narrative closure also 
deprives the reader of the ritual consolation provided even in the hard- 
boiled detective novel, where the detective usually exerts some sort of 
individual retribution and at least explains for the reader the motives and 
mechanics of a given crime, even if powerful agents of criminal conspiracy 
elude his grasp. In 2666, however, Bolaño affords no such comforting 
sense of conclusion.2 Espinosa H. argues that Bolaño’s novels in general 
enact a radical defiance of narrative teleology: “Each one of Bolaño’s tales 
contributes to maintaining the search without telos […] becoming is 
opposed to finality” (“Estudio preliminar” 20). Elsewhere, she argues that 
in 2666, a “delirium” or “orgy” of information about the cadavers in 2666 
corresponds to “the impossibility of an order, a finality” (“Secreto y simu-
lacro” n.p.). In Narcoepics Herlinghaus provides perhaps the most rhetori-
cally exact characterization of this aspect of 2666 when he observes that 
“there seems to be no visible (‘hypotactical’) progression toward uncover-
ing perpetrators or motives” (210), leaving “just loose ends, paratactically 
linked, without any major clue or plot” (212). Parataxis is, in Herlinghaus’s 
view, “a concept consciously directed against hypotactical closure” (213), 
and it “unceasingly and almost rhythmically opposes ‘evidence’ of the 
murders to narrative and aesthetic techniques of closure and redemption” 
(214). In this sense, Bolaño’s account of the murders is for Herlinghaus 
“quasi-documentary” (214), “anti-cathartic” (214) and as structurally 
more akin to the “‘genre’ of medieval annals” than to modern realist nar-
rative (212). Parataxis names a structural principle also noted by other 
critics such as Brett Levinson (“a disconnected but repeating series,” 182) 
and by Natasha Wimmer, the translator of 2666 into English, who pro-
poses the non-sequitur as “Bolaño’s trademark literary device” (6).

By flaunting expectations of causal coherence, teleology and closure, 
Bolaño withholds from the reader that pleasing fantasy of “poetic justice” 
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which has contributed to the unrelenting success of the detective narrative 
formulas in various media since Poe invented it nearly 180 years ago. In 
“La parte de los crímenes,” as Giorgi explains, “there is no literary justice 
to restore a proper name and a personal identity in those cases where vio-
lence has destroyed the person and where the legal order is incapable of 
restoring identity” (279). This radical departure from genre norms consti-
tutes one of Bolaño’s most important aesthetic strategies for conveying 
the horror of the Ciudad Juárez femicides, as Marco Kunz has also argued: 
“in Bolaño, we find […] no solution, no poetic justice, not even the faint-
est hint of a denouement […] 2666 denies us all illusory and compensa-
tory satisfaction” (149). Whereas traditional detective fiction exists, by 
Franco Moretti’s account, “expressly to dispel the doubt that guilt might 
be impersonal, and therefore collective and social” (135), it is clear that 
“The Part About the Crimes” is designed precisely to deny expurgation 
(Eguía Armentos 140) and that, as in Gabriel García Márquez’s Crónica 
de una muerte anunciada (Chronicle of a Death Foretold, 1981) “guilt has 
become ubiquitous and omnipresent” (Herlinghaus Narcoepics 216, ital-
ics in original). One of Bolaño’s enduring affinities with Borges is sum-
marized in Osvaldo Zavala’s observation that “a principle of uncertainty 
[…] ends up being one of the most important textual strategies of 2666” 
(163).

In order to understand the full force of Bolaño’s dissent from the 
necropornographic canon I have described in the previous chapter, it is 
also necessary to consider stylistic questions of tone and narrative affect. 
“The Part About the Crimes” describes the bodies of dozens and dozens 
of female characters who were murdered exactly like the real women in 
Ciudad Juárez, and Bolaño writes with an acute sensitivity toward the risks 
involved in such description. Throughout the long litany of cases described 
in the novel, one method of killing emerges as constant, as Eguía Armentos 
notes: “The cause of death is repeated: rupture of the hyoid bone due to 
strangulation. [The victims] are raped anally and vaginally, some appear 
with their right breast severed and their left nipple bitten off” (142). Alexis 
Candia Cáceres summarizes this modus operandi as “rape + torture + 
strangulation” (53). Faced with the challenge of communicating the hor-
ror of such extremely violent sexual murder on a vast scale, Bolaño opts to 
rely on the discursive methods of bureaucratic and journalistic discourse. 
Herlinghaus describes “The Part About the Crimes” as relying on a “third- 
person recounting of what sound like bits of police reports, forensic fil-
ings, and press coverages [sic]” (Narcoepics 209), while Angélica Tornero 
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sees the discourse as “a hybrid of judicial report, crime journalism and 
literary text” (35). The many sections of “The Part About the Crimes” 
that describe the corpses of murder victims are commonly referred to by 
critics as forensic reports or accounts (Fourez 25, Andrew McCann 138, 
Zalewski n.p.), and indeed “forensic” seems to be the most common criti-
cal designation for this aspect of the novel. Various critics refer to Bolaño’s 
forensic discourse (Manzoni 137), forensic language (Balmaceda García- 
Huidobro 332), forensic register (Muniz 47), forensic terminology 
(Cuevas Guerrero n.p.), forensic gaze (Giorgi 277) and forensic tone 
(Peláez 41, Rodríguez de Arce 198). Ángeles Donoso Macaya character-
izes Bolaño’s language more precisely as an imitation of “the terminology 
and mode of enunciation of forensic medicine” (135). As Osvaldo Zavala 
notes (188), Bolaño in this respect borrowed a narrative strategy from the 
investigative journalist Sergio González Rodríguez, who prominently 
incorporated the language of police and forensic medical reports in Huesos 
en el desierto (2002), the book that became Bolaño’s primary source of 
information on the Juárez femicides. Bolaño also drew on other sources, 
however. Marcela Valdes writes that Bolaño prevailed on González 
Rodríguez, “someone whose interest in autopsy was as relentless as his 
own” (n.p.), to procure him at least one copy of an actual forensic autopsy 
report to study. In an interview conducted during the years in which he 
was completing the novel, Bolaño stated that for professional reasons he 
was then reading “books on criminology, particularly one about ways of 
assessing corporal damage, especially for insurance company detectives” 
(quoted in Agosín 26).

The writers who contributed to the long lineage of necropornographic 
texts I have traced in the previous chapters rarely strove to achieve forensic 
medical realism or to reckon seriously with the abject force of the cadaver. 
In stark contrast, Bolaño brooks no fantasy of necropornographic enjoy-
ment in his text, but rather insists on confronting the reader with abun-
dant and detailed linguistic evidence of the damage inflicted on women’s 
bodies by anonymous agents of savage misogyny. The critics who consider 
Bolaño’s recourse to forensic medical discourse comment repeatedly on 
the precision of clinical detail he includes in his description of the cadavers 
and on his rigorous suppression of narrative affect, in accordance with the 
norms of bureaucratic discourse. A survey of the critical literature on 2666 
provides a wealth of terms to describe the narrative tone. It has been called 
anesthetized, affectless, cool, cold, frigid, detached, disenchanted, distant, 
impassive, impersonal, indifferent, insensitive, mechanical, neutral, 
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 noncommittal and rigorously formal.3 Carlos Walker refers to “the affect-
less tone of medical expertise” (105), while Francine Prose, reviewing 
Wimmer’s translation, praises “the stripped-down, just-the-facts style of 
an autopsy report” (95). Perhaps the most precise and incisive account of 
Bolaño’s narrative strategy is, again, that of Herman Herlinghaus, who 
interprets Bolaño’s “notarial tone” (Narcoepics 179) as one manifestation 
of a mode of aesthetic sobriety that constitutes a fundamental term in 
Herlinghaus’s comprehensive theory of a Benjaminian “dialectics of intox-
ication,” introduced in Violence without Guilt (2009) and developed in 
Narcoepics (2013).

Herlinghaus’s remarks on Bolaño’s “sober narrative” (Narcoepics 160) 
lead us from the question of tone into that of the narrative instance per se. 
In “The Part About the Crimes,” Herlinghaus states, “[t]he narrative is 
tuned down in order to elude the signs of a narrator’s ‘subjectivity’” 
(Narcoepics 209). As I have already mentioned, Bolaño’s reworking of the 
detective genre involves depersonalization in more than one respect, for 
instance, in the occultation of the identities of individual criminals and in 
what Kurnick describes as the “vaporization” of the detective hero 
(117–18). Recalling Kurnick’s contention that the detective function in 
“The Part About the Crimes” migrates from a characterological to a struc-
tural level, we may assume that it thus comes under the remit of the pri-
mary narrative instance, but as we have seen, this functional migration 
generates no comprehensive explanation of specific crimes. Seeking to 
characterize the narrative instance, Ignacio Rodríguez de Arce discerns 
“an extradiegetic narrative voice [that] produces an unfocalized narrative” 
(198), and he credits the narrative voice with omniscience and the ability 
to move between multiple linguistic registers including that of the forensic 
chronicle (198). Similarly, Francine Masiello states that “the omniscient 
narrator seems to be an expert in forensic matters” (10). The narrative 
instance of “The Part About the Crimes” certainly bears attributes of 
omniscience, for example, in its ability to relay detailed forensic informa-
tion about more than one hundred murder cases, to recount happenings 
in various countries over various decades, and to report the dreams and 
thoughts of characters such as Klaus Haas. I suggest, however, that it is 
somewhat misleading to characterize the narrative instance as definitively 
omniscient considering that it offers, as critics have insisted, no explicit 
account of the “overarching logic” of the crimes (Kurnick 130), no privi-
leged insight into the subjective experience of any of the victims and most 
notably no identification of the serial murderers and no definitive 
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 adjudication of guilt among available suspects, including Haas himself. 
Rather than lacking focalization, as Rodríguez Arce would have it, the text 
makes use of a mobile focalization, approaching the subjectivity of certain 
characters while maintaining distance from others, but maintaining a fairly 
strict semblance of clinical distance with respect to the murder victims 
themselves.

Carlos Walker, one of the few other critics to consider Bolaño’s narra-
tive instance as such, emphasizes its self-effacement and its limited 
activities:

The neutral voice, presented under a cloak of expertise, surreptitiously 
installs an instance in which the one who writes would seem to devote all his 
or her efforts to copy out the particularities of a body found lifeless, as if its 
only labor were to copy the signs offered by a corpse. Everything happens as 
if that gesture the subtraction of the one who writes. Relegated to [the role 
of] a compiler of facts, the writer seems to strive for foreignness. (110)

One aspect of this self-effacement is indicated by Balmaceda García- 
Huidobro’s already cited observation that in the 349 closely printed pages 
that “The Part About the Crimes” occupies in the Anagrama edition of 
2666, the narrator offers no definite interpretation or thesis with regard to 
the proliferation of femicide. As Elisabeth Ladenson notes, even when 
“The Part About the Crimes” presents scenes whose damning implica-
tions are clear, such as the one in which Santa Teresa policemen trade 
ferociously misogynistic jokes, these scenes appear without narrative com-
mentary (Ladenson 15). Herlinghaus observes that “Bolaño […] is never 
caught employing explicit judgment” (Narcoepics 179), before clarifying 
his reference to the narrative instance: “Bolaño, or better the shadowy 
narrative agency that would be a quotation-marked ‘Bolaño’” (Narcoepics 
201). Peter Elmore, who labels the narrative instance as heterodiegetic 
rather than extradiegetic, notes that conjectures in the narrative as to 
causal factors or the guilt of specific actors remain unsupported by any 
omniscient textual authority (275). Sol Peláez adds that “[t]he narrator 
avoids systematically describing the possible criminal event or ventrilo-
quizing the victims. […] [N]o subjectivity seems to be able to, or have the 
authority to, account for the violence that these dead female bodies 
entailed” (41). If we understand the classical realist novel as a model of 
unified and coherent modern bourgeois subjectivity, the implications of 
Bolaño’s “logic of dispersion” (Espinosa H. “Secreto”) and of his insis-
tence on “narrative indetermination” (Giorgi 277) are profound, and they 
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place him squarely in the lineage of modernist and postmodernist disrup-
tors such as Pío Baroja and Manuel Puig.

Beyond the confines of genre fiction, modern novelists devised a variety 
of narrative mechanisms for evoking the crisis of the subject produced by 
corpse encounters. In “The Part About the Crimes,” the narrative instance 
maintains an attitude of scientific and bureaucratic impassiveness in the 
many scenes of cadaver description, but it is on the grand scale of the nar-
rative design that the cumulative force of so much abjection is registered. 
As Walker (previously cited) and Levinson (182) suggest, subjectivity dis-
perses and dissolves in Bolaño’s text, and rather than coalescing into an 
integral mirror, the text remains at the end of its reading approximately as 
incoherent as the irreparable “scattered shards” of memory pursued by in 
García Márquez’s narrator in Chronicle of a Death Foretold (6). In Andrew 
McCann’s reading, Santa Teresa enters the novel as the post-human “space 
of the disposable body,” and thus triggers “a breakdown in literary form 
and the sort of subjectivity that we might expect it to evoke” (137). 
Levinson argues that the novel’s dissociated narratives result from the dis-
sociation of the characterological subject from the narratives, as exempli-
fied by the disappearance from the novel of such a prominently focalized 
character as the investigator Oscar Fate. Herlinghaus adds that none of the 
more than forty characters active in “The Part About the Crimes” “actu-
ally becomes [for the reader] the bearer of empathy, or of an encompass-
ing vision” (Narcoepics 201) or “come[s] to our aid as a guide or as the 
bearer of a sympathetic quality of individual suffering” (Narcoepics 223). 
Dispensing, again, with the focalizing figure of a righteous and redemptive 
detective hero, Bolaño’s text refuses facile reduction of hellish social dys-
function and “avoids the common responses of pity and compassion” 
(Herlinghaus Narcoepics 231).

One of Walker’s most acute formal insights into 2666 considers the suc-
cessive caesuras or formal breaks in the body of the text, which in his read-
ing undermine the pretention to completeness that Foucault attributes to 
the clinical gaze:

[T]he different stories are interspersed by means of successive caesuras, two 
blank lines appear and the narration continues, but the space would appear 
to dislocate the ambition of that [clinical] gaze which sees itself as pure and 
fissureless […]. The novel’s fragmentary composition introduces a break in 
the detailed description of the dead women, the silence dislocates the sup-
posedly exhaustive expert inquiries. (107)
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Walker here confirms the importance of the structural trope of parataxis, 
as the incoherence of the greater narrative and the glaring gaps in what 
seems a potentially omniscient narrative undermine the enormous invest-
ment of narrative attention in the rendering of forensic medical detail. In 
this sense, “The Part About the Crimes” invites comparison with the con-
clusion of Fernando Vallejo’s La Virgen de los sicarios (Our Lady of the 
Assassins, 1994), since the former likewise amounts to a devastating cri-
tique of institutional inefficacy and bureaucratic reason (Masiello 10). It is 
surely this sustained formal undercutting of the medical forensic will-to- 
truth that leads various critics to refer to a denaturalization (Manzoni 
137), a parody (Franco 240) and a dislocated version (Walker 106) of 
forensic language. I would suggest that Bolaño’s paratactical narrative 
articulation resonates with the figure of the crudely stitched post-autopsic 
cadaver, prominent in Vallejo’s novel, whose sutures close incisions that 
will never heal. This notion of a type of a stitching that wounds even as it 
attempts to bind resonates, again, with an expression that recurs in 2666: 
“they sewed him full of stab wounds” (“lo cosieron a cuchilladas” in the 
original Spanish text, 376); “the body […] was literally sewn full of stab 
wounds” (“[el] cuerpo […] estaba literalmente cosido a puñaladas,” 
637  in the original); and “they threatened to sew him full of bullet 
wounds” (“lo amenazaron con coserlo a balazos,” 648 in the original).4 
The body of Bolaño’s text is likewise sewn full of wounds, exemplifying 
Bolaño’s enduring “interest in […] configurations that help articulate vio-
lence poetically” (Herlinghaus Narcoepics 214).

The last point of Bolaño’s departure from what Herlinghaus calls the 
habitus of the novela negra is the most important in the context of my 
discussion here. As Camelia Raghinaru notes, the hard-boiled masculinity 
conventionally incarnated by the detective “undergoes [in “The Part 
About the Crimes”] a negative transformation,” with misogynistic 
machismo emerging by implication as “the direct cause of the murders, 
and it is perpetuated by criminals and policemen alike” (159). In relation 
to the necropornographic corpus I have defined here, the outstanding 
merit of 2666 resides in Bolaño’s explicit acknowledgment of the cultural 
drive toward the spectacularization of death and suffering (again, García 
Canclini’s “morbid spectacularity”) and in his careful aesthetic tactics for 
evading the risk of what Herlinghaus calls literary voyeurism (Narcoepics 
212) and aesthetic “intoxication through violence” (Narcoepics 189). 
Francine Prose has commented on the challenge inherent in presenting 
scores of detailed descriptions of the physical evidence of sexual murders 
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without driving sensitive readers simply to stop reading. She notes that 
without Bolaño’s extraordinary narrative ingenuity, the only readers likely 
to stay with such a compendium of horrors would “not necessarily [be] 
the kind of readers a writer might want” (95). I take this to mean readers 
such as those “tired and satiated” necrophiles whom Alberto Moravia 
imagined as the habitual consumers of hard-boiled fiction or perhaps “true 
crime” serial killer literature. In keeping with Masiello’s assessment of 
“The Part About the Crimes” as a supremely effective piece of feminist 
writing, a number of other critics have noted that Bolaño not only repre-
sents and denounces the femicides, but also reckons explicitly with the 
psychological temptation and cultural tendency to enjoy such representa-
tions of violence. Sol Peláez focuses on an incident in the first part of 2666 
in which a Spanish literary critic (a character fundamentally like me) 
appears to take “morbid pleasure” in hearing the first account of the Santa 
Teresa femicides in the novel. Peláez reads this incident as a statement of 
“awareness of the enjoyment of language” (43), even when it narrates 
atrocities, and as the first of various explorations in 2666 of the “patho-
logical possibilities in telling and retelling violence” (43). Walking a fine 
line between the responsibility to show the horrific effects of femicidal 
violence and the potential of literary language to fall into complicity with 
such violence, Peláez says, Bolaño’s text “examines the enjoyment and 
indifference involved in writing and reading about violence” (30) and 
deftly “avoids aestheticizing (in the classic sense) the bodies, and refuses 
to romanticize or idealize them” (40).

In the previous chapter, I attended to the eroticization of female cadav-
ers and the imaginative repurposing of the morgue as a theater for mascu-
line visual dominance, homosocial validation and sexual amusement. In 
relation to this necropornographic tradition, two of the published inter-
pretations of Bolaño’s critical representation of violence in 2666 bear out-
standing relevance. The first is that of Cathy Fourez, who summarizes as 
follows the misogynistic specificity of the violence visited on the cadavers 
described in the novel:

In the novel’s forensic reports, the corpses of the murdered girls bear ter-
rible lesions, particularly in the mouth of the uterus. The images of the 
violated maternal womb, the desecrated and pulverized vagina, invade the 
pages of the fourth movement and engender a negation and then an anni-
hilation of the female genital apparatus, the source of procreation and 
birth. (25)
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Fourez points out that the unidentified killers in the novel, like those in 
real life, focus their sadistic energies on “the places of sexual excitement 
that Freud called erogenous zones, concentrated on the body’s orifices 
(the oral, anal and genital zones)” (39). The orientation of this violence 
mirrors that of femicidal violence inflicted elsewhere in the world by law-
less groups of armed men given free reign over the bodies of women, for 
example, the military torturers of the last Argentinean dictatorship 
(1976–1983), who carried out what Diana Taylor calls a “systematic 
assault on the reproductive organs of all female prisoners held in captivity” 
(Taylor 84). In this assault on female prisoners, Taylor says, “[w]omen 
were annihilated through a metonymic reduction to their sexual ‘parts’: 
wombs, vaginas, breasts. Abducted women were raped as a matter of 
course. Testimonies repeatedly allude to guns shot into vaginas and 
wombs, to breasts being pounded, to buttocks and mouths being ripped 
open” (84).5 Fourez strongly recalls the fantasies contained in novels such 
as Llaugé Dausá’s Depósito de cadáveres when she describes the victims’ 
bodies as appearing “entirely visible in their external and internal organs” 
(39), since they are often left in “gynecological positions” (39) by killers 
intent on achieving “a total disposition” (39) of female anatomy and on 
definitively eradicating female sexual pleasure and potency. Here we are 
reminded again of Katherine Park’s account in Secrets of Women of the 
historical signification of the uterus as the arcane nucleus of sexual differ-
ence and as the supreme object of male anatomical fascination. As Fourez 
suggests, Bolaño details at length the lesions, tears, amputations and 
punctures of the victim’s organs as evidence of the extreme concentration 
of violence on women’s erotic orifices, their genitals and breasts, in order 
to make us understand a raging desire to exterminate women as women, 
in the imagined essence of their sexual difference. The killers’ enacted 
desire for total control, disposition, enjoyment and punishment of female 
bodies corresponds precisely with the desire stimulated by conventional 
necropornographic hard-boiled fiction.

The second and perhaps most important critical reading of Bolaño’s 
text that I will cite here to reinforce my own criticism of the necroporno-
graphic canon is that of Elisabeth Ladenson.6 Ladenson starts from a 
premise similar to the one I have laid out in this book, proposing that in 
international mass entertainment media and in genres ranging from the 
so-called airport novel to the prime-time television police drama, “vio-
lence against women forms the basis of a large proportion of our most 
popular entertainment” (10). Ladenson offers a keen interpretation of the 
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mechanism by which formula fictions both invite us to enjoy and absolve 
us of enjoying the imagery and the fantasy of this violence, and her ideas 
relate closely to those of Sarah Dunant, cited in the previous chapter, and 
to Sue Tait’s critique of CSI, which I will consider in my conclusion, both 
regarding the voyeuristic presentation of mutilated female corpses in con-
temporary crime fiction. In a surprisingly effective critical move, Ladenson 
contrasts 2666 with Stieg Larsson’s Millennium trilogy, and the compari-
son proves revealing not just because of close biographical and commercial 
parallels between the authors. (Larsson was born one year later than 
Bolaño, but both died at age fifty, and both 2666 and the Millennium tril-
ogy attained extraordinary international success after appearing posthu-
mously. The first volume of Larsson’s trilogy, The Girl with the Dragon 
Tattoo, was published in 2005, a year after 2666.) In Ladenson’s reading, 
however, the Millennium trilogy achieved far greater commercial success 
than 2666 by providing an ostensibly feminist twist on the hard-boiled 
genre formula while simultaneously revalidating the genre reader’s tradi-
tional license to enjoy depictions of violence against women.

Without discrediting Larsson’s actual extra-literary work as an activist 
against violence, Ladenson argues that his novels exemplify to perfection 
the dual mechanism of indulgence and absolution that fuels the hard- 
boiled industries:

[W]hile [the Millennium novels] are busy denouncing violence against 
women they are also depicting it in a way that appeals directly to our pruri-
ence and allows us to enjoy what we are at the same time invited to be dis-
gusted by. […] In this sort of detective thriller, we are able to enjoy the 
spectacle of violence while still feeling virtuous because we are invited to 
identify alternatively—or alternately, or indeed simultaneously—with the 
sadistic villain, with the female victims and with the detective. […] 
[Larsson’s] variations [on the classical roles of detective, criminal and vic-
tim] allow him to fully exploit this genre’s capacity for inviting the reader or 
viewer to have it both ways, that is, to enjoy successively the violence inflicted 
on the woman and the violence she then inflicts in taking her vengeance. 
(10–11)

Ladenson also cites The Silence of the Lambs, in both Thomas Harris’s 
1988 original version and Jonathan Demme’s 1991 film adaptation, as a 
“prototype” (7) of this narrative formula of alternating identifications that 
structures so much popular entertainment. Here Ladenson’s reading 
resembles that of Joanne Clarke Dillman, who likewise finds that although 

 FEMICIDE AND SNUFF 



150

Larsson’s novels indict misogyny in Swedish society, “the series makes 
graphic images of sexualized violation and abuse the ‘givens’ in its fictional 
universe […]. The films adapted from Larsson’s books give viewers a 
strong and clever heroine, but isolate her in the extreme and subject her 
to a sexualized version of hell” (154). Just as I am seeking to do here, 
Ladenson goes on from this indictment of Larsson to recognize 2666 as a 
potent antidote to the kind of intoxication (to borrow, again, Herlinghaus’s 
term) inherent in the hard-boiled formula, even when adapted by an 
author as politically progressive, personally brave and well-intentioned as 
Larsson. In 2666, Ladenson argues:

Bolaño succeeds in doing what Larsson was apparently unable to imagine, 
that is he succeeds in depicting violence against women without any appeal 
to the reader’s prurience at all. Over the hundreds of pages in which he 
depicts the murders of women in Santa Teresa, there is never once any col-
lusion in the crimes themselves; we feel pity and terror for the victims but no 
identification with the criminals or prurient pleasure in their crimes. (13)

Ladenson supports her adjudication of Bolaño’s literary superiority with 
a striking analysis of his primary technical advantage. Bolaño succeeds 
where many others have failed, she argues, “by following the Aristotelean 
rule of tragedy that proscribes the depiction of violence itself and recom-
mends that only the results of violent acts be displayed for full effect” 
(14). In this view, the key to the “unlikely brilliance” of 2666 is that “its 
extended and relentless depiction of extreme violence […] borrows its 
technique from classical tragedy (whether consciously or not) in order to 
demonstrate to the reader the truth of what has been going on in 
Northern Mexico for some twenty years without eroticizing the sexual 
violence it portrays” (15–16). To Ladenson’s account, we might add that 
Bolaño’s omission of explicit descriptions of violence also corresponds to 
the principles of Borges (Annick Louis quoted in Zavala 153), from 
whom Bolaño acknowledged learning more than from any other modern 
writer.7 While I agree wholeheartedly with Ladenson’s fundamental judg-
ment, I would also note one exception to Bolaño’s application of the 
Aristotelian or Borgesian rule, which occurs in the narrative sequence that 
presents the accused murderer Klaus Haas’s experience of imprisonment 
in Santa Teresa.

As we have seen, the potentially omniscient narrative instance of “The 
Part About the Crimes” offers no narrative reconstruction of the many, 
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many femicides, but rather forensic medical reports on the condition of 
the corpses. As Balmaceda García-Huidobro notes (334), however, the 
reluctance to depict acts of violence against female bodies (as opposed to 
the effects of those acts) stands in contrast to Bolaño’s vivid narration of 
the torture of four male prisoners who are castrated, raped with broom 
handles and finally murdered in front of an entire cellblock of inmates in 
the Santa Teresa prison. It is significant that this exceptional episode 
occurs in what Balmaceda calls the “the violent masculine sphere of the 
jail, which we enter through the [perspective of] the prisoners” (333). In 
the first part of this episode, narration is focalized through the perspective 
of the prisoner whom the local police have falsely identified as the master-
mind behind the femicides: “Klaus Haas could feel the excitement […] 
Haas watched them […] and thought […]” (2666 trans. Wimmer 520–1). 
In the second part of this episode, the prison killings are narrated by Haas 
in a subsequent conversation with a lawyer (524 in English edition), and 
the entire episode is explicitly presented as a spectacle. The new prisoners 
are gang members accused of murdering the daughter of a rich man, and 
their arrival transforms the cellblock into a “theater” (651 in the Spanish 
original)8 of expectation. When they are attacked and immobilized in a 
laundry room, the prison guards retreat from the room, allowing all the 
other prisoners to enter, and the guards then not only watch the torture 
through a window, but take pictures of it with a camera. This is one of the 
episodes in the novel in which Bolaño confronts his readers most explicitly 
with the phenomenon of the spectacular enjoyment of violence. Haas 
reconstructs the scene for his lawyer:

The executioners stood aside so the guards could take good pictures. They 
stood aside and moved the spectators aside. I wasn’t in the first row. I could 
see it all because I’m tall. Strange: it didn’t turn my stomach. Strange, very 
strange: I watched all the way to the end. The executioner seemed happy. 
(2666 trans. Wimmer 524)

In the conversation with his Mexican lawyer, the German Haas is surprised 
to learn that news of the executions has already spread widely outside the 
jail, and the lawyer condescends to explain what is for her the obvious 
logic of the incident: the gang members killed the daughter of a man with 
money, and so the man used his money to buy retribution, the complicity 
of the guards and the discretion of the press in a city where crimes against 
women otherwise go almost invariably unpunished (524).
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The first words of “The Part About the Crimes” are “The girl’s body 
turned up” (2666 trans. Wimmer 353), and from the second page of this 
opening section the narrator makes repeated references to morgues, 
autopsies and police and press photographers who take pictures of cadav-
ers, all of which elements were fodder for necropornographers such as 
Latimer and Llaugé Dausá. Yet in repeating this scenario more than a 
hundred times, Bolaño unfailingly prods his reader to resist voyeurism and 
indifference. References to snuff photography (such as that of the prison 
guards) and film or video recur throughout the text as part of his 
consciousness- raising. The topic of snuff is first introduced in 2666 in the 
section that precedes “The Part About the Crimes,” when the visiting 
American journalist Oscar Fate rescues the daughter of an exiled Chilean 
professor from a sinister house in which it appears that snuff videos are 
being made. When Fate and the professor’s daughter are invited to a party 
at the house, one of the hosts shows Fate a pornographic video featuring 
what looks to Fate like “a dying whore” (405 in the Spanish).9 The narra-
tive instance aligns itself with Fate’s perspective to recount the activities 
seen in the video, which ends with a series of static exterior and interior 
shots including one of “the body of a half-dressed woman sprawled on the 
floor” (2666 trans. Wimmer 321). Although the narrator does not describe 
a killing perpetrated on camera, the inference is clear from the adjective 
“dying” (“agonizante”) and from the image of the body that the men who 
had sex with the woman in the video may have killed her afterward, and 
that if Fate does not get his companion out of the house, the same is likely 
to happen to her. After 214 pages (263 pages later in the Spanish edition 
of the novel), and almost exactly two-thirds of the way through “The Part 
About the Crimes,” Bolaño returns to the topic by abruptly introducing a 
digressive discussion of snuff movies as a possible factor in the Santa Teresa 
femicides.10 First, he presents a scene in which two journalists, Sergio 
González and a veteran nota roja reporter, interview a retired general who 
was formerly chief of the Mexico City police. Responding to press reports 
that snuff movies were being filmed in northern Mexico and that Santa 
Teresa was the capital of the underground industry, the reporters ask the 
general about the supposed industry. The general says that he has seen 
everything there is to see, but never a snuff movie. When the journalists, 
convinced that snuff must exist, speculate that “this particular brand of 
horror” (2666 trans. Wimmer 536) had not yet developed before the gen-
eral retired, he again disagrees, saying that every possible extreme of por-
nography had already been explored in the years leading up to the French 
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Revolution. This sequence is telling in that it echoes the consensus of 
recent scholarship on the phenomenon of snuff pornography, which has 
persisted as a cultural fantasy in since the early 1970s without any concrete 
evidence ever appearing to confirm its existence in the form insistently 
imagined by journalists, novelists and non-pornographic filmmakers.

A second narrative segment on the same topic begins a few pages later 
in 2666, when the narrator reports the activities of an Argentinean jour-
nalist passing through Santa Teresa. The Argentinean researches the city 
by attending a bullfight and patronizing a brothel before he manages to 
arrange for the friend of a friend of another journalist to show him a snuff 
movie. Although the Argentinean journalist refuses to pay to see the film, 
he does watch it and admits to the snuff film’s owner that he is motivated 
not only by professional interest but also by personal curiosity (2666 
trans. Wimmer 540). Bolaño’s narrator recounts the scene of his viewing 
but passes, as usual, no explicit judgment on the activity and this time 
makes no allusion to the content of the film (2666 trans. Wimmer 541). 
He merely proceeds to state that after three days in Santa Teresa, the 
journalist left for Los Angeles and wrote an article “centered on the porn 
film industry and the underground subindustry of snuff films” (2666 
trans. Wimmer 541). The journalist’s reported claim in that article that 
the term “snuff movie” originated in Argentina leads Bolaño’s narrator 
into a five-page digression about the filming of a pseudo-snuff movie on 
the pampas in 1972.

In these pages, Bolaño recalls and fictionalizes a real production under-
taken by US exploitation filmmakers Michael and Roberta Findlay in 
Argentina in 1971, based on activities of the Manson cult.11 The Findlays’ 
shoddy footage lay dormant for years until sexploitation producer Alan 
Shackleton, prompted by press speculation about the existence of snuff 
films, commissioned and appended to the Findlays’ footage a scene shot 
by a porn director in a New York City studio. Introducing a metadiegetic 
twist, this supplementary ending purported to show the actual dismem-
berment and murder of an actress by the director of the previous footage, 
with whom she had just been having sex. Shackleton debuted the resulting 
hybrid under the title Snuff in New York City in 1976, generating a con-
troversy sufficiently intense to attract the attention of major publications 
such as the New York Times and Variety, and to trigger an investigation by 
the Manhattan District Attorney’s Office (see Kerekes and Slater 11–23).12 
Shackleton marketed Snuff in New York under the tag line “Filmed in 
South America … Where Life is CHEAP!” (Kerekes 18), and he also, like 
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the film producers in 2666, encouraged the false perception that an actress 
had been killed on camera during the final dismemberment scene, in order 
to create buzz for what was otherwise just an incoherent and shoddily 
made sexploitation movie.

More than this curious historical anecdote of the projection of dark 
Anglo-American desires onto the fantasy screen of an infernal Latin 
America, or subsequent projection within the novel of an Argentinean 
journalist’s desires onto a Mexican screen, what surely interests Bolaño in 
this digression is the very potential for enjoyment in watching or imagin-
ing the violent deaths of others, which is the potential he labors so might-
ily to counteract in his literary discourse. It is also worth noting that, while 
it may seem merely an obscure episode in the history of US exploitation 
cinema, the controversy over the release of Snuff is now remembered as a 
primary catalyst for what scholars describe as the “myth” or “urban leg-
end” of pornographic snuff. Julian Petley, for example, identifies Snuff as 
one of the two original sources of the myth, the first being the introduc-
tion of the term “snuff movie” by Ed Sanders in a 1971 book that claimed, 
on the basis of one informant’s unsubstantiated testimony, that the 
Manson family had filmed some of their activities, including sex and ritual 
murder (Petley 205). While “snuff” is now often defined so broadly as to 
encompass any film or video recording of killing, we shall see that Bolaño, 
like a whole series of crime writers I examine here, deals explicitly with 
what specialists now call the “traditional” understanding of snuff since the 
1970s as “the filmed killing of a human being, containing a strong ele-
ment of erotic sadism, supposedly circulated among an underground cli-
entele for entertainment purposes and economic gain” (Astley 157–8).13

According to the critics such as Dunant, Ladenson and Tait, conven-
tional crime fiction writers implicitly invite their readers to enjoy literary 
spectacles of violence and elaborate images of mutilated and sexually vio-
lated female cadavers, only to absolve them of guilt over such enjoyment 
by interposing and shifting the reader’s identification toward a lawful hero 
who will punish a criminal for acting out the sadistic fantasy the novel 
contrives. Providing no such mechanism of indulgence and absolution, 
Bolaño keeps us conscious of our susceptibility to such fantasies through 
his eminently sober narration of femicide. In a famous interview, Mónica 
Maristain asked Bolaño how he imagined hell, and he answered that hell 
was Ciudad Juárez, not because Juárez was the scene of some exotic and 
idiosyncratic horror, but because it reflects us: “[it] is our curse and our 
mirror, the unquiet mirror of our frustrations and of our vile  interpretation 
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of freedom and of our desires” (Between Parentheses 365–6). In 2666 
Bolaño speaks about historical atrocities, but he also speaks insistently 
about our desires, including himself in the troubled “we.” Elsewhere, 
nearing age fifty, he told another interviewer that while he had never been 
a thief or a rapist, he had indeed been a violent young man, determined to 
wage a revolution through his Trotskyist politics and his Infrarealist poetry 
and provocations (quoted in Sanchís 80), and it is plain to see that a pro-
found reckoning with the legacy of violence pervades the novels he wrote 
later in life. To fully appreciate the majesty of his achievement, I propose 
that we now take at least a glimpse at the mediocrity, incompetence and 
sometimes calamitous insensitivity of lesser writers who have also 
attempted to adapt the hard-boiled genre to tell stories of femicide in the 
contemporary context. If you thought the necropornographic misogyny I 
presented in my last chapter was bad, prepare yourself because it is about 
to get worse.

snuFF FanTasisTs

Even with the superhuman assistance of Google, no critic could hope to 
draft a comprehensive index of literary fictions that depend for their dra-
matic appeal on the killing of sexualized female characters, much less fic-
tions in other media that make use of the same formula. “Murder Is 
Pleasure,” proclaimed a story title featured on the cover of the September 
1948 issue of Black Mask magazine, the cradle of the hard-boiled style. 
The title appeared superimposed on a garish painting of a prone and prob-
ably dead redheaded woman shown splayed, bare shouldered and bare 
legged, in a small boat and gazing wide-eyed at the tip of an enormously 
foregrounded boat hook, rendered so as to resemble a gleaming, barbed 
and blood-dripping phallus. Seventy years later, electronic imaging tech-
nologies have only enhanced the pleasure. The erotic dissection fantasies 
of the necropornographic tradition I described in the previous chapters 
continue to thrive in crime thrillers and horror films. Here I will pay spe-
cial attention to a refinement of this fantasy in which it does not suffice to 
depict the sexual murder of women: the depiction of rape and killing must 
be enhanced by the explicit intradiegetic conversion of the crime into a 
spectacle for audiovisual recording, or, in other words, snuff pornography. 
As I shall show in my conclusion, snuff fantasies are no longer the  exclusive 
province of underground or culturally marginal exploitation cinema, as 
exemplified by Shackleton’s Snuff, but rather now pervade mainstream 
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television fare produced by networks including the BBC, CBS and HBO, 
a “prestige” subdivision of the Time Warner entertainment conglomerate. 
The impact of such global corporate fictions on the imagination of inter-
national audiences is incalculable, and in Spanish-language fiction  it is 
already evident in explicit and substantial references to CSI in literary 
works like Mejía Madrid’s “El efecto Smellville” and Ricardo Clark’s 
KRTM Snuff movie, which I address below.

As I have argued in the previous chapters, necropornography consti-
tutes a pillar of modern crime fiction, and it frequently manifests itself not 
only through the presentation of sexualized female cadavers and dissec-
tions, but also through sensational descriptions of the murder of women. 
Federico Andahazi, for example, in an apparent bid to reproduce the com-
mercial success of El anatomista, has continued to toil in the genre of the 
porno-historical novel, producing works such as El libro de los placeres pro-
hibidos (The Book of Forbidden Pleasures, 2012). Judging from the 
WorldCat bibliography, of the more than twenty non-Hispanic markets 
for which El anatomista was translated, only Hungarians, Poles and 
Russians among foreign readers have since retained an interest in Andahazi, 
which seems reasonable given that El libro de placeres prohibidos represents 
a cruder rehash of his already crude formula. Andahazi’s title could be 
construed as fair warning to the unsuspecting reader, in that the novel 
indeed denies an adult reader all but the most lascivious and intermittent 
of pleasures. El libro weaves two parallel plots: first, a fictionalization of the 
career of Johannes Gutenberg, written with all the psychological and nar-
ratological subtlety of a middle school “great men” biography, in which 
Gutenberg is obliged to defend his printing press at a tribunal of the 
Inquisition (exactly the same narrative pretext used in the latter part of El 
anatomista); and second, the investigation of a series of murders of (whom 
else?) prostitutes in the same city (Mainz, Germany) and in the same year 
(1455) during which Gutenberg is being tried. Andahazi fills out his slap- 
dash narrative with clap-trap about a secret sacred order of prostitutes 
originating in ancient Babilonia and worshipping the phallic god Priapus 
(46). All girls born into the sect are marked at birth with a scar, and to 
become sacred prostitutes they must learn to “refrain their voluptuosity” 
(128) or face (again, as in El anatomista) clitoridectomy (128–9). 
Andahazi offers pornographic scenes such as one in which the order’s 
“mother whore” demonstrates oral sex technique to her disciples by 
 swallowing the “colossal erect phallus” (46) of a Priapus statue, as 
Andahazi’s heterodiegetic narrator rhapsodizes over the size and hardness 
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of the phallus: “the gigantic head of the member […] that stony gland 
[…] that colossal cock” (73). Yet the truly necropornographic aspect of 
the text emerges in Andahazi’s foregrounding of the murder of several 
prostitutes. In the first of these scenes, narrated in the novel’s opening 
pages, a prostitute finishes her night’s work and undresses and bathes, 
allowing the narrator to tout her “sculptural body […]: her toned legs, her 
generous hips and her defiant nipples” (11) immediately before she is sur-
prised and attacked by a man wielding a scalpel. The attacker quickly 
shoves a rag down her throat to silence and asphyxiate her (in an action 
anticipating the mother whore’s celebrated feat of fellatio, as just 
described). The narrator describes the woman’s sensations and her appear-
ance as she chokes and suffocates, combining objective observation and 
mental penetration to invite the reader’s sadistic complicity. Blocked vomit 
floods the prostitute’s lungs, as her skin turns violet and her eyes bulge, 
but her assailant watches “with ecstatic eyes, while he panted, delirious to 
the point of paroxysm” (13). Next, he flays her in an act of vivisection that 
strongly recalls the dissections surveyed in the previous chapter:

With her body still warm and throbbing, she felt how the hooded man sank 
the scalpel into the base of her neck and made a vertical incision down to the 
pubis. The purpose was not to kill her right away, but rather to flay her first. 
Zelda begged silently for God to take her as soon as possible. Her attacker 
[…] then began to separate her skin from her flesh with subtle cuts, at the 
same time as he peeled off the skin without damaging it. It was a quick and 
precise job; he removed the whole skin in one piece, as if it were an overcoat. 
Zelda died at the same moment when her assailant concluded his macabre 
task, without sparing her any suffering. (13–14)

This, again, is the opening hook of a novel marketed internationally in 
Spanish by the Planeta editorial group, the largest in the Spanish-speaking 
world, and this passage encapsulates the excruciating misogynistic fantasy 
that Andahazi and Planeta are selling. While Andahazi, constrained by this 
“historical” market niche, can only allude to the “ecstatic eyes” (13) of the 
woman’s assailant to emphasize the spectacularity of the sadistic killing, we 
shall see that many other contemporary novelists not only represent very 
similar crimes (particularly, as in 2666, the fatal strangulation of women 
while they are being raped) but also introduce cameras within the diegesis 
to enhance the reader’s enjoyment of perversely transgressive and degrad-
ing violence. Almost all of the novels I address below are written by 
Spanish or Spanish American authors, but I wish to reemphasize here that 
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I by no means intend to present them as symptoms of a distinctive Hispanic 
pathology. Rather, I would emphasize that the snuff themes I explore 
below have also been exploited for decades in US film and television as 
well as in US mass market paperback thrillers such as Elmore Leonard’s 
Fifty-Two Pickup (1974), Jerry Bronson’s Cut (1976), Sidney Sheldon’s 
Bloodline (1977), and Because the Night (1984) by James Ellroy, a novelist 
for whom Bolaño professed admiration.

In the previous chapter I prefaced my critique of Andreu Martín’s Si es 
no es by mentioning that Martín is one of the pioneers of hard-boiled 
crime fiction in Spain, as well as the country’s most prolific living con-
tributor to the genre. In Por amor al arte (For Love of Art), a novel pub-
lished in 1982, a year before Si es no es, Martín produced one of the genre’s 
most sustained engagements with the fantasy of killing as a visual specta-
cle. Whereas Si es no es opened with a scrum of male policemen around the 
obscenely posed body of a female murder victim whom Martín’s narrator 
compared to a Playboy or Penthouse model, Por amor al arte not only las-
civiously describes female cadavers but also narrates the murder of no 
fewer than five female characters. Four of the five are described as beautiful 
and sexually attractive, and the killers record all the deaths on films or 
videotapes that are subsequently projected and viewed in the novel. The 
plot of the novel is simple and far-fetched: a private detective is hired in 
Barcelona to investigate the theft of three Picasso paintings from a wealthy 
industrialist’s mansion in a nearby coastal town, during which a servant 
was shot to death. Investigation leads to the discovery that the robbery 
was a performance by a group of criminal entrepreneurs who produce 
snuff pornography branded as art for an underground market of wealthy 
collectors. This being, in ideological terms, a fairly conventional novela 
negra, several of the principal conspirators are very wealthy and utterly 
amoral Catalonian businessmen who invest in the snuff operation out of 
either aesthetic or purely financial interest. Aside from Martín’s fascination 
with the production of cinematic and video snuff recordings, the most 
curious aspect of Por amor al arte is Martín’s attempt to imagine snuff as 
a logical extension of certain radical performance art practices developed 
in the 1960s and 1970s.

One of the principal conspirators in the novel acts as a patron to a local 
performance artist known internationally for his artistic actions centering 
on the theme of aggression. Although the artist refuses to participate in 
the snuff project, the patron markets the snuff recordings by attributing 
them to the artist without his consent, knowing that the signature of an 
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established artist will raise their symbolic and monetary value. In the 
course of the novel, the artist participates in an important exhibition of 
international conceptual art in Barcelona, and he recruits the detective 
who is investigating the Picasso theft, and who is also an amateur painter, 
to take part in a performance titled “Aggression Against Established Art.” 
In that performance, the artist kills a cat and uses its bleeding carcass to 
attack the detective’s painting and the detective himself. At the exhibition, 
the detective also witnesses another performance in which a Catalonian 
artist named Benito bisects a live calf using a circular table saw, showering 
the spectators with blood and fragments of skin and brain matter (211). 
Martín renders this passage with sadistic detail, noting the calf ’s terrified 
bellowing and panicked eyes and the sound of its bones being dislocated 
as it is forced onto the saw, in a unique application of the hard-boiled style. 
Here and in another later passage in which the snuff producers discuss 
their project, Martín alludes anonymously to the real Catalonians perfor-
mance artist Jordi Benito I Verdaguer (1951–2008), who as one character 
accurately states, “sacrificed cows, writhed around in the blood, had him-
self crucified” (261). At Barcelona’s Fundació Joan Miró in 1979, three 
years before the publication of Por amor al arte, the real Benito slaugh-
tered a bull in a performance titled Barcelona Toro Performance.

Equally important is an explicit allusion to one of the founders of 
Viennese Actionism, a radical art movement which the real Jordi Benito 
was also sometimes associated. In an explanatory scene at the end of Por 
amora al arte, one of the chief conspirators explains that the initiator of 
the snuff “performances,” who turns out to be the butler of the man 
whose paintings were stolen, was “an enthusiast of bloody conceptualism 
since he was in Germany and met Otto Möhl” (294). Möhl is discussed 
elsewhere in the novel as a criminal artist who committed rapes and broke 
a blind man’s legs as artistic performances (192) and who is now jailed as 
a result. The clear reference here is to the co-founder of Actionism, the 
Austrian Otto Muehl (or Müll, 1925–2013), a former lieutenant in the 
German Wehrmacht who became a painter, art therapist, “action” artist, 
commune leader and, finally, years after the publication of Martín’s novel, 
a convicted sex offender who served almost seven years in prison for hav-
ing sex with adolescent girls in his free-love commune. In some of the 
best-known Actionist performances of the 1960s, animals were sacrificed 
and naked human bodies were smeared with all manner of liquids and 
foodstuffs, including animal blood and freshly extracted organs. Sex, self- 
mutilation, defecation and urination were also performed publicly in an 
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aesthetically brutal Freud-inspired campaign to free postwar Austrians of 
their authoritarian and Catholic repressions. Actionist performances 
repeatedly provoked public scandals and police raids, and several actionists 
including Muehl served brief prison sentences on charges resulting from 
their artistic actions. As Beth Hinderliter argues, Actionists were in the 
vanguard of countercultural debates regarding the sublimation of aggres-
sion and the artistic and political uses of violence during the 1960s, and 
they “politicized self-destruction as a means of routing bourgeois indi-
vidualism and its internalization of repressive aspects of the state appara-
tus” (80). While the all-male Actionists subjected many bodies, including 
their own, to extravagant rituals of degradation, a certain current of mas-
culine sexual aggression toward the female body may also be discerned in 
some of Muehl’s “material actions” such as Degradation of a Venus (1963) 
and Still Life with Female and a Cow’s Head (1964).14

In their early statements, Actionists proclaimed their objective of 
obtaining freedom through “an absolute openness towards the abyss of 
one’s own psyche and through an acting out and dedication to the drives 
arising from the foundations of one’s own being” (Oberhuber 18). In 
written statements that accompanied his public actions in 1962 and 1963, 
Muehl expressed anarchic defiance and a hatred for the repressive stric-
tures of bourgeois Christian-capitalist civilization:

The free admittance of the true creative drives is the ethical intention of my 
[artistic] apparatus: sadism, aggression, perversity, craving for recognition, 
avarice, charlatanry, obscenity, the aesthetics of the dungheap are the moral 
means against conformism, materialism and civilization. I am against laws 
and social rules no longer founded in reality. […] We must strive to destroy 
humanity to destroy art. I hate people and their institutions. I am filled with 
a great hatred of all that wears a human face. I love animals. I would have all 
people exterminated except for the ones necessary for entertainment. 
(quoted in Oberhuber 18)

In his 1968 “Direct Art Manifesto,” Muehl also advocated pornography 
as “a suitable means for healing our society of its genital panic” (quoted in 
Hinderliter 86). It is not difficult, as Martín’s novel suggests, to extrapo-
late and imagine how artists who practiced animal sacrifice, who asserted 
a primal human animality and publicly violated powerful taboos regarding 
bodily modesty, integrity and hygiene, and who also occasionally advo-
cated for the extermination of humanity and “celebrated criminals and 
perverts for their [psychological] health” (Hinderliter 81) might not on 
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principle exclude the sacrifice of humans from their Dionysian practices. 
In Martín’s novel, the “aggression” artist whose name is used to market 
the snuff videos denounces “masochistic” conceptual artists who practice 
self-mutilation (like the Actionist Günter Brus) or have themselves self- 
shot and crucified (an allusion to actions by the US artist Chris Burden in 
1971 and 1974), in favor of (he claims) a healthier sadistic performance 
art. In the novel, he is unwilling to carry this proposal to its full extent, but 
the conspirators are.

Of the five female characters mentioned above whose deaths are nar-
rated via video or film recordings in Martín’s Por amor al arte, the first 
two are Dutch prostitutes specializing in sadomasochism (272). They are 
hired by the snuff conspirators and used as decoy suspects until the initia-
tor of the snuff enterprise decides to eliminate them. Subsequently, their 
bodies are discovered in a ruined chapel, and a medical examiner inspects 
the cadavers in front of a crowd of crime scene gawkers: “Surrounded by 
voyeurs, they seem like curiosities exhibited in a public show” (91). And 
although the novel preceded the current boom of forensic science 
 television dramas by approximately two decades, Martín’s narrator says 
that the spectators watch the “show” with indifference, since they are well 
accustomed to seeing such spectacles on television and in movies (92). 
One of the dead prostitutes is a tall woman with green eyes and long 
blonde hair, and the narrator remarks that her clothing, a tight white 
jumpsuit, emphasizes her full breasts, rounded thighs and slender limbs 
(92). The medical examiner palpates her body before unzipping the jump-
suit in front of the authorized and unauthorized onlookers:

[H]e lowers the central zipper on the bodysuit to the abdomen, revealing 
the beautiful white breasts, one of them disfigured by the bullet wound, the 
stomach, the abdomen, to the beginning of the pubic hair. It’s an inconsid-
erate, obscene, brutal gesture like a rape, after which, the man stands up, 
very satisfied, and removes his rubber gloves. (93)

The necropornographic proposition here is indistinguishable from that of 
so many other scenes cited in the previous chapter, including those in 
Martín’s Si es no es and McBain’s Widows. Perhaps the only distinctive 
detail is the comparison of the medical examiner’s action to a rape, which 
reads not as a denunciation but merely as an additional cue to enhance the 
reader’s sense of transgressive pleasure. Onlookers including the cynical 
and womanizing private detective and his equally cynical lover, a classic 
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femme fatale, are said to observe the “spectacle of death” (93) with rapt 
attention, modeling voyeuristic enjoyment for the reader.

Not content with the standard corpse-porn scenario, however, Martín 
returns at the end of the novel the re-exploit the image of a tall blonde 
prostitute being shot through the breast and the stomach. In the final 
explanatory scene, the conspirators project for the entrapped private 
detective a video recording of the killing of the prostitutes. The narrator 
describes the content of the video images and notes visual techniques, 
including the use of a subjective camera that puts the spectator, and thus 
the reader, in the visual position of the killer. Before narrating the killing 
of the Dutch prostitute in patient detail, the narrator again eroticizes her 
descriptively: “she is tall and blonde, a stunning Valkyrie, the image one 
usually has of the Swedish tourist” (293). It is again the hard-boiled and 
cynical detective, a former police homicide inspector, who models the 
spectatorial subject, and he remains “unmoved” (293) as he watches the 
beautiful bodies fall on screen. Regrettably, this is not then novel’s most 
direct or elaborate evocation of a snuff spectacle for the reader’s  excitement. 
In Por amor al arte, Martín devotes an entire chapter to narrating the 
recruitment of an aspiring actress through a newspaper ad and to her per-
formance of a “screen test” that culminates in her murder on camera 
(157–70). Posing as a film producer, the perverse butler serves the woman 
dinner in the patron’s mansion, before instructing her to dance and strip 
for the video camera. The novel gives us little information about the vic-
tim beyond her age (22 years old), her physical dimensions (“Chest-waist- 
hips measurements: 34-26-25,” 158) and the fact that she works unhappily 
as a waitress. Like many other aspects of his technique, Martín’s definition 
of female characters by their bodily measurements derives straight from 
mid-twentieth-century US hard-boiled tradition. For example, through-
out their series of eleven novels about the “sexsational private eye” Honey 
West, G. G. Fickling (Gloria and Forest Fickling) recited the heroine’s 
measurements of 38-22-36 like a magical incantation. One Honey West 
novel set its murder story at an international beauty contest where the 
detective competed mathematically with the contestants: “Miss France 
[…] 39-25-35½ […] Miss Germany […] 36-24-36 […] Miss Puerto Rico 
[…] 34-22-35” (135). Martín allows only his aspiring actress only a per-
functory backstory, writing that she has been sexually abused by a series of 
men including her father, leaving her willing to act in pornography so as 
at least to profit from the abuse. According to the narrator, this woman is 
so charmed by the wine, the elegant dinner in a mansion and the prospect 
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of a film career that by the time she begins to strip she is sexually aroused 
and wants to have sex with the pseudo-producer, a 51-year-old man wear-
ing heavy makeup. Martín narrates her striptease for the delight of the 
reader, noting her pleasure in her own touch and the coquettish details of 
her movement, until she is left, as per genre mandate, “completely naked” 
(170) on the last page of the chapter. At this point the pseudo-producer 
assumes the initiative, zooms the camera in on the actress as she lies with 
her eyes closed on the dinner table, grabs her breasts and feels her shudder 
with excitement, and then strangles her to death, before zooming back to 
a wide-angle shot. When the police later discover the secret room where 
this performance has taken place, we learn that the snuff artist has contin-
ued recording the decomposition of her body for an additional ten days 
(242).

Andreu Martín is a competently skilled, second-rate author of highly 
commercial, lurid and necropornographic genre novels, and he does not 
care to construct characters with whom a non-sociopathic reader might 
comfortably empathize or whose deaths he or she might regret. His 
 narrator describes the bodies of the murdered Dutch dominatrixes as 
resembling “deformed and broken mannequins” (91), and all his charac-
ters might equally will be called mannequins designed to shoot or be shot, 
hit or be hit, fuck or be fucked. As in English-language hard-boiled fiction 
of the 1950s, female characters are identified by the size and shape of their 
breasts, and the narrative, focalized primarily through the uncontested 
perspectives of hard-boiled male characters, treats female sensibilities and 
concerns almost invariably with contempt. As in Si es no es, Penthouse mag-
azine again appears as an explicit intertext (298), and the most obviously 
comedic character in the novel is a formerly very ugly woman who has 
been surgically reconstructed with new features including enormous and 
perfectly round breasts, so that she can be kept as a living work of art in 
the mansion of the patron who commissioned her design (189). As Martín 
fashions yet another artifact of hard-boiled misogyny, however, he also 
innovates by prominently introducing video recording as a device for 
enhancing and intensifying necropornographic effects. The most elabo-
rate instance of this intensification occurs in an episode that surpasses even 
the striptease-strangulation of the actress in misogynistic frisson. As I have 
indicated, a private detective is the protagonist of Por amor al arte and 
most of the novel is focalized through his perspective by a heterodiegetic 
narrator who sometimes transcribes the detective’s thoughts directly, but 
who also occasionally provides the reader with information of which the 
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detective is unaware. In chapters from which the detective is absent, such 
as the striptease-strangulation episode just described, narrative focaliza-
tion is variable but never presents a coherent ideological perspective dis-
tinguishable from that of the cynical and mercenary protagonist. In the 
goriest and most elaborate instance of a snuff narrative in the novel, 
Martín’s narrative instance also shows itself to be vigorously complicit in 
the enjoyment of the snuff fantasy, as it places the reader in the position of 
snuff spectator and explicitly urges enjoyment of the victim’s beauty and 
agony.

In this sequence, which occupies the entirety of a retrospective chapter 
titled “A Year Earlier” (254–61), four libertines watch a snuff film and 
grope one another during what appears to be one of the orgies known to 
occur in the mansion where the dead actress is later found. Two of the 
libertines are men: the Spaniard who would later come to promote the 
snuff-art project, and a Texan who would facilitate US investment in and 
distribution for the project. The snuff film they watch may be American, 
as it features a teenage girl wearing a Snoopy T-shirt and cut-off blue jeans 
and dancing to a Lou Reed song from his 1978 album Street Hassle. In 
this sequence, Martín’s narrator speaks like a pimp, talking up the attrac-
tiveness of “the high-school girl made up like a whore” (254) as she dances 
in front of a camera and “a thousand mirrors” (254) in the room where 
she is being recorded. We are told that the girl gazes at the camera with a 
bored expression and caresses herself in “false ecstasy” (255) while the 
four spectators fixate on the movement of her breasts and the prominence 
of her nipples (254). The narrator vouches shamelessly for the exciting 
nature of the spectacle, as he shifts attention back and forth from the video 
projection to the activities of the aroused spectators:

The mask of makeup, mascara and rouge, contrasted violently with the 
young whiteness of the adolescent body. And, paradoxically, the morbid and 
unhealthy look was sensual and exciting. The American’s hand slithered 
down to the abdomen of the black girl with the platinum blonde hair. […] 
The schoolgirl moved her hips forward and back. (255, italics in original)

As they watch, the Texan enthusiastically calls attention to the fact that the 
film is shot with a handheld camera and in a single take, indicating that it 
is a genuine and undoctored document of the action occurring on screen 
(255). Calling the reader’s attention to his or her spectatorial privilege, 
the narrator again notes specific filming techniques as he continues to 
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describe the film’s images (entirely invented by Martín) of the girl’s 
breasts, hairless pubic region, hips and buttocks. He says that she writhes 
in feigned ecstasy while playing with a rubber dildo: “Close-up of her 
convulsive movements, […] contortions of pleasure emphasized by the 
obsessive extreme close-up that fixed on her sex and  detailed even the 
goose bumps of her erect hair” (256). After the girl has introduced the 
dildo into her vagina, the on-screen scene turns extremely violent: a male 
hand reaches into the frame, triggers a hidden switch in the dildo, releas-
ing from within it a knife blade that pierces the girl’s reproductive organs, 
leaving her writhing in agony (256). Throughout this sequence, Martín’s 
narrator repeatedly interrupts his narration with misquotations from Lou 
Reed’s lyrics, rendering a cruelly distancing effect somewhat like that of 
Quentin Tarantino’s famous use of the bouncy 1970s’ pop song “Stuck in 
the Middle with You” during the torture sequence in Reservoir Dogs 
(1992).

The narrator’s description of the girl’s agony is entirely visual and exter-
nal, in accordance with the conceit of observation via film or video image. 
He tells us that her muscles contract, and that her face is smeared with 
tears and “contorted by pain and horror, shaken by a frantic tremor, a 
spasm, her mouth open in a mute scream” (257). Blood streams out of her 
as the man removes the weapon, and the narrator, under the pretext of 
describing the camera’s movement, continues to eroticize the girl’s body 
as she bleeds out: “the hand and the blade and the camera moved up along 
the girl’s body, her narrow hips and her abundant breasts, all in a single 
take” (256). The narrator reemphasizes the girl’s youth, referring to her 
as an adolescent and a high school student (257), and again affirms the 
disproportionate size of her breasts as the killer slits her throat: “blood 
spat out in a throbbing stream onto the too-thin body and the too-large 
breasts. Close-up of her eyes rolled back, her mouth full of drool and 
blood, […] in the last contractions of life” (257). In the final image of the 
victim, the narrator shows her kicking in her death throes with her legs 
spread before the camera and the “thousand mirrors,” and without focal-
izing any particular character, he describes her in this moment as “beauti-
ful and tragic like a broken doll” (257). The narrator’s attitude toward the 
spectacle is effectively indistinguishable from that of the intradiegetic 
spectators, who are said to be left horrified but “savagely excited” (257) 
by their viewing of the snuff film, and who plunge immediately into “a 
violent and spasmodic sexual game” (257). Nowhere in this chapter or in 
the novel does Martín’s narrator acknowledge that for sane human beings, 
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the sight or even gratuitous literary image of a girl stabbed in the cervix or 
uterus and with her throat cut should be not beautiful or sexually stimulat-
ing, but rather ethically abhorrent. Martín does not allow his narrator to 
make such an acknowledgment because this episode and other similar 
ones are written precisely to promote and sell the hard-boiled misogynist 
fantasy that femicide is sexy and enjoyable for an imperturbably hard and 
lustfully virile male subject. Stripped of this fantasy, Por amor al arte would 
be a feeble novel indeed.

The investigative plot of Por amor al arte concludes with faintly parodi-
cal scene in which the private detective is entrapped in a dark room where 
various films and videos, including two of those described above, are pro-
jected for him. The various conspirators reveal themselves in an outland-
ishly theatrical fashion, as overhead lights illuminate on cue to reveal them 
one by one, while the rest remain invisible in the darkness. The cynical, 
womanizing detective gets his come-uppance when the conspirators 
arrange to have his depressed wife, who now hates him, stab him to death 
while a video camera transmits the murder live onto the video screen the 
detective has been watching. This reversal in gender roles does very little, 
however, to counteract the misogynistic slant of the preceding necropor-
nographic content. It is notable that the only time in the novel Martín’s 
narrator uses a self-referential first-person verb form is when he introduces 
the video of the murder of the Dutch prostitutes earlier in the revelation 
scene: “We see two girls in white jumpsuits” (293). At that moment, we 
confirm that Martín’s narrator interpellates us, his readers, precisely as 
voyeurs, inviting us to enjoy with him, and not through the intermedia-
tion of some deranged necrophilic character, the femicidal spectacle Martín 
has dreamt up. It is for the reader’s titillation that the narrator reminds his 
primarily Spanish readers that the victim is “stunning,” tall, blonde, curva-
ceous, uninhibited and culturally other (Dutch/Swedish), before he shows 
her being shot in the breast and the stomach. This clearly represents the 
polar antithesis of Bolaño’s narrative discretion and carefully reasoned 
ethical position in 2666, as he addresses the reality of femicide in which 
women are, as in Martín’s snuff fantasies, strangled, shot and raped with 
weapons to destroy the organs that emblematize their female difference.

In a metafictional joke, Martín’s narrator says that the “artist” who 
takes charge of the snuff performances at the end of the novel, starting 
with the detective’s murder, is a thug whose identity the conspirators will 
reinvent under the pseudonym Andrés Martín (308). This seems alto-
gether appropriate given that even the principal promoter of the snuff 

 G. S. CLOSE



167

enterprise had argued with the American investor at the beginning of their 
collaboration, insisting that although they would benefit from marketing 
their snuff recordings as conceptual performance art, the recordings could 
not actually qualify as art since they lack a prior governing concept beyond 
the provision of pornographic pleasure (259). Likewise, the entire discus-
sion of transgressive and violent performance art in Por amor al arte is 
essentially window dressing for the novel’s commercial purpose of selling 
violent pornographic fantasies without the slightest concern for the effects 
of sexual trauma on actual human beings. Andreu Martín knows his genre 
well, and he is by no means alone in exploiting the fantasy of snuff por-
nography for hard-boiled effect and profit.

In 1992, ten years after the publication of Por amor al arte, the 
Argentinean-born Mexican novelist Rolo Diez also prominently exploited 
the snuff theme in Mato y voy (I Kill and Go), a novel narrated by a Mexico 
City policeman involved in all manner of dirty business. The narco theme 
is present in Mato y voy via representations of the consumption of cocaine, 
the laundering of Colombian drug money by various policemen, and orgies 
on ranches that anticipate the now famous narcofiestas from which one of 
Bolaño’s characters disappears in 2666. The investigation by Diez’s pro-
tagonist centers, however, on two non-narco murders: those of an American 
pornographer and one of his Mexican actresses, a nineteen-year- old prosti-
tute. Diez announces his necropornographic proposition by opening and 
closing his text with heterodiegetically narrated scenes from the snuff film 
in which the adolescent actress is supposed to have died. In them she 
appears dressed as Snow White, drinks from a cup of drugged wine, and 
falls into a trance, whereupon a group of “lustful dwarves” (9) begin to 
undress her. This is where Diez breaks off his first chapter, but in the course 
of the investigation, we learn that the dead pornographer had recruited 
prostitutes in order to drug and torture them on camera, sometimes to 
death. Almost halfway through the novel, the narrator describes the dis-
covery of a cadaver that turns out to be that of the actress who portrayed 
Snow White: “the body of Victoria Ledesma was dug out of a rubbish 
dump by a dog. Her breasts had been hacked off, there were stab wounds 
all over her body, and several specimens of semen in each of her orifices” 
(74). Describing himself as “a hardened criminal” (132), the narrator 
investigates not to detain and punish the woman’s rapists and murderers, 
but rather to close the case quickly and thus guarantee continued impunity 
for himself and other criminals. No one is concerned with the murdered 
woman, and the novel ends with an analeptic and sensational narration of 
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her on-camera murder. In the final chapter, the rape immanent at the end 
of the first chapter has already taken place when several policemen arrive on 
the scene to chase away the rapist dwarfs. But instead of protecting the 
actress, the policemen beat her and rape her again before stabbing her to 
death. This is how Diez, making good on his title, ends the novel.

As I have suggested in my first chapter, the classical detective novel 
activated a fantasy of murderous transgression at the beginning in order to 
contain it subsequently by various means: the reader’s identification with 
the detective protagonist as “cognitive hero,” the intrigue of a lawful 
investigation, and the final arrest of the criminal.15 Diez undoes this 
 mechanism. He prefers to close his text not with any affirmation of the law 
or appeal to moral conscience, but with the culmination of an explicit 
misogynist fantasy. The effect for the reader is uncomfortable in part due 
to a break in the structure of narrative enunciation. While the policeman 
protagonist, who expresses his own fantasies of raping, injuring and 
humiliating women, narrates all other chapters of the novel in a typically 
cynical and contemptuous hard-boiled tone, Diez constructs the first and 
last chapters with zero focalization, thus confronting the reader directly, 
with no apparent intermediary voice, with the text’s necropornographic 
nucleus. In the scenes from the snuff film, neither the aggressors nor the 
victim are focalized, but the descriptive language activates and invites our 
pornographic complicity. In the first and last chapters, the actress is identi-
fied first by her youth (“she looks eighteen years old disguised as fifteen,” 
9 and 124) and then by “her little apple breasts” (9 and 124). Pondering 
the latter phrase, I wonder: what is the aesthetic purpose of repeating this 
appetizing metaphor? Who savors those apples? And why is the narrative 
instance concealed precisely only in these chapters? In the last chapter, 
Diez also describes the young woman as “aceitada por la actividad sexual” 
(literally, “oiled by the sexual activity,” 124). In the English version of the 
novel, published as Tequila Blue, Nick Caistor translates “aceitada” as 
“lubricated” (168), and the connotation of lubriciousness (lasciviousness) 
is useful in reinforcing Diez’s necropornographic construction of a scene 
of extreme sexual violence.

exercises in narraTive compliciTy

In his 1995 short story “Por amor a Marta” (For Love of Marta), Spanish 
writer Luis García Jambrina launched his literary career with a story even 
more explicit than Diez’s novel in its cultivation of snuff fantasy. Like 
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Jorge Volpi, mentioned in the previous chapter, García Jambrina holds a 
doctorate in philology from the Universidad de Salamanca. He now 
teaches there as a professor in the department of Spanish and Spanish 
American literature and writes as a literary critic for the conservative news-
paper ABC. “Por amor a Marta” is the first story in García Jambrina’s first 
published work of fiction, the collection Oposiciones a la morgue y otros 
ajustes de cuentas (Public Examinations at the Morgue and Other Settlings 
of Scores) and it conforms with the author’s “hidden passions” for film 
noir and genre literature, according to the author blurb on book’s cover 
flap. The story is narrated by an apparently homeless Madrid thief obsessed 
with a blonde peep-show performer whom he stalks and finally rapes and 
murders on the revolving peep-show platform in front of an audience of 
customers. At the sex shop, the performer is touted as “our great Nordic 
beauty” (15), but by following her, the narrator learns that her real name 
is Spanish and that she has two school-age children. When the narrator 
stalks her to a movie theater, he sees her cry as she watches The Little 
Mermaid, suggesting that she yearns for love and to escape her sex work. 
But the revelation that she is a mother with feelings other than the lust she 
performs at the peep show only fires the narrator’s jealousy. He subse-
quently depicts himself scanning through porn videos at the sex shop 
where she works in search of “the most repugnant and degrading scenes” 
(16), which include ones showing an unspecified or composite actress 
identified only as “her” being raped repeatedly (16), having sex with vari-
ous kinds of animals, being bound and punished in various S+M scenarios 
and then, finally, in a possibly imaginary climax, “her abused, […] her 
offended, […] her bleeding, […] her dying” (16–17). On a subsequent 
visit to the sex shop, he invades the peep-show stage wearing a mask and 
other S+M gear, threatens the performer with a butcher’s knife and rapes 
her while other peep-show customers look on with excitement.

García Jambrina’s narrator emphasizes the passivity of the spectators as 
the performer screams and begs for help, and he tells his victim that rather 
than coming to her rescue, they are only putting more coins in the slot to 
keep their windows open, since they surely identify with him (19). When 
the woman tries to escape and wounds the narrator, he reacts by killing her 
in front of the paralyzed spectators:

I grabbed the knife and stuck it into her thighs, her abdomen, her breasts, 
her legs again, her arms …—I only spared her face, more beautiful the more 
she suffered—, until I felt myself coming at the same time she emitted her 
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last groan. The semen fell on a red puddle that kept spreading […] No one 
was moving anymore behind the windows, everyone seemed exhausted, 
leaning against the walls of the booths, their eyes rolled back, panting, not 
yet conscious of what had happened there. (20)

Here García Jambrina might be said to be critiquing readers or viewers 
who thrill vicariously to tales of sexual violence, but the fact is that his own 
story indulges unmistakably in pornographic teasing (particularly in the 
scene of porn viewing) and then reaches a narrative climax that is simulta-
neous with the narrator’s ejaculation and the woman’s death. In the sto-
ry’s swift denouement, the narrator escapes to the street as panic breaks 
out in the sex shop, and ends the story by bragging that upon emerging, 
he noticed that his erection had not subsided (20). The story focuses pri-
marily on his erotic obsession and pleasure, and although we are allowed 
to glimpse the victim’s personhood and innocence, it is the rapist- 
murderer’s discourse that predominates as he calls her “the whore” (11) 
in the story’s first line, and then later “the big slut” (11) and finally, just 
before he kills her, “damned bitch” (20). García Jambrina literally “stages” 
the murder as a necropornographic spectacle by imagining it occurring on 
a rotating platform in front of paying spectators behind windows and amid 
mirrors installed so as to afford varied views of the performer’s body: she 
is seen “multiplied and fragmented from all possible angles on that carou-
sel of windows and mirrors” (11). My view that the necropornographic 
appeal of this fiction strongly outweighs any implicit condemnation of the 
narrator’s or the spectators’ behavior is supported not only by the denoue-
ment signifying phallic triumph, but by the publisher’s decision to illus-
trate the cover of Oposiciones a la morgue with a brightly colored painting 
of the aftermath of climactic murder scene (Fig. 4.1).

In this illustration, which reprises the one featured on the first edition 
of Spillane’s I, the Jury, the black-clad and masked male figure holds a 
bloody knife as he stands over the bleeding, nearly naked female figure, 
whose breasts and long blonde hair are on full display. Fainty visible male 
figures look on from behind glass windows, while four mirrors above the 
windows reflect elevated views of the naked cadaver next to a pool of 
blood. Before even opening the book, the reader is invited to join the 
fantasy of observing the naked and inert rape victim from all angles, as in 
the rape scene in de Mora’s Desnudarse y morir and in the snuff sequence 
played in front of “a thousand mirrors” in Martín’s Por amor al arte (254). 
The difference with respect to what I have described as de Mora’s orgy of 
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voyeurism is that in the narratives of García Jambrina and Martín, the 
intradiegetic spectators and the reader are offered the spectacle of the 
actual killing of the woman in addition to one of rape and/or paid sexual 
performance.

In the previous chapter I mentioned Jô Soares’s O xangô de Baker Street 
(1995) as an example of a novel that plays the theme of serial femicide and 
the scene of female autopsy for comedy. In 2000, Mexican novelist Javier 
Valdés produced another comedic crime novel dealing with the serial mur-
der of women and also featuring scenes in which detectives and morgue 
technicians ogle and dissect desirable female cadavers. On the first page of 
Asesino en serio, Valdés introduces the character of a necrophilic policeman 
named Mota, who is later revealed to collect women’s nipples (111) and 

Fig. 4.1 Luis García 
Jambrina, Oposiciones a 
la morgue y otros ajustes 
de cuentas, Madrid: 
Valdemar, 1995
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who is caught having sex with the corpse of a fifteen-year-old girl (45). 
Mota is immediately partnered with the novel’s protagonist, Chief 
Detective Martínez, who is himself later revealed to have murdered a poli-
tician and a human rights activist who had criticized his methods, and who 
has learned in his time on the force to derive excessive enjoyment from the 
most gruesome crime scenes (9). On the fourth page of the novel, the two 
men arrive at the scene of a suspicious death to inspect the corpse of a 
blonde and blue-eyed young woman:

In spite of his professionalism, Martínez was dumbstruck by the perfection 
of the dead woman. She was laid out on a large bed, face down, tightly 
grasping a pillow against her chest, with her legs spread very wide. A pair of 
cushions placed under her abdomen raised her perfect buttocks exaggerat-
edly high, oozing sensuality even post mortem. (10)

Mota uses his finger to taste-test the wet spot under the woman’s vulva 
(12) and “delight[s] in staring at her shapely buttocks” (15). The victim’s 
frightened young maid, whom Mota jokes with Martínez about raping, 
informs the detectives hesitantly that the dead woman was “well … well … 
kind of a whore” (14).

A unqualified morgue technician named Sampedro, son-in-law of the 
actual forensic examiner, performs the autopsy on the victim and reports to 
Martínez that she was “extremely hot, […] the prettiest dead woman I’ve 
seen in my life” (39), but also that he has recently seen the bodies of three 
other prostitutes who died the same way. “I went over every millimeter of 
their bodies,” Sampedro boasts. “I made cuts in their clitorises” (40–1). 
Several flimsy chapters later, a fifth dead prostitute appears in the same pose 
as the others and with the same “enormous smile” on her face. As Valdés 
narrates the examination of the cadaver, Valdés confirms his standing (or 
rather crawling) as a true epigone of de Mora and Llaugé Dausá. “Out of 
mere routine,” he writes, “Martínez examined the body […]. He consci-
entiously observed the buttocks, the mons veneris, the labia majora and 
minora and the clitoris, without finding anything” (62). Confirming the 
narrator’s earlier comment that Detective Martínez has developed a taste 
for “macabre and hair-raising” spectacles (9), we see him relaxing at home 
between the two murders by knocking back a tequila and by perusing “a 
book containing exclusively photos of murder victims; two snuff publica-
tions, and […] also a collection of forensic photography magazines” (46). 
Similarly, when the official forensic examiner Vivanco arrives to accompany 
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Martínez in the second cadaver inspection, he carries in his bag “two por-
nographic magazines and a couple of cassettes from the video store” along 
with “his instruments for examining the cadaver” (65).

A few chapters later, when Martínez begins to suspect from marks on 
the bodies that the “megaorgasms” that caused the women’s deaths may 
have been produced by some esoteric masturbatory technique, Martínez 
becomes more preoccupied with the learning the technique than with 
stopping the murders (103), and he attempts to reproduce it while having 
sex with his own girlfriend, Yolanda, whom he both desires and mistrusts 
for being “such … such … a whore” (107). Martínez’s attitude toward 
her, as conveyed by the cooperative narrator, reflects the novel’s overall 
attitude toward female characters: “she was serving Martínez as a manne-
quin for reliving the criminal acts. […] For the chief, all that was far from 
sexual. It was more like a lesson in practical anatomy and applied physiol-
ogy” (96). The only time the action of the novel is prominently focalized 
through the perspective of a female character is when the heterodiegetic 
narrator tells us what one of the prostitutes murdered by the serial sex 
killer feels as she dies: “authentic explosions of joy everywhere. […] The 
last thing she felt amid that ocean of pleasure was a slight pop in her head, 
as if someone had burst a diminutive balloon inside her extremely excited 
brain” (59). This is the nucleus of Valdés’s snuff fantasy, in which the 
reader is recruited to enjoy the representation of a helpless woman dying 
from her own excessive pleasure.

As in so many hard-boiled novels, the detective’s investigation leads 
him through underworld sites including a strip club. The narrator’s lan-
guage again endorsing the detective’s pleasure as he loiters there “looking 
at wholesale ass cheeks, titties and snatches” (128). When Martínez finally 
locates and confronts the serial murderer, he discovers his deadly secret: an 
ancient Egyptian technique for inducing in women orgasms so strong that 
they die of pleasure or, technically, from a heart attack and rupture of their 
cerebral blood vessels (174). The murderer describes for the detective the 
sublime thrill of killing: “I could even feel how their souls slipped through 
my fingers, and it was the most extraordinary and delicious sensation I’ve 
felt in my life. An orgasm is nothing compared to that …” (195, italics in 
original). As in the conclusion to de Mora’s Desnudarse y morir, the most 
exciting part of the fantasy the killer articulates is that women, once 
manipulated with the Egyptian technique, are made to solicit their own 
death: “They ask for more and more and they’re writhing around with 
their ass in the air and they roar with pleasure […] with an inconceivable 
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charge of sensuality” (196). After snapping the serial killer’s neck to make 
sure no one else will learn the secret, Martínez takes advantage of his new 
knowledge to take revenge on Yolanda, the lover he now calls “an idiot, a 
pig, a cheap whore” (176) because she slept with another man. In their 
final encounter, Yolanda exhibits herself in transparent underwear and 
strips for Martínez before he applies the lethal technique. To do so suc-
cessfully, he must concentrate like “like an anatomy student,” and he feels 
“rather like a scientist in a laboratory” (229), attitudes that reproduce in a 
perversely pornographic scene the rational coldness of the classical detec-
tive in the tradition founded by Poe. However, Valdés’s protagonist oth-
erwise bears little resemblance to Dupin. He is a murderous and extremely 
cynical policeman who, after killing his unfaithful lover, ends the novel 
happily compensated with the living body of another prostitute who sub-
mits enthusiastically to his anatomical inspection (246). Furthermore, 
Valdés’s necrophilic humor persists through the end of the novel. When 
Martínez himself and the medical examiner are called to the crime scene 
to inspect the bodies of Yolanda and her lover, whom Martínez has also 
killed, the medical examiner exclaims “Goddamn! What an ass! Can you 
imagine what it would have been like to stick your rope in that girl?” 
(237). He instructs Martínez not to send the bodies to the morgue, since 
they are so attractive that even the employees who were not necrophiles 
would fuck them (237). On the whole, I find it remarkable not only that 
Valdés, like Soares, can treat serial sex murder in an entirely comedic tone, 
precisely in the years when sexual murder of real women in Mexico had 
become a momentous social and political scandal, but also that his novel 
should have been published by the transnational publishing house Planeta 
under the once proud Joaquín Mortiz imprint and then received a film 
adaptation that tones down the misogynistic black humor barely at all.

In La Procédure silence (2000; Art and Fear 2003) Paul Virilio offered 
a critique of the saturation of audiovisual media programs by crime and 
pornography (Virilio 91), and protesting the proliferation of “pitiless rep-
resentations and sadistic ideas” (Armitage 21) in pornographically inflected 
mass media entertainments. Virilio responds to what he calls the 
“TERMINAL ART” (Art and Fear 42), exemplified by the animal sacri-
fices of the Viennese Actionists and the reported on-camera suicide of one 
Actionist, and he refers in passing to “SNUFF LITERATURE” (Art and 
Fear 56) mired in “the conformism of abjection” (Art and Fear 56). 
Although Virilio does not specify what texts he would categorize under 
that label, I suggest that the novels I critique in this chapter could well be 
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designated as “snuff literature” for their intense interest in depicting the 
rape, torture and killing of methodically eroticized female characters. The 
contraction in this term is evident if we consider “snuff” to mean  essentially 
the indexical recording of an actual homicide on film or video, but I argue 
that the contemporary crime novel betrays an indexical envy through its 
frequent references to and depictions of snuff. The source of this envy is 
fully evident even in an unconventional crime novel such as La sombra del 
caminante (The Traveler’s Shadow, 2001), by the Cuban writer Ena Lucía 
Portela. Centering on the search for a pedophilic serial killer, Portela’s 
formally complex novel at times combines autodiegetic and heterodiegetic 
voices to present the perspective of the murderer, most notably in a 
sequence in which he simultaneously rapes a child and strangles her to 
death in a crime, again, very similar to the femicides whose effects Bolaño 
so relentlessly describes in “The Part About the Crimes.” Portela uses 
crude and cruel language to evoke the murderer’s sadism in passages 
describing the rape, laceration and choking of the victim (172–5), surpass-
ing Marsé hard-boiled style in repugnance with references to the victim’s 
“bloody little cunt” (174) and to “little uteri so perforated by the 
onslaught” (172). For me, Portela’s detailed account of the killer’s sexual 
pleasure raping and killing a child, focalized from the killer’s sensorial 
perspective (174), mirrors the worst excesses of such genre dross as 
Cementerio de trenes, which I address in the next chapter. Yet Portela 
clearly does not write for genre readers, and her attempt to provide a criti-
cal perspective on the representation of violence is evident in other 
sequences of her narrative. Portela’s protagonist, whose gender fluctuates 
throughout the novel, is another murderer who becomes fascinated with 
the television news of the serial killer. In one sequence, s/he experiences 
both fear and excitement while watching an episode of Univisión’s nota 
roja program Primer Impacto (1994 to present) in which a policeman cuts 
off a woman’s nipple. The protagonist then imagines a snuff video starring 
his/her lover in a sequence that cites in specific detail Alejandro Amenábar’s 
meta-snuff thriller Tesis (Thesis 1996), albeit without naming the film or 
director (126–7). In another passage, Portela seems implicitly to refute 
the argument that to represent violence is to endorse or even stimulate by 
attributing the argument to Cuban state television (175) and thus to a 
censorious dictatorial regime. Yet despite Portela’s explicitly concern with 
exploring “evil as a discursive instrument of dissidence” (Di Dio 417), her 
evocation of a pedophile’s sadistic sexual pleasure in raping and killing a 
child activates my own censorious instincts. Presuming all literate adults 
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know that pedophilic sex murder exists, what do we gain from imagining 
it at length from the predator’s pleasurable perspective? I can think of no 
convincing justification.

Like other novels addressed in this chapter, Portela’s incorporates (via 
cinema) the fantasy that has been recognized since the 1970s as “the ulti-
mate in pornography” (“Doubt Actual Kill” 70) and by Žižek, as men-
tioned in Chap. 1, as “perhaps the ultimate truth of Virtual Reality” 
(269–70) inasmuch as it emblematizes a contemporary passion for 
approaching the Real (paradoxically) through digital simulations. Due to 
the symbolic and alphabetic nature of its medium, literature cannot com-
pete with the illusion of raw immediacy conveyed now by digital audiovi-
sual media, but it can crib from the repertoire of televisual and cinematic 
meta-snuff to proclaim its own thrill-seeking reality hunger and affirm its 
currency with respect to contemporary cultural concerns. Gore cinema 
scholar Antonio Domínguez Leiva has accurately stated that snuff is a 
“specter ever more present in the contemporary videosphere” (quoted in 
González Rodríguez El hombre sin cabeza 115). In novels fixated on 
graphic violence and on snuff, I discern an attempt to rival such novel 
cultural products as videos of real rapes and killings, including rapes of 
children that reportedly circulate in VCD format in street markets in 
Mexico City (Prado n.p.). This is further evidence of the innovative force 
of morbid spectacularity and of Badiou’s “passion for the real,” as devel-
oped by Žižek.

A final and paradigmatic case in point is Juan Hernández Luna’s 
Cadáver de ciudad (City’s Corpse, 2006), which received the 2007 Premio 
Hammett, awarded by the Asociación Internacional de Escritores 
Policiacos for the best crime novel written in Spanish. Written with all the 
verve and finesse of a porno-gore comic book, Hernéndez Luna’s novel 
brims with horrors including pedophilia, the kidnapping and torture of an 
autistic girl, incest (between ghosts), necrophilia, sexual murder and bes-
tiality.16 Set principally in contemporary Mexico City, it imagines a battle 
between rival black magic sects for control of urban territory, and it 
includes supernatural characters and convoluted occult intrigue that 
(again, as in the case of Andahazi’s novel addressed above) would be most 
suitable for young adolescent readers if it were not for the extremely vio-
lent sexual content with which Hernández Luna interlards his magical 
piffle. With regard to the award of the Premio Hammett, I can only specu-
late that the jury was dazzled by the sheer, unhinged excess of Hernández 
Luna’s necropornographic fantasizing or that they approved of his formal 
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ambition in dividing the novel into six distinct narrative sequences. One of 
the several narrators is a serial killer of women and girls, and he/she is also 
one of several sinister hermaphrodite characters in the novel and one of 
several characters to have returned from the dead. After transforming from 
a male to a female identity, the narrator strives fiercely to be crowned 
queen of one of the satanic sects. She admits in her narrative to having 
murdered at least five women while living as a man, and she describes sev-
eral of those crimes in detail.

As in other novels already discussed in this chapter, echoes of real femi-
cides again abound in Cadáver de ciudad, but nowhere does Hernández 
Luna present the crimes as anything but thrilling entertainment. The 
aspiring sect leader narrates how she (then he) had sex with a waitress 
before strangling her to death and decapitating her body, and she expresses 
no affective reaction beyond disgust for the cadaver and surprise that 
blood did not leap from the neck when he cut it, as it does in the movies 
(36–8). In subsequent chapters, the narrator recounts the kidnapping, 
torture and postmortem sexual penetration of the autistic girl (135, 140) 
and then the seduction, strangulation and dismemberment of another 
woman. The latter episode, extended over three discontinuous chapters, is 
the novel’s most explicitly necropornographic, as the narrator describes in 
detail a pornographic photo session organized after the murder. After 
masturbating over the cadaver, the narrator calls a friend to the murder 
scene and convinces him to photograph the cadaver first in obscene poses 
and then while the murderer penetrates it, in a necropornographic orgy 
that leads the narrator to strangle and kill the photographer as well (96–7). 
Later, as in Martini’s Los asesinos las prefieren rubias, the narrator reacti-
vates for the reader the memory of the necropornographic photo shoot by 
having the narrator contemplate one of the photos and describe again the 
necrophilic act it depicts (124).

In all of these sequences, Hernández Luna’s focus remains exclusively 
on the pleasure and remorselessness of the aggressor, and his focalization 
approximates the subjective “killer-cam” used in slasher films: “my hands 
began to close on her beautiful neck, her fantastic neck, her fabulous neck. 
I squeezed with all my strength, with rage, daydreaming, with pleasure, 
with enjoyment …” (76); “I put adhesive tape on her eyelids to keep them 
open, and I masturbated looking into her very wide eyes […]. Again and 
again I shot my load on the soft curve of her lips, then I went to sleep 
between her legs breathing in the scent of her pubic hair. What serenity 
death produces!” (77).
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In syntactical terms, narration of the necropornographic photo session 
degenerates into a series of fragmentary phrases specifying the various 
places in which the narrator puts his penis. Punctuation of these phrases by 
the action of the camera serves to intensify the sense of spectacularity: 
“¡Flash! […] ¡Flash! […] ¡Flash! […] ¡Flash! […] ¡Flash! […] ¡flash! ¡flash! 
¡flash! ¡flash! ¡flash! ¡flash! ¡flash! ¡flash!” (97). Throughout the novel, 
Hernández Luna accords victims of violence virtually no voice, no subjec-
tive agency through sustained internal focalization, and no empathetic 
consideration, and he can only imagine treating rape, torture and murder 
in the manner of the commercial cinematic genres (action adventure, 
supernatural thriller, pornography) he clumsily imitates. Anthony Lane 
once critiqued a lineage of Hollywood filmmakers running from Martin 
Scorsese through Quentin Tarantino for pursing “the process of knowing 
everything about violence and nothing about suffering” (n.p.), and 
Hernández Luna clamors to join and advance this lineage. Despite the 
heroic efforts of a heroic magician character, who combats the satanic 
sects, Cadáver de ciudad provides no effective counterweight to the pro-
fusion of extremely lurid and precariously explained violence in the narra-
tive and no hint of a qualm about sensationalizing it. Hernández Luna 
dares, for example, to represent the sexual molestation, kidnapping, tor-
ture and killing of an autistic girl no more than ten years old by a super-
natural hermaphrodite serial killer, but he has not the slightest interest in 
how sexual abuse might affect a human being, let alone an artistic intu-
ition that an autistic girl might have a subjectivity worth exploring. That 
privilege, in this prize-winning novel, is largely reserved for undead her-
maphrodite serial killers.

Intoxicated with the violent and cruel marvels of Hollywood and the 
global porn industry, twenty-first century hacks like Hernández Luna 
strive against literary language itself as they grasp at the traumatic real. As 
we shall see in the next chapter, this is also the case of Ricardo Clark, a 
writer who cribs from CSI, horror films and sadistic pornography and 
wrestles with the alphabet in a pathetic attempt to render phonetically the 
screams of a torture victim (“—¡Gggjjjjj! ¡Ggghhhhhjjjj!” 36). Words 
present an insuperable barrier to the visceral immediacy they covet. In the 
climax of Cadáver de ciudad, the novel’s most righteous character, the 
magician, disrupts the evil designs of the hermaphrodite serial murderer’s 
sect by detonating a series of action-movie-style nitroglycerine explosions, 
and he then pulls off his greatest illusionist trick by making Mexico City’s 
Independence Monument disappear in front of a crowd of onlookers. This 
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feat would no longer look even mildly impressive if rendered via CGI on a 
movie or television screen, and it makes no impact whatsoever in 
Hernández Luna’s literary narrative when his narrator simply proclaims: 
“The Angel of Independence had disappeared!” (318). The only effects 
that Hernández Luna can produce with any proficiency are necroporno-
graphic ones, and he hints at his aesthetic and commercial ideal by depict-
ing one of the satanic sects in Cadáver de ciudad as profiting from the 
production and sale of snuff video recordings for a select group of private 
clients (214). Captured by the sect, the magician hero watches on closed- 
circuit television as sect members rape and torture the young woman he 
lives with. Scenes such as this read as technologically and pornographically 
enhanced versions of the tropes and scenarios of nineteenth-century 
Gothic and Dark Adventure fiction, updated to reflect the cultural pene-
tration of video beyond effective restraints of legal censorship and what 
the novel calls a “pornographic boom” (50) in Mexico City following the 
opening of the national economy under the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (1994). If it is true, as I once read in a book I have now oth-
erwise forgotten, that a genre’s crudest writers reveal the genre’s codes 
most starkly, we may take Cadáver de ciudad and several of the novels I 
address in the coda to this chapter as paragons of the hard-boiled crime 
novel’s most rebarbative tendencies.

coda: liTerary crimes againsT humaniTy

The fantasy of transgressive, sadistic and criminal pleasure that Javier 
Valdés plays for laughs in Asesino en serio finds abundant parallels in recent 
iterations of the novela negra formula, including those that have come to 
be classified under the rubric of the narco-novel. While the narco-novel 
has become an established commercial and critical category in recent 
years, I agree with Jorge Volpi’s assessment that narconarrative “consists 
in almost all cases of hard-boiled or detective novels, although lacking the 
ideological commitment that characterized the work of writers such as 
Paco Ignacio Taibo II” (El insomnio de Bolívar 189). The widespread 
adoption of the novela negra formula to tell stories relating to the contem-
porary crisis of organized criminality in countries such as Mexico and 
Colombia comes as no surprise when we consider the historical origins of 
the hard-boiled crime genre in the United States. Demetrio Estébanez 
Calderón aptly summarizes these origins when he defines the novela negra 
as “a narrative subgenre (related to the detective novel), that arises in 

 FEMICIDE AND SNUFF 



180

North America at the beginning of the 1920s, and in which authors 
attempt to reflect, from a critical consciousness, the world of gangsterism 
and organized criminality, product of the violence and corruption of the 
capitalist society of that era” (760). Numerous crime fiction scholars have 
characterized the hard-boiled formula as profoundly determined by the 
historical context of its invention during the decades in which Prohibition 
and the Wall Street crash unleashed in the United States both a cata-
strophic economic depression and a crime wave that is still being romanti-
cized in Hollywood films (Mandel 30–4). Given that the standard themes 
of the original US hard-boiled novel were, by José F. Colmeiro’s account, 
“political corruption, criminality and civil insecurity, drugs [and] unem-
ployment” (La novela policiaca española 167), it serves as a prefabricated 
narrative instrument well adapted to the current realities of societies dev-
astated by narco-trafficking and other large-scale transnational criminal 
enterprises.

Like the traditional novela negra, the narconovela upholds the generic 
norm of using cadavers to attract the reader’s interest. As Brigitte 
Adriaensen writes, “the Mexican narconovela contains a spectacular and 
almost morbid display of the abject corpse, in contrast to the post- 
dictatorial fiction from Chile or Argentina, where the corpses, the haunt-
ing specters of the disappeared, are mainly absent” (70–1). She adds that 
in the narconovela, as in other novels surveyed in my previous chapters, 
“the abject body, in a state of decomposition, is often used as a metaphor 
for the destruction of the social structure, or, we could add, for the absence 
of a sense of community” (76). In what follows I will consider primarily 
novels that address, like 2666, the interrelated phenomena of organized 
criminality and femicide in contemporary Mexico. I propose that, in 
adopting the conventions of hard-boiled fiction, the narco-novel exhibits 
the same necropornographic impulse I have described in the previous 
chapters, giving rise to the ethical contradictions with which few novelists 
beside Bolaño effectively reckon. At its most intense, the  necropornographic 
impulse generates a preoccupation with the production of snuff film or 
video, which is generally understood, again, as an extreme and extremely 
rare form of pornography in which sexual activity is combined with tor-
ture and culminates with the murder of a victim, usually a woman.

In Mexico, and especially since the initiation of President Felipe 
Calderón’s war against the drug cartels in 2006, the criminal powers 
known simply as el narco have saturated the communications media with 
images of spectacular savagery. Massacres, mass graves, bombings, street 
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battles, decapitated and mutilated bodies and signs or sheets with crudely 
painted messages of intimidation continue to make headlines, while the 
public security forces intervene in the war of images by mounting their 
own anti-narco spectacles. Responding to this urgent reality, the narco- 
novel reflects not only the proliferation of cadavers, but also the recording 
and diffusion of images of killing through photographic and videographic 
media. The genre understands not only the semiotic value of the images of 
killings and cadavers, but also the psychological attraction of such images 
and their resulting commercial and entertainment value. Although the 
narco-novel is replete with cadavers, I will restrict my attention here to 
female ones. Without undertaking a statistical analysis, I venture to pro-
pose that female characters attain in the narco-novel a prominence as vic-
tims that is clearly disproportionate with respect to the preponderance of 
male victims in Mexico’s actual drug wars. The killing of women and the 
corpses of women are treated in a clearly distinct manner, primarily since 
they are very frequently sexualized, whereas male cadavers almost never 
are. As we have already seen in the previous chapters, crime novel critics 
described the hard-boiled variant in contrast to earlier forms of detective 
fiction as a genre of “sex and sadism” (Lafforgue and Rivera 23) and of 
“sexual violence” (Borges 79), and if contemporary hard-boiled fiction 
may be said to innovate in this respect, it does so primarily by intensifying 
the graphic representation of sexual violence and adding video recording 
to traditional spectacles of sadism.

I begin with a brutal example of the necropornographic imaginary in a 
raw narco-novel that imposes no critical filter as it evokes for the reader’s 
enjoyment the most antisocial and misogynistic impulses of the narco 
mentality. In 1993, Mario Trejo González (born in Hidalgo in 1928) used 
the pseudonym “Gonzalo Martré” to publish what he claims is the first 
Mexican narco-novel (Martré “Los críticos me dan risa” 141). Since then 
he has self-published several other sardonic narco-novels that have not 
circulated widely but whose hard-boiled violence is remarkably 
 uninhibited.17 Cementerio de trenes (Train Cemetery), from 2001, tells the 
brief story of an attempt to recover a shipment of cocaine confiscated in 
Querétaro by the National Judicial Police, the majority of which is later 
diverted by police agents for resale. Following an appearance in Martré’s 
previous novel, Los dineros de Dios, the Sinaloan Jesús Malverde Chandler 
returns as narrator and protagonist of Cementerio de trenes, wherein he is 
hired by the “Kártel de Juárez” as a “private contractor” (89) with the 
mission of recovering the confiscated shipment. In accordance with the 
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norms of the contemporary novela negra, the novel’s ethical panorama is 
desolate. There is no appreciable ethical distinction between the behavior 
of the police, civil servants and narcos, and the protagonist kidnaps, tor-
tures and murders his way to recovery of the cocaine. The novel culmi-
nates with the appearance of none other than Amado Carrillo Fuentes 
(leader of the real-life Juárez Cartel until his death in 1997) and the oblig-
atory shoot-out.

The novel’s violence, however, does not end with the final shoot-out 
and the cartel’s recovery of the cocaine. Throughout the novel, the thug 
Malverde rapes or kills or rapes and kills almost every woman he meets. 
First, he locates two lower-ranking female officers of the National Highway 
Police who have accepted bribes in exchange for remaining silent about 
the diversion of the cocaine. Malverde seduces them, takes them to a hotel 
and gets one of the women to have sex with him. After both go to sleep, 
Malverde begins to caress the other woman and proceeds to penetrate her. 
Her partner wakes up, sees that Malverde is raping her friend, points her 
service weapon at him and pulls the trigger, only to discover that Malverde 
has removed the bullets. Malverde then narrates his reaction: “I put a bul-
let in her heart. She fell on top of us, her blood wet my back, it ran over 
Chonita’s breasts, and, taking absolutely no notice of it, we both orgasmed 
together, sweetly and violently” (29). This entire sequence is narrated not 
only from the perspective of the killer, but also in a distinctly pornographic 
mode with touches of black humor. Here we may recall Martré’s admis-
sion that ever since the publication of his first novel in 1967, reviewers 
have labeled him a pornographer and even a pornographer of violence 
(“Los críticos” 127). In another chapter of Cementerio de trenes, the nar-
rator drugs another woman, described as a “blonde goddess” (67), 
undresses her and provides a detailed inventory of her anatomical charms 
before culminating the pornographic suspense with an anal rape that he 
calls “affectionate” and that he narrates with unrestrained delight. The 
narrator later ends the novel with a scene similar in content but devoid of 
any pretext of affection for the victim.

The last character sacrificed by Martré on the altar of his femicidal fan-
tasy is Sirenia, an eighteen-year-old mulata prostitute married to a judicial 
policeman who is also a drug trafficker. The narrator calls Sirenia “the Black 
Venus” of the prostitution district, and at one moment he offers a synopsis 
of her biography: as an adolescent, she was kidnapped by a police com-
mander who was also a pimp and then prostituted until she was rescued 
from a brothel by her future husband, who also beat her into  submission 
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and caused her to miscarry more than one pregnancy. The narrator 
Malverde Chandler offers Sirenia a million dollars to help him locate the 
cocaine, but in the final pages of the novel he discovers that she had already 
been collaborating with a second group of policemen who were also search-
ing for the drugs. From their first meeting in the novel, the narrator eroti-
cizes and exoticizes Sirenia’s body, using a descriptive language that evokes 
not only the classic attributes of the femme fatale, but also, insistently, the 
signs of her racial distinction. The essential signifiers of her characterization 
are: Africanness, blackness, darkness, shadow, savagery, suffocation, lust, 
suggestiveness. Toward the end of the novel, when Sirenia is revealed as “a 
treacherous hyena” (120), the descriptive emphasis on sinister Africanness 
reveals symbolic connotations of filth and death.

After Sirenia betrays Malverde in the novel’s final shoot-out, he pun-
ishes her in a predictable manner. He lays her down on top of the thirty 
million dollars in cash that he has been paid for locating the cocaine, and 
he explains his concept of justice: “I should kill you and then rape you. I 
have nothing against necrophilia, especially if the body’s still warm. I 
could do it in reverse order, but then you wouldn’t contribute anything to 
my enjoyment” (121). So he proceeds to narrate another anal rape, 
emphasizing that the woman undergoing punishment remains submissive 
despite the pain she clearly experiences: “Conscious of her tremendous 
offense, she acted docile, extremely docile, her life depended on my 
 forgetting, my forgetting depended on how servile and horny the bitch 
could act” (121). Malverde goes on describing his brutality and Sirenia’s 
efforts to appease him, until he approaches orgasm and declares that her 
hour has come. As an “abject terror” overtakes Sirenia, her sphincter con-
tracts and releases “a stream of shit” that soaks her rapist (121). At the 
moment of his orgasm, Malverde breaks Sirenia’s neck so that he can 
enjoy the violent contractions of her sphincter as she dies. The novel then 
immediately concludes with a final paragraph in which Malverde narrates 
how he cleaned himself off, stuck a handful of filthy bills into the mouth 
of Sirenia’s corpse, and walked away: “I fucked off, satisfied, rich, healthy 
and safe … God willing!” (122).

The pitiless action and narration of Cemeterio de trenes will serve here 
as an extreme example of a common tendency in the hard-boiled narco- 
novel to present the misogynist mentality and the violent pleasures of 
narco thugs with no effective ethical filter or narrative distancing. In 
Cementerio de trenes, the reader’s perspective is aligned directly with 
Malverde’s subjectivity, with his perceptions, pleasures and ideology, and 
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any element of sarcasm in the novel corresponds to the sense of humor of 
an inveterate rapist and professional killer. Malverde rapes and kills Sirenia 
in retaliation for her perceived impudence in attempting to advance her 
own interests in an environment of total depredation and corruption, and 
the novel relates the woman’s torment and terror only to intensify the 
reader’s identification with the sadistic pleasure of her aggressor. For 
Martré, the cadaver of the incomparably attractive Sirenia deserves no fur-
ther consideration: it is discarded at the end of the novel like the peel of a 
juiced orange.

The type of sexual murder that Martré narrates for fun in Cementerio de 
trenes is very well known at present precisely due to investigations into the 
Ciudad Juárez femicides. It is, as we have seen, exactly the same type of 
crime whose effects Bolaño explores in 2666, and which also occurs in 
documentary and fictional films about Juárez by directors such Lourdes 
Portillo (Señorita extraviada 2001) and Carlos Carrera (Traspatio 2009). 
Writers from various countries have undertaken novelizations of the Juárez 
femicides with highly unequal results. Those studies I have consulted 
always draw connections between the femicides and the power of the 
drug-trafficking organizations in collusion with police forces. In contrast 
to the lack of concrete evidence of a link between the actual femicides and 
a supposed snuff industry, novelists display a recurring fascination with 
snuff as an explanatory factor. In one of the most important  documentaries 
on the Juárez femicides, director Lourdes Portilla interviewed a woman 
named María Talamantez, who said in 2000 that she was raped in Juárez’s 
Cárcel de Piedra by a  policeman who also tried to intimidate her into 
silence by showing her a collection of photographs of women being gang-
raped, mutilated and finally burned alive while groups of policemen looked 
on and mocked them (Señorita extraviada). Since the advent and wide-
spread adoption of video-capable cellphones, it is hard to imagine crimi-
nals not using them habitually to create similar trophies. However, to my 
knowledge, no evidence of a concerted production of snuff videos for 
commercial distribution has yet surfaced, contradicting the insistence of 
genre fiction writers on precisely such conspiracies.

In his comprehensive article “Femicidio y ficción” (Femicide and 
Fiction), Marco Kunz has observed that several of the novelists who have 
dealt with the Juárez femicides have favored the “least probable explana-
tory hypotheses” (140), including Satanism, organ trafficking, snuff por-
nography and high-society orgies. Even resolutely feminist novels such as 
Maude Tabachnik’s J’ai regardé le diable en face (I Have Looked the Devil 
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in the Face) and Alicia Gaspar de Alba’s Desert Blood. The Juárez Murders, 
both from 2005, pose fictional investigations that identify criminal gangs 
producing commercial snuff pornography as the principal agents of femi-
cide. For Kunz, the “very improbable snuff porn hypothesis” (137) 
advanced by these and other novelists depletes the verisimilitude of their 
valiantly feminist narratives, but the preoccupation with the potential 
appeal of snuff is justified at least by its prominence as a fantasy of popular 
fiction. Adapting the crime thriller format, both Tabachnik and Gaspar de 
Alba introduce important modification in scenes of violence against 
women, which are presented realistically and focalized through the per-
spective of victims, and in scenes of corpse encounter. The protagonists of 
these novels are female investigators who react to the cadavers of victims 
not, like many hard-boiled male detectives, with lascivious interest or dis-
dainful disavowal, but with a mixture of profound compassion, physical 
repulsion and outrage. When Tabachnik’s investigators view photos of a 
twelve-year-old victim who has been raped and tortured, they cry, get 
nauseous and have to avert their eyes. When one visits the morgue to view 
another victim’s body, the first and last thing she notes is the repugnant 
stench of cadaverine (178, 181), which is almost never mentioned by male 
novelists seeking to erotize the female cadaver by means of a strict empha-
sis on visual perception.

When Gaspar de Alba’s protagonist observes the autopsy of a badly 
decomposed victim, her narrator provides a vivid description of the cadaver 
and narrates the dissection procedure step by step. Her protagonist holds 
her nose to keep from vomiting (51), but finally passes out and recovers 
consciousness shortly afterward to find that “the odor of the dead body 
was in her shirt” (54). In a later scene, the discovery of the corpse of 
another mutilated and decomposed corpse occasions more harrowingly 
realistic description and more vomiting on the part of witnesses. Both 
Tabachnik and Gaspar de Alba also place great emphasis on the lasting 
trauma suffered by surviving victims of violence. Desert Blood ends with 
the rescue of a captive woman from the snuff gang, but also with a hospi-
tal nurse’s medical explanation of her injuries and the operations and 
physical therapy she will need to undergo in order to recover her health 
(314–15). Here, again, the novel emphasizes specific damage to the body 
and the psyche of the victim and on the implications for her future life, 
rather than on the pleasure of the aggressor, as in the cases of Martré and 
the other misogynistic novelists to whom I will turn momentarily. By 
focalizing activist investigators and characters who are subject to  misogynist 
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violence rather than torturers, rapists and murderers, Gaspar de Alba com-
plies effectively with Cristina Rivera Garza’s thoughtful recommendation 
that, in narrating violent events, one must resist the glamour commonly 
attributed in our cultures to the agent of violence and “see the world from 
the victim’s point of view, which is another way of speaking of violence 
from the point of view of pain” (Comments n.p.).

Real-life investigations since the publication of Desert Blood and J’ai 
regardé le diable en face in 2005 have not borne out the hypothetical attri-
bution of the Juárez femicides to the production of commercial snuff por-
nography, and as I move on to other novels that present far graver 
problems, I concur with Kunz’s conclusion that the common tendency in 
the novels of Tabachnik and Gaspar de Alba and others to reduce explana-
tion of the Juárez femicides to a single conspiracy and to a set of mythical 
hypotheses can only reflect a sort of wishful thinking resulting from “the 
desire to find a single, clear and simple solution that conforms to one’s 
own worldview, which is to say, one principal motive and one identifiable 
group of culprits” (Kunz 150, italics in original). 2666 is, of course, the 
novel that definitively disabuses us of this illusory desire and discredits 
facile recourse to genre formulas, helping us to understand, in accordance 
with the findings of informed criminologists, that to explain an epidemic 
of femicides, one need not conjure up satanic cults, a snuff industry or 
organ-harvesting operations, since the existence of a dysfunctional police 
and justice apparatus in conjunction with the hegemony of vast criminal 
organizations and the lack of security for a large population of poor and 
working-class women are more than sufficient to unleash the femicidal 
tendencies present in any urban society.18

Of all the great and lesser novels yet written on the Juárez femicides, 
one of the most clamorously inept is surely Balada de Perros Muertos 
(2009) by the Spanish writer Gregorio León. It narrates an investigation 
into the murder of four young women. The  primary investigator, a 
Federal Police commander, discovers that the intellectual author of the 
murders is the chief narco of the city of Perros Muertos, a version of 
Ciudad Juárez. Under orders of the capo, his henchmen kidnap maqui-
ladora workers and strippers. They then torture and rape them, bite off 
their nipples and kill them, recording their crimes on video so that the 
capo can later enjoy the images “peacefully in front of the plasma televi-
sion in his living room” (257) and “in the strictest intimacy of his ranch” 
(258). Fascination in León’s novel with the production and visual con-
sumption of images of the dead women is overwhelming. The chief narco 
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chooses the first victims from a book of ID photos of maquiladora 
employees; the snuff cameraman ritually paints the chosen victims on a 
board before they are kidnapped; he then films the atrocities. Leon focal-
izes his narration through two main characters: first, the police com-
mander Padura, a sexually impotent misogynist, and second, a female 
painter who has taken refuge in Perros Muertos after killing her partner’s 
lover out of jealousy. In the course of the novel, the painter undertakes 
her own investigation into the femicides as she also works on a painting 
of one of the victims, which she cannot finish because she cannot find the 
proper expression for the mouth of the dying figure. Photos of the vic-
tims both in life and following their deaths circulate through the novel, 
for example, when the police commander surprises one of the narco 
thugs masturbating in his car while looking at a picture of one of the 
kidnapped adolescents.

The painter is the more important of only two prominent female char-
acters in the novel, and the potential value of focalizing part of the narra-
tive about femicide through consciousness of a woman seeking justice is 
significantly diminished by that fact that León characterizes that woman 
as, herself, the murderer of another woman (her male partner’s mistress). 
When, on the last page of the novel, the painter’s former partner tracks her 
down and kills her in revenge for the murder she committed, the novel 
does not appear to dispute the justification for the retaliatory homicide. As 
the second focalizing agent, the police commander establishes the novel’s 
tone by speaking repeatedly about the hatred he feels for his wife and by 
perceiving female characters principally through the form and volume of 
their breasts (which is, as I have already noted, a well-established custom 
in the classical hard-boiled novel, as exemplified by Storme and Fickling). 
In one passage, Commander Padura is required to inspect the cadaver of 
one of the murder victims in the company of his subordinate Cangrejo and 
a corrupt prosecutor who is sleeping with the same stripper-prostitute as 
Padura. Plodding in the rank footsteps of his compatriot Llaugé Dausá, 
this is how León narrates the episode:

Cangrejo […] was examining the woman’s body closely, sniffing it like a 
dog. Padura noticed how he was staring at her pubis, which was unusually 
bushy, but not bushy enough to conceal some dried blood stains […]. 
Prosecutor Mendoza focused his murky gaze on the left breast. Perfect in its 
roundness. Like that gal he was in bed with last week. A pity she would 
barely let him touch them. […] He should have beat her up. Because those 
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nipples seemed ready to be sucked. Not like this poor girl’s. The left nipple 
was detached, barely secured to her chest by a cartilaginous threat. […] 
Cangrejo scrutinized her pubis. Mendoza, her chest. (148, 149)

In a later visit to the Instituto Forense to inspect the corpses of other vic-
tims, the commander refers to them as “cold meat” (109) and the forensic 
physician boasts of having kept the “little dead girls […] nice and fresh” 
(191), before the two men engage in more pubic inspection.

Let us compare for a moment León’s leering and sensationally misogy-
nist morgue scene to one included by the skillful Mexican novelist Martín 
Solares in Los minutos negros (The Black Minutes, 2006). Solares’s novel 
does not refer directly to the Juárez femicides, but rather to a fictional 
series of sexual murders of girls in a fictional Mexican city on the Gulf of 
Mexico in the 1970s and to new investigations into the truth of the mur-
ders some twenty-five years after police and politicians conspired to con-
ceal the identity of the murderer and to convict a scapegoat. After a second 
girl is killed in the earlier plotline, an honest police detective visits the 
morgue where a female pathologist is concluding her autopsy. Solares’s 
narrator informs us that the pathologist has intervened to perform the 
procedure herself so that a less competent male colleague would not botch 
it, and she informs the detective succinctly how the girl was stabbed and 
raped both before and after she died. Unlike León’s narrative, Solares’s 
affords recognition of the atrocious nature of the crime being described. 
The sober and professionally efficient pathologist lifts the cadaver’s skin 
with a metal rod in order to show the detective the trajectory of a stab 
wound, but the narrator provides no direct description of the cadaver, 
much less its sexual attributes. The pathologist then comments to the 
detective that she cannot understand how anyone could hate a girl enough 
to inflict such damage. She says that the girl’s father has been calling to see 
if he can take her body, and the detective gives permission, ordering that 
no one be allowed to photograph the body and that no one but the family 
be allowed to see it, which reads here as a rebuke of the necroporno-
graphic imperative shared by the nota roja and the novela negra. The scene 
and the chapter end with the narrator’s observation that, after receiving 
the typed autopsy report, the detective saw the pathologist do something 
he would never see her do again: cover the girl’s body with a black blan-
ket, but also her face with a white handkerchief, as she whispered to her: 
“Poor thing. Here, chiquita, it’s all over now. Your parents are on their 
way” (137). These lines close Solares’s chapter. In the context of this 
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 otherwise conventional novela negra morgue scene, these uncommon 
words and gestures of care offer a small but moving recognition that, even 
in fiction, the rape and killing of any person is not something to be enjoyed 
as sexual fantasy but rather something to be lamented and unambiguously 
condemned, if only in fantasy.19

Despite the repugnance of León’s morgue scene and others like it in 
Balada de Perros Muertos, surely the most irresponsible and false aspect of 
the novel is not the necropornography but, as Marco Kunz observes with 
regard to other shoddy thrillers about the femicides, the text’s confident 
administration of definitive poetic justice for the perpetrators. After the 
capo orders the murder of Padura’s daughter, the corrupt police com-
mander unravels the criminal conspiracy and easily arrests the capo. He 
refers to the case as a solved puzzle and concludes his investigation with a 
retrospective explanation of all the crimes, as if in an Agatha Christie novel, 
although without Christie’s logical consistency. In absolute contrast to 
Bolaño’s narrative design, Leon’s takes no consideration of the fact that in 
Mexico, according to a 2011 article by federal judge Ricardo Guzmán 
Wolffer, “it is calculated that only three percent of crimes are investigated 
and […] only 1.5% of crimes, in the most optimistic analysis, are pun-
ished” (“México: violencia e identidad” n.p.). Between 1996 and 2003, 
the period in which Bolaño was writing 2666, the rate of impunity for all 
crimes in Mexico was estimated at 96% (“Crime Hinders” n.p.). By 2016, 
the national rate was reported to have risen to 99% (“Mean Beaches” n.p.).

As reprehensible as I find the preceding novels, if I had to choose one 
novelist to exemplify the worst misogynistic and necropornographic 
excesses of contemporary crime fiction, I would choose another Spaniard 
who has surpassed even Gregorio León in his calamitous inadequacy to 
deal with the profoundly serious theme of femicide. In the abominable 
KRTM Snuff movie (2007), Ricard Clark provides the supreme example of 
a mismatch between the author’s declared critical purpose and the generic 
and necropornographic means with which he pretends to pursue that pur-
pose.20 In a thoughtful article on the critical usage of phrases such as 
“Holocaust porn” and “pornography of violence,” Carolyn J. Dean has 
questioned the irreflexive usage of the term “pornography” to denounce 
irresponsible representations of historical atrocities, ones which exploit 
real suffering by encouraging an erotic, aggressive and voyeuristic sensibil-
ity on the part of the reader or viewer. Without engaging the complexity 
of Dean’s argument, I will merely suggest here that Clark’s KRTM aligns 
more closely than any literary text I know with Dean’s summary of those 
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qualities of historical representations commonly denounced as metaphori-
cally pornographic: “[t]he metaphor of pornography describes a process 
by which bodily degradation and suffering—the indignity of the literal 
body and the metaphorical body of historical memory it is our responsibil-
ity to transmit—become a focus of fascination or pleasure for both erotic 
and aggressive drives” (102). Clark practices, I submit, pornography not 
only in this common metaphorical sense, by producing a representation 
that “re-desecrates” the actual victims of femicide (Dean 103–4), but also 
in the literal sense, by centering his novel on an extended imaginary 
sequence whose aesthetics are clearly those of sadistic and misogynistic 
hard-core pornography.

In order to denounce the crimes against women in Ciudad Juárez, 
Clark chooses to narrate in chapters interspersed throughout the novel an 
episode of kidnapping, rape, torture and murder, abbreviated as “KRTM.” 
Clark’s presentation of the victim, a maquiladora worker, includes on the 
second page of the novel a detailed anatomical description that anticipates, 
in accordance with the crime novel formula, her sacrificial role. Clark 
endows her with virtually no personality but with a “goddess’s body,” and 
his narrator comments that it would have enabled her to work successfully 
as a stripper or a prostitute (14). He details attributes including “her fresh 
and firm flesh […] firmly stuffed” into “copper-colored skin”; her “per-
fectly shaped legs” and sensual gait; curvaceous hips “demarcate[ing] a 
delicious mons veneris, at whose base one could discern the beautiful forms 
of a suggestive and playful sex”; soft rotund buttocks; and “turgid breasts, 
the ideal size to be grasped by a hand […]: they were only interrupted by 
their respective areolas in a dark cinnamon hue, large and very pronounced, 
in whose exact center two exquisite nipples stood out” (14). All this serves 
to describe the character of a fully dressed woman who is walking mod-
estly with her fiancé down a central city street. Her entire intimate anat-
omy is evoked for pornographic consumption (her flesh stuffed into her 
skin like sausage in a casing, her breasts inviting the touch of a male hand), 
and it all but begs the sort of sexual aggression that the novel will shortly 
inflict on it. In the novela negra, as in other pornographic genres, aesthetic 
perfection (legs, hips) is exhibited only in order to be besmirched. The 
woman is also literally nubile: she has recently become pregnant and on 
the novel’s first page she has just become engaged.

Clark quickly exceeds all the pornographic expectations raised by the 
novel’s opening. In the following chapters, he subjects the engaged couple 
to kidnapping and to a hair-raising and titillating series of torments. The 
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kidnappers stage their crimes in front of multiple video cameras that will 
enable them to sell snuff images on the Internet. The torture and snuff 
sequences occupy approximately thirty of the more than 222 pages of the 
principal text, but the hyperbolic brutality of the atrocities they narrate, 
along with the suspense created by the feuilleton-style interruptions and 
the fully sado-pornographic sensibility of the narration, lend these chap-
ters a narrative weight superior to their length. The majority of the aggres-
sions imagined by Clark are directed against the female body, and the 
following paragraphs narrate only a few of the many atrocious tortures 
inflicted by a masked dominatrix and her henchmen:

The sadistic woman pulled on a vinyl glove with a lacquered black tonality 
that reached to her elbow, its surface studded with an infinity of metallic 
fragments as twisted as they were sharpened.

A strong shove sunk that whole extremity into the sex of the martyred 
woman, whose shrieks intensified when her torturer began to move and 
rotate her arm in multiple directions.

Amused, the men commented on the dominatrix’s move.
“Look at her, I’d say she liiikes it! Look at her writhe! Keep it up, whore!” 

Phrases like this celebrated the woman’s suffering.
More blood spurted from between the widowed woman’s spread legs 

when the gloved woman withdrew her arm, showing the terrible torture 
artifact to the camera: bloodied strips of skin and pieces of skewered flesh 
covered it completely.

Uncovering her fist, the woman in black took a very thick, incandescent 
iron rod from the stove, inserting it in the captive’s sex. A small column of 
smoke emerged from there as the destroyed reproductive system was burned 
and stanched, while the injured woman, her eyes watering, bellowed and 
thrashed. (157, italics in original)

As González Rodríguez and other investigators have documented, many 
of the sexual murders committed in Ciudad Juárez were indeed atrocious 
and psychotically misogynistic, but here Clark takes it upon himself to 
imagine spectacular horrors that exceed anything I have seen documented. 
This passage is unmistakably more of a gratuitous sadistic fantasy than a 
responsible depiction of the Juárez femicides, and it achieves an intensity 
of hatred for the female body I do not recall sensing in any other text.

If 2666 represents, in accordance with Ladensen’s reading, the apex of 
Aristotelian discretion in the novelistic treatment of violence, Clark here 
stakes out a newfound nadir. Later in the same chapter, Clark’s fantasy 
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again makes explicit the imperative of total visibility and morbid spectacu-
larity. He narrates the torturers’ removal and destruction of the woman’s 
internal organs, including her uterus, “emptying out the woman” and 
leaving her organs “totally exposed for filming” (159). In the course of 
several chapters, the torturers laugh and mock the victim’s agony with a 
torrent of misogynist invective, and through the use of jocular metaphors 
Clark’s narrator invites the reader to laugh with them as they rape her 
brutally: “A sort of open bar of savage sex commenced” (37, italics in 
original). If there were such a thing as an international tribunal for literary 
crimes, I would refer Clark for indictment on the basis of these passages 
alone.

While the torturers cannibalize the victim, the narrator insists on a tone 
of complicit humor: “After swallowing the main course, they sampled meat 
from any area, at random. ‘I’m going to gobble down your cunt, you little 
slut!’ the scoundrel informed her, as he went to try a snack off the menu” 
(159, italics in original). Meanwhile, the subject of the “martyred woman” 
is expressed through inarticulate cries that betray the incapacity of literary 
language (and above all Clark’s literary language) to communicate the 
experience of extreme pain. Here I can only cite a few examples of the many 
instances in which Clark seems to pound his keyboard nearly at random in 
a frenzied attempt to render delirious extremities of pain: “Hhhhmmmmfff! 
Ffffhhhhhmfff!” (36); “Gggjjjjj! Ggghhhhhjjjj!” (36); “‘Iiiiiahhhhhhhh!!!!!’ 
the martyred woman squealed” (91); “‘Jyyaaaahhhhiiiii!!!!’ Zoosonic 
howl” (210). Clark’s flailing points, again, to an inherent disadvantage of 
literary with respect to audiovisual recording media. “Since most languages 
are relatively poor in words or  constructions to express intense pleasure or 
intense pain,” writes Geoffrey Gorer, “both types of fantasy [sex pornogra-
phy and death pornography] abound in onomatopæic conglomerations of 
letters meant to evoke sighs, gasps, groans, screams, and rattles concomi-
tant to the described actions” (52).

In KRTM Snuff movie, the investigator protagonist is a forensic physi-
cian employed by the FBI in Las Vegas, where the original version of the 
CSI television series was set for fifteen seasons. During his investigation in 
Ciudad Juárez, he collaborates with a Mexican forensic physician, but the 
novel’s central dissection does not occur in the autopsy room of the Juárez 
SEMEFO, but rather in the torture chamber of the snuff pornographers. 
Though deplorably crude and reckless as a novelist, Clark is certainly 
familiar with the tropes of commercial fiction, and his great innovation 
with respect to the canon I have described in this book is to have staged 
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the dissection not of a woman’s cadaver but, as the narrator says, of a 
“precadaver” (211). Which is to say that he prefers to vivisect rather than 
dissect the “goddess’s body.” After destroying the victim’s reproductive 
system, the dominatrix who directs the tortures uses an autopsy saw (209) 
to open the woman’s skull and remove small pieces of her brain while she 
remains conscious.21 It is again Clark’s narrator, and not the dominatrix, 
who reports blithely: “thus the spiritual entity of a señorita is revealed to 
us” (210). This strange sentence seems to summarize the impetus of all 
the necropornographic fictions I have addressed previously: the aggressive 
impetus to penetrate the female body in order to arrive at the essence or 
the enigma of woman, and particularly the enigma of women’s sexual and 
reproductive functions.

In this and other contemporary crime novels about femicide, it becomes 
clear that an erotic fascination with snuff often utterly overpowers narra-
tive gestures of commiseration with real victims of femicide. Below and 
beyond the purportedly noble and didactic intentions of writers ranging 
from Luis V.  Varela in the nineteenth century to Gregorio León and 
Ricardo Clark in the twenty-first, I find that crime fictions that depend on 
necropornographic stimulus to arouse and maintain the reader’s interest 
comply only too well with Varela’s stated intention to “wound” the 
 imagination of his readers (24). The astounding “Personal Reflection” 
that Clark includes at the end of KRTM offers an astonishingly frank rec-
ognition of the pleasure he derived from transforming the Ciudad Juárez 
crimes into a pornographic fantasy. He contends that such “aberrant” acts 
as those described in his novel fascinate all people, and that he fantasizes 
such acts for personal gratification: “It has always brought me limitless 
pleasure to imagine myself sometimes suffering, sometimes inflicting the 
most terrible tortures” (237). In the continuation of this confusing pas-
sage, Clark appears to justify the decision to publish his excruciatingly 
detailed sadistic fantasies by implying that doing so allows the individual to 
enjoy them happily in a “private paradise” (237), whereas repressing them 
would create hellish inner torment perhaps leading to the acting out of 
violent impulses. Resisting the temptation to play amateur psychiatrist to 
Clark, I note only that he offers no reflection on the ethical implications of 
using the pretext of the Juárez femicides, filtered through tropes of popu-
lar crime fiction, to exercise (if not exorcise) his personal demons. It is also 
worth pondering that Clark identifies himself on the flap of KRTM as a 
lawyer. However, in contrast with the solid faith of his professional prede-
cessor, the Argentinean jurist Varela, in the nineteenth-century institutions 
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of the police and the courts (at least the French ones), Clark proposes in 
his fiction that justice for the women of Juárez will be attained only 
through violence. His ethical vision is typical of masculine melodrama in 
all of its literary, televisual and cinematic variants. At the end of KRTM, 
Clark’s detective protagonist, the FBI forensic physician, defeats corrupt 
Mexican politicians and the drug traffickers who also produce snuff only 
after he adopts the tactics of his adversaries. He tortures, murders and 
decapitates criminals and transforms an activist group of relatives of disap-
peared women into an armed commando that he leads in an assault on the 
central station of the Judicial Police with explosives.

All in all, the few pages I am able to devote to KRTM Snuff movie here 
are insufficient for me to address the ideological implications of Clark’s 
jaw-dropping blunders. Aside from making extreme hard-core S+M 
necropornography out of the Juárez tragedy and spinning the fantasy that 
the relatives of murdered women might seek justice by firebombing police 
stations, Clark commits numerous other offenses against reason and hon-
est representation of Mexican femicide. Offense #1: the character most 
active in the commission of femicide in the novel is another woman, the 
anonymous dominatrix. Offense #2: in the novel’s climax, the Mexican 
cartel boss who distributes the snuff videos, a psychopathic serial killer of 
women, escapes swearing in Hebrew, suggesting that in the moment of 
truth, the evil mastermind reveals his secret Jewish identity (200). Offense 
#3: Clark imagines a hair-raising scene in which the tortures inflicted on 
the kidnapped pregnant woman culminate in an extremely violent forced 
abortion, which is transmitted live on the screen of an ultrasound scanner. 
Clark follows his narration of the atrocity dreamed up by him with an 
indignant anti-abortion tirade directed against family planning clinics 
(155). I must also refrain from considering in detail the miserable quality 
of his prose, which is exemplified by dialogue in which supposedly Mexican 
characters rely almost exclusively on Spanish colloquialisms such as “majo” 
(67), “gilipollas” (80) and “soplapollas” (72) or, in a variant spelling six 
pages later, “soplapoyas” (78).

Especially in Clark’s extended necropornographic narration of femicide 
and torture designed to destroy female genital organs, we see again that 
contemporary literary fictions strive to rival audiovisual media and televi-
sual and cinematic genres such as torture porn and to sate public hunger 
for simulations of violent spectacle that signify raw “reality.” I am struck 
by the fact that the novels dealing with snuff, writers appear to insist on 
the presence of cameras that register violence, as if video recording were 
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necessary to lend substance to the fictional illusion in a verbal medium. 
This might also be read as a gesture recognizing, with respect to audiovi-
sual media, the inferiority of literature’s capacity to evoke the affective and 
sensory impact of the perception of a violent act. In this and other fictions, 
scenes of autopsy, morgues and vivisection seduce us with the fantasy of 
contact with something crudely real, something transcendent that resides 
beyond taboos, beyond our routine experiences and perceptions, and even 
beyond the symbolic order. This fantasy resides at the very origin of the 
crime genre, and it tends to manifest itself in the figure of the female 
cadaver. While male cadavers are not lacking in crime fiction, they rarely, 
as Peter Messent observes (75), carry the same erotic charge as female 
cadavers and they are rarely subjected to such explicitly sexualized forms 
of violence. However limited the commercial projection of novels like 
Balada de Perros Muertos and KRTM, their excesses are very significant 
not only because they allow us to reevaluate the generic innovations of 
their predecessors, beginning with Poe and Varela, but also because they 
speak to us of the position and derivative aesthetics of the crime novel in 
our contemporary culture of spectacle.

In various ways, the necropornographic compulsion so evident in the 
narco-novel and other similar hard-boiled crime fiction also pervades 
many other levels of cultural consumption. From VCDs sold in street mar-
kets through metropolitan art galleries, images of death convoke diverse 
audiences. For its part, the narco-novel provides one more example of 
Virilio’s abjectly conformist “snuff literature.” By resorting to the most 
hackneyed conventions of the hard-boiled novel to tell stories of drug traf-
ficking and femicide, authors such as Martré and León effectively denounce 
nothing more than the poverty of their own imaginations and ethical 
intelligence. Other more compassionate writers, such as Tabachnik and 
Gaspar de Alba, struggle with uneven results to transcend the most prob-
lematic limitations of the inherited formula. In this panorama, only Bolaño 
appears to transcend these limitations definitively, as he appropriates cer-
tain hard-boiled elements while abandoning those formulaic expectations 
that are entirely inappropriate for addressing contemporary Mexican real-
ity. These include investigative closure, identification of a few guilty indi-
viduals, violent retribution administered by hard men, poetic justice and 
the illusory consolation of the closed case. While other novelists spin fan-
tasies casting even male criminals as heroic machos and women as seduc-
tive, pliant and willing victims, Bolaño achieves a literature worthy of the 
challenge of our times, an art that is truly revealing and pitiful, in Virilio’s 
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usage of the term. 2666 communicates something that no mere narco- 
novel is capable of expressing: the true horror of violence and of the abject, 
and the bravery not of the aggressors but of those compassionate subjects 
who have no place in the hard-boiled formula. I have argued in this chap-
ter that, in addressing a social crisis as alarming as rampant femicide, wor-
thy novels are distinguished from detestable ones through their skillful 
and ethically responsible use of focalization, narrative tone and diegetic 
affect as expressed in the comments, gestures and reactions of characters 
(nausea, crying, fainting, vomiting and the averted gaze). The novels that 
matter present critical challenges to the most problematic principles of 
conventional crime fiction, including the necropornographic appeal and 
the rote guarantee of a narrative closure implying the security of lawful 
justice.

As we prepare to exit this chamber of the charnel house, I am left pon-
dering the motivation and purpose of fictions such as Llaugé Dausá’s 
Depósito de cadáveres and Clark’s KRTM. The compulsion of crime fiction 
writers to stage scenes in which the sexualized cadavers of women are 
opened and their reproductive organs exposed harkens back to the origins 
of modern anatomical science. When Clark’s sadistic torturers penetrate 
the body of their victim to rip out her fetus while transmitting images of 
the operation via ultrasound, I recall again Katherine Park’s comments on 
the fascination of male Renaissance anatomists with the “secrets of 
woman” and their construal of the female reproductive organs and the 
uterus in particular, as the “paradigmatic object of dissection” (81, see 
also 263–4) and the “ultimate natural secret” (181). I also recall Jonathan 
Sawday’s insightful observation that male anatomists were concerned 
with deciphering not only “the principle of life” (222), but also the source 
of the sexual desire that threatened their own status as autonomous, 
rational masculine subjects. Underlying this fascination we may discern 
the menace of the abject, in its originary association with the maternal 
body.

In the introduction to this book, I discussed Kristeva’s influential the-
ory of abjection and its productive application to the study of crime fiction 
by critics including David Trotter and Lee Horsley. Here we may recall 
Elizabeth Gross’s association of the Kristevan abject with “a refusal to 
acknowledge the subject’s corporeal link to the mother” and with renega-
tion of “an unspeakable and unpayable debt of life […] that the subject 
[…] owes to the maternal body” (92). Gross defines the abject as the 
subject’s revolt “against the corporeality of subjectivity—it’s material 
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dependence on others, its mortality” (94). Throughout the literary corpus 
described here, and especially in the novela negra genre, we note the 
generic preponderance of male subjects confronting female cadavers. We 
may interpret the compulsion underlying this confrontation and the atten-
dant assertion of male dominance as responses to the same psychoanalyti-
cally original threat posed by Roger Dadoun as fundamental to the 
twentieth-century horror film: that of a fantasized archaic, pre-Oedipal 
mother who is “that in which everything becomes engulfed, the oceanic 
thing […] that calls for fusion—thereby putting the subject in touch with 
his own terror of fusion and formlessness” (41). Dadoun suggests that 
horror films abound in signs of uterine enclosure (castle interiors, crypts, 
vaults, coffins) “evoking in the subject the anxiety of fusion and dissolu-
tion” (53–4), and one might develop the readings presented here by inter-
preting the morgue as a similar sign of terrifying enclosure and the punitive 
opening of female reproductive organs as a figuration of masculine subjec-
tive liberation. At issue in many of the texts examined in this study is the 
same subjective peril David P.  Pierson identifies in writing about CSI: 
“When the subject confronts the abject, he or she faces the threat and hor-
ror of falling back into and becoming engulfed within the maternal womb. 
This fear of assimilation carries with it the threat of losing one’s own iden-
tity” (194). In my final chapter I will examine how a necropornographic 
narrative tradition more than a century and a half in the making prolifer-
ates in global mass media and especially in television drama over the last 
two decades.

noTes

1. Bolaño’s narrator does not count the cadavers introduced in “The Part 
About the Crimes,” but a number of critics have attempted to do so with 
varying results. Counts range from 106 (Olivier 33) to 108 (Corral 29, 
Rodríguez de Arce 198, Valdez n.p.), 109 (Candia Cáceres 53, Eguía 
Armenteros 135, Muniz 35), 110 (Manzoni 128, Tornero 33, Walker 
100), 112 (Fourez 36), 119 (Afanador n.p.) and 183 (Tavares-dos-Santos 
et al. 145). Paz Balmaceda García-Huidobro is surely mistaken in estimat-
ing “around three hundred female cadavers” (332), perhaps confusing the 
novel’s account with the number of women actually reported murdered in 
Ciudad Juárez during the same years. In an appendix to Roberto Bolaño’s 
Fiction, Bolaño’s translator Chris Andrews provides the most detailed 
accounting I have found of the murders in the novel and their correspon-
dence to real crimes in Juárez. Andrews counts 109 murders in 2666 plus 
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one suicide mentioned as having been provoked by despair over the mur-
ders, corresponding exactly to the count of real victims provided by Sergio 
González Rodríguez in Huesos en el desierto.

2. In interpreting the apparently inconclusive ending of “The Part About the 
Crimes,” I should note that Carmen Pérez de Vega, Bolaño’s companion 
in the last years of his life, attests that in his final months he lacked the 
strength to finish the section, which he found particularly grueling due to 
the content, but that he intended to resume work on it after an anticipated 
liver transplant, which he never received. “The unfinished part of 2666 is 
the part with the crimes,” Pérez de Vega states. “He wrote the Archimboldi 
section first. The last words written for the novel were written in February 
2003. The rest of the time he spent living and doing other things. The 
crimes, one after another, were too much for him. It was very hard work. 
He said that he couldn’t cope with any more crimes. He wanted to save his 
energy to recover from the transplant. That was when he started to put 
together The Insufferable Gaucho. […] He put together that book because 
he said that it would be his economic support for the postoperative period. 
He said: ‘This will give me the freedom to finish 2666 and edit it’” (quoted 
in Maristain 212).

3. The sources for these adjectives describing Bolaño’s tone are as follows: 
anesthetized (Muniz 39), affectless (Andrew McCann 138, Walker 101), 
cool (Herlinghaus 164, Valdes n.p.), cold (Muniz 46), frigid (Zalewski 
n.p.), detached (Levinson 177), disenchanted (Herlinghaus 210), distant 
(Manzoni 133, Masiello 10, Walker 107), impassive (Elmore 269), imper-
sonal (Elmore 269, Masiello 10, Peláez 41, Walker 109, Zavala 183), 
indifferent (García Ramos 118), insensitive (Muniz 43), mechanical 
(Rivera de la Cuadra 183, Walker 101, Zavala 183), neutral (Andrew 
McCann 138, Walker 101), noncommittal (Muniz 39) and rigorously for-
mal (Cuevas Guerrero n.p.)

4. I provide my own translations here, since semantic complexities are lost in 
Wimmer’s looser translations of these three phrases as, respectively, “they 
[…] stabbed him” (297), “was literally riddled with knife wounds” (509) 
and “to pump him full of lead” (518).

5. My thanks to Adriana Fonseca Vargas for calling my attention to this pas-
sage. The misogynist logic of the Argentinean torturers was recently 
echoed by Philippine President Rodrigo Duterte when he publicly ordered 
his soldiers to shoot female communist rebels in the vagina (Rauhala n.p.).

6. Ladenson first presented this essay in English at a conference at the Colegio 
de la Frontera Norte in 2011, and with her kind permission, I cite from 
that version here. A Spanish translation of the essay has been published as 
“La violencia en la literatura: desde Homero hasta Bolaño.” in Salvador 
Cruz Sierra, ed. Vida, muerte y resistencia en Ciudad Juárez: una aproxi-
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mación desde la violencia, el género y la cultura. Ciudad Juárez: El Colef, 
2014. A French translation has been published as “Violence dans la littéra-
ture d’Homère à Bolaño” in Superflux 6 (2013).

7. In interviews Bolaño places Borges above all other modern writers in 
Spanish. “I have read all Borges’s work, at least twice, and almost all the 
books that have been written about him […]. In sum, probably the best 
writer in the Spanish language since Quevedo” (quoted in Swinburn 77). 
In another interview he adds, “Borges [is] the modern author I reread the 
most. And the one that has taught me the most” (quoted in Braithwaite 
99).

8. Natasha Wimmer translates Bolaño’s “teatro” as “drama” (521).
9. Wimmer translates Bolaño’s “una puta agonizante” (405) as “a whore […] 

facing death” (321).
10. The first of Bolaño’s two segments on snuff begins on page 669 of the 

Spanish Anagrama edition, which is to say 227 pages (65%) into the 349-
page section. The second segment of snuff follows closely after, beginning 
on page 675, 66.7% through “La parte de los crímenes.”

11. Sources cite different dates for the Argentina shoot. Kerekes and Slater 
date it to 1971 (11) while Jackson says 1970 (8).

12. Public outcry over what credulous citizens concluded was a genuine snuff 
film led to the month-long investigation of Snuff by the Manhattan District 
Attorney’s Office, resulting in the official finding of what was obvious to 
any careful viewer: that the apparent murder at the end of the film was a 
hoax relying on “conventional trick photography” (quoted in Kerekes and 
Slater 23). Kerekes and Slater report that similar scandals arose over the 
projection of Snuff in other cities in the United States and Canada, and 
that its exhibition was banned by some local governments (23). In 
Indianapolis and Las Vegas, local authorities required that advertisements 
for the film carry a disclaimer admitting that no one was actually killed dur-
ing its production (Petley 206).

13. Scholars agree that pornographic snuff as imagined in US popular culture 
since the 1970s has never been proven to exist as a commercial commodity 
(Jackson 9). Nevertheless, the myth has been strong enough to generate a 
long series of fictional feature films and television episodes dramatizing the 
production of snuff pornography. Rumors of the existence of underground 
snuff films, supposedly imported from Mexico or Argentina, were also 
strong enough to prompt denunciations by the anti-pornography activists 
of Citizens for Decency through Law in 1974, then commentary in main-
stream newspapers in the United States and the United Kingdom and 
reported investigations by agencies such as the Los Angeles Police 
Department, the New York City Police Department and the US FBI (Lynch 
70, 86, 118). In late 1975, wire service reports from the Associated Press 
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and United Press International and various newspapers quoted a detective 
from New York’s Organized Crime Control Bureau who cited organized 
crime sources in affirming the existence of a series of eight 8 mm snuff reels, 
possibly produced in Argentina, that were being shown in expensive private 
screenings (“Doubt Actual Kill” 1, 70; Lynch 70). In October 1975, the 
film industry trade newspaper Variety explains the supposed content of the 
film, in which a group of men engage in “assorted oral and sado-masochis-
tic sex acts” with a woman, before stabbing her to death and dismembering 
her (“Doubt Actual Kill” 70). The same article also quotes porn industry 
sources as rejecting the existence of such a film but agreeing “that such a 
film would be the ultimate in pornography” (70). Citing comments by an 
FBI agent in a 2006 documentary, Neil Jackson states that “sexualized 
murder was built into the definition of snuff by the US federal authorities 
investigating the phenomenon in its early stages” (8).

14. Following his legal conviction on charges resulting from a performance in 
1968, Muehl was no longer able to perform his “material actions” in 
Austria, but he found venues and continued to generate scandals in 
Germany with performances that “featured naked protagonists who were 
mimicking acts of sexual violence, sadism, masochism and the devouring of 
animals such as pigs and hens” (Ursprung n.p.). A film recording of 
Manopsychotic Ballet, performed at Kölnischer Kunstverein in 1970, docu-
ments his last major public art action before retiring to commune life. It 
included four naked performers as well as two naked cameramen, two 
naked sound recordists and a naked cellist. Philip Ursprung summarizes 
the action recorded on the film as follows: “The action begins with a ritual 
dance of the performers, who caress each other’s genitals and mimic sexual 
intercourse. Muehl then extracts a tampon from the vagina of one of the 
female performers, presents it to the audience and carries it triumphantly 
between his teeth. Later, he inserts a rolling pin into her vagina. He whips 
her with a belt before being whipped himself by her and the others. There 
is a scene where a cameraman pretends to rape a female performer by 
inserting the lens of a camera into the vagina. In another scene the two 
male performers urinate on the body of one of the females. Towards the 
end, a live chicken is introduced into the proceedings. It remains unclear if 
it is actually slaughtered on stage, but the performers tear the dead bird to 
pieces and act as if they are devouring it. In the closing scene, Muehl def-
ecates towards the lens of the camera” (n.p.).

15. To quote Joan Ramon Resina once more, the message of detective fiction 
“is not so much ‘crime doesn’t pay’ as the inevitability of knowledge […]. 
The genre postulates an absolute transparency […], presupposed in the 
detective’s privileged perspective, [which] subtly reproduces Bentham’s 
panopticon, whose central perspective the reader shares as he or she identi-
fies with the detective” (39).
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16. In the only journal article I have been able to locate on Cadáver de ciudad, 
Rodrigo E. Ordóñez defends the novel enthusiastically as an example of 
“gore literature,” which he says resembles gore cinema: “the writers in this 
genre work with literary motifs of sadism, cannibalism, murder, torture, 
morbidity and necrophilia. The principal objective of these creators is to 
confront people with a universal and undeniable truth: the fragility of our 
existence, employing the human body as a medium to expose undisguised 
mortality” (42). Ordóñez does not say what other contemporary texts he 
might classify as “gore literature,” but he does say that it dispenses with all 
sentimentalism and tears (45) and imposes no ethical order in its hypervio-
lent narrative worlds where atrocities go unpunished by the forces of law 
(43–4).

17. In Martré’s 2011 article “Los críticos me dan risa” (Critics Make Me 
Laugh), he recalls that in 2000 alone he published four narco-novels under 
his own imprint, La Tinta Indeleble. According to Martré, his publishing 
enterprise “was strictly marginal, I never registered it [for tax purposes] 
with the Secretaría de Hacienda y Crédito Público, I never obtained a 
single ISBN, and I sold the 1000-copy print runs almost at cost. I invented 
a sales system using my friends” (129). He adds that the novels were not 
sold in bookstores, but rather directly by him and by (or to) his friends 
(142). My thanks to Marco Kunz for referring me to this article.

18. In this respect, I find the testimony of Candice Skrapec very enlightening. 
Skrapec is a psychologist and criminologist who has spent decades research-
ing serial killers and who served as a consultant to police and prosecutors 
in Ciudad Juárez. After reviewing all existing files on women killed in 
Juárez between 1992 and 2003, Skrapec reported that she found nothing 
unusual in the nature of the sexual murders, since similar killings, manifest-
ing a similar intensity of misogynist rage, are seen everywhere (248). She 
recognized two distinctions in Juárez: the unusually high rate of femicide 
and the apparent overlapping operation not only of individual serial killers 
but of groups of men engaged in similar activity, which is unusual because 
collaboration among perpetrators increases risk of discovery (246). Skrapec 
says that while she cannot disprove what Kunz calls the more mythic 
hypotheses, more basic explanations would suffice, especially since a prac-
tice such as organ harvesting and trafficking “requires a degree of sophisti-
cation” and a surgical precision for which there is no evidence (247–8). 
The single most obvious factor for explaining the rash of femicides is, in 
Skrapec’s view, the extreme lack of equipment, training and resources that 
has prevented the Juárez police and forensic authorities from processing 
evidence systematically and efficiently and from producing scientific con-
clusions strong enough to support arrests and convictions (245). In the 
resulting climate of impunity, Juárez’s abundant preexisting criminal 
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 organizations (“drug-related gangs,” 251) can freely engage in the abuse 
and even murder of women because the behavior “is condoned and 
accepted by other members of their group—and by the greater society—
because we are not prosecuting them” (251). In this climate, and in accor-
dance with González Rodríguez’s previously mentioned theory about the 
femicides, “the men who are committing these killings together have a 
camaraderie of sorts that reinforces the acceptability of this behavior” 
(251).

19. Deborah Jermyn discusses a similar scene in Jonathan Demme’s The Silence 
of the Lambs (1991), a film that has been considered groundbreaking for its 
introduction of a female investigator protagonist in a hard-boiled serial 
killer narrative. In an autopsy scene, FBI agent Clarice Starling interrupts a 
crowd of boisterous male policemen congregated around the body of a 
female murder victim and asks them to leave so that she can “take care of 
her,” remarking sarcastically that “her folks would thank you if they could 
for your kindness and sensitivity” (quoted in Jermyn “You Can’t Keep a 
Dead Woman Down” 165).

20. I am indebted again to Marco Kunz of the Université de Lausanne for hav-
ing called my attention to Clark’s novel, which is unavailable in libraries in 
the United States.

21. Here it appears that Clark’s formidable sadistic imagination fails him, as he 
resorts to rehashing a similar brain-eating scene from the movie Hannibal 
(dir. Ridley Scott 2001), based on a 1999 novel by Thomas Harris.
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CHAPTER 5

Conclusion

Globalized Cadaver FiCtions

In the twenty-first century, the tropes and formulas of modern crime fic-
tion have continued to pervade popular literature and television and film 
drama, and a relaxation of censorship and norms of corporal representa-
tion has allowed ever gorier and more explicit depictions of the techniques 
of forensic medicine to take center stage. Given the viciously misogynistic 
tenor of the necropornographic tradition I have described in the previous 
chapters, it is highly significant that the most prominent contemporary 
practitioners of popular forensic crime fiction in US literature are currently 
women who forcefully reassert female agency and corporal dignity against 
the often violent masculinism of the hard-boiled tradition. We recall that 
in novels such as Martín Solares’s Los minutos negros and Alicia Gaspar de 
Alba’s Desert Blood, the presence of women in morgue scenes, whether as 
forensic scientists or witnesses, introduces an unusual degree of care and 
respect for the victim. In British and Anglo-American crime fiction, 
whether literary or televisual, it is clear that the prominence of female 
forensic scientists marks an epochal shift in the genre’s gender dynamics. 
Lucy Kay (163) notes that female forensic pathologists have appeared for 
decades as prominent characters in British genre fiction, for example, in 
the novel No Escape (1984) by Sarah Kemp (a pseudonym of Mike 
Butterworth) and the ITV detective series Inspector Morse (1987–2000). 
In the United States it is remarkable that in the twenty-first century, the 
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most popular of all fictional forensic medical investigators are female pro-
tagonists of long-running novel series also written by women.

Kathy Reichs is the author of one of these series, and she is also the 
producer of the Fox television drama Bones (2005–2017), derived from 
her novels, in which murder mysteries are resolved through the techniques 
of forensic anthropology. Reichs is herself a distinguished forensic anthro-
pologist who has published widely on forensic osteology and who testified 
as an expert witness at the United Nations International Criminal Tribunal 
for Rwanda, as well as working on many other high-profile cases. Her fic-
tional character, the forensic anthropologist Temperance Brennan, is the 
protagonist of her series of twenty-three novels and novellas and also of 
the Bones television series. Reichs’s novels, which have sold millions of 
copies and have been translated into dozens of languages, are based on 
real cases centering on the scientific examination of human remains. They 
include Grave Secrets (2002), set in Guatemala and based on the author’s 
participation in the exhumation of a mass grave there during the early 
1980s. Grave Secrets begins with the removal of a badly decomposed 
corpse from a septic tank, and as in the other novels in the series, the pro-
tagonist’s (and author’s) expertise is revealed in repeated scenes of autop-
sic examination played out in morgues. One of these many scenes, 
occurring at the exact center point of the Grave Secrets, reads in part as 
follows: “Using a scalpel, I removed the soft tissue overlying the breast-
bone, and Lisa revved up a Stryker saw to buzz through the sternal ends 
of the third, fourth, and fifth ribs. We did the same for the pelvis, dissect-
ing out then cutting free the frontal portions where the two halves meet 
along the midline” (158). Here two skilled and highly educated women 
perform the familiar procedure to facilitate justice for a female victim, and 
the language describing their work is dispassionate, sober and precise, 
conveying authority and competence. The massive appeal of Reichs’s char-
acter derives from her commanding scientific knowledge and technique, 
her composure when confronted with the abject (putrid human remains 
steeped in excrement) and her righteous ability to discover the truth of 
crime even in an environment such as that of post-conflict Guatemala, 
where the judicial system was, according to the protagonist-narrator, “full 
of torturers and murder[er]s. Everyone knew that” (266).

Reichs published the first novel in her series in 1997, and she was first 
inspired to try her hand at fiction years earlier by the even greater success 
of Patricia Cornwell. Cornwell is a former crime reporter and former 
employee of the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner of Virginia who has 
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published, beginning in 1990, an even longer and more popular series of 
forensic-science-themed crime novels, whose total sales now exceed 
100  million copies (“Patricia Cornwell” n.p.). By 1996, Cornwell was 
earning $8 million per book from her publisher, and Cornwell’s publicists 
advertise her as “the world’s #1 best-selling crime writer.” Her protago-
nist is a medical examiner, Kay Scarpetta, whose activities are broadly simi-
lar to those of Reichs’s Temperance Brennan. As the direct literary 
precursor to the recent boom in forensic-science-themed television dra-
mas, Scarpetta initially placed great emphasis on the exact description of 
the techniques of forensic pathology, before shifting away from morgue 
scenes in later novels as those procedures became overly familiar due to 
the massive success of forensic science television dramas (Mora). In the 
first novel in the series, Postmortem, Cornwell presents a standard serial 
killer plot in which several women are raped and strangled to death and 
their bodies discovered bound and gagged.

As the narrator Scarpetta examines photographs of the cadavers, she 
pauses to describe one, and this description serves to reinforce Cromwell’s 
recourse to those clichés of hard-boiled crime fiction that have often 
served as necropornographic premises. “Her face was a suffused mask of 
agony,” Cornwell writes of a serial killer’s victim, “her legs bent, the elec-
trical cord as taut as a bowstring in back and wrenching her arms up and 
cutting into her neck” (83). A detective’s speculation that the killer is 
likely a consumer of sadistic pornography (76) implicitly draws the read-
er’s attention to the pornographic potential of the forensic photographs. 
Later in the novel, however, and recalling Gaspar de Alba’s  anti-erotic 
references to the repugnant smell of cadaverine, Scarpetta withstands the 
“pungent stench of decomposing human flesh” (202) to inspect and 
describe a similar scene firsthand. Through her narrative she mounts a 
righteous feminist denunciation not only of the killer but also of sexist 
policemen who treat the women’s corpses contemptuously. In the open-
ing pages of the novel, the distraught husband of a murder victim pleads 
to keep a swarm of reporters and policemen from staring at his wife’s 
bound and naked body, Scarpetta lends credence to his fears:

The dead are defenseless, and the violation of this woman, like the others, 
had only begun. I knew it would not end until Lori Petersen was turned 
inside out, every inch of her photographed, and all of it on display for 
experts, the police, attorneys, judges and members of a jury to see. There 
would be thoughts, remarks about her physical attributes or lack of them. 
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There would be sophomoric jokes and cynical asides as the victim, not the 
killer, went on trial, every aspect of her person and the way she lived, scruti-
nized, judged and, in some instances, degraded. (7)

Later in the novel, a female reporter who is outraged at a lack of investiga-
tive progress rails at Scarpetta:

[N]obody who counts gives a damn when women are raped and murdered! 
The same bastards who work the cases go out on the town and watch mov-
ies about women being raped, strangled, slashed. To them it’s sexy. They 
like to look at it in magazines. They fantasize. They probably get their rocks 
off by looking at the scene photographs. The cops. They make jokes about 
it. I hear it. I hear them laughing at scenes, hear them laughing inside the 
ER! (215)

Here again the novel seems almost to implicate itself, or at least its genre, 
as a sensational narrative premised on a series of gruesome sex murders, 
and we have already seen how persistently the hard-boiled crime novel has 
promoted the fantasy of pornographic enjoyment of the female cadaver. In 
this case, however, the necropornographic impulse is counteracted by the 
fact that the narrator Scarpetta denounces such abuse at the outset and 
shares the reporter’s rage at the thought that male officials might enjoy 
looking at images of femicide (117).

Like Reich’s forensic anthropologist Brennan, Cornwell’s Chief 
Medical Examiner Scarpetta is a character defined by her confident scien-
tific authority, rational intelligence and surgical skill. In a key scene in 
Postmortem, as a male assistant aids Scarpetta in dissecting the body of a 
murder victim, she notes the shrill sound of the saw and the unpleasant 
dust it emits, and she narrates her inspection of the exposed brain for 
“subdural or subarachnoid hemorrhages” (173). In general, Scarpetta’s 
narration of her work with cadavers combines clinical detachment and 
precision with a constant awareness of the duty of care for a murdered 
person. As she and her assistant repair the incisions made in the course of 
another autopsy, she remarks on the damage done to the woman’s body 
by her killer. In referring to the corpse, Scarpetta uses the victim’s full 
name, a verbal gesture of individuation and respect. She says that its flesh 
“glistened like white marble” (222) but also bore burn marks and hideous 
bloating and discoloration of the face. She describes in detail her methodi-
cal work to suture the incisions she has opened. Although the autopsy 
procedure has required further damage to the cadaver, the emphasis here 
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is on reparation, through stitching of the Y incision and the scalp and 
more generally by the collection of evidence to aid in the identification 
and prosecution of the killer. The tone is one of respect, care and regret 
for the inability to undue a terrible damage, and the cadaver is dignified, 
again, by inclusion of the woman’s name, by the reference to cleansing, 
and by the likening of her dead flesh to a noble stone. Later, Scarpetta 
reconstructs for the reader the tortures undergone by another victim 
before her death, but with an emphasis on what she would have felt as her 
bones and blood vessels broke during suffocation (252).

Cornwell is not an elegant writer, and her novels jumble feminist ele-
ments with a highly conservative conception of criminality in which psy-
chopathic criminals are repeatedly characterized as ambiguous in gender 
or sexuality as well as criminally “deviant.”1 Peter Messent observes that 
Cornwell’s conservatism is evident in her determination “to consign crime 
to the world of pure evil and individual moral monstrosity” and “to isolate 
it from all economic, social, or political causes” (212), and this is a view 
shared by many other critics. Among these, Messent cites English  journalist 
Mike Bygrave, who interprets Cornwell’s lifelong friendship with the 
Baptist evangelist Billy Graham, as well as her enthusiasm for firearms, 
German luxury cars and capital punishment, as indicative of her ideologi-
cal affinity with crime-obsessed conservative religious Republicans in the 
United States: “Though not a believer, Cornwell’s world-view closely fol-
lows US Christian fundamentalism with its Manichean split between good 
and evil. She endorses the death penalty, dismisses social explanations for 
crime and seems to believe that serial killers—an extremely rare phenom-
enon—are the norm” (Bygrave). For all the sophistication of the forensic 
techniques on display, novels such as Postmortem resemble those of the 
classic archconservative hard-boiled novelist Mickey Spillane in their reli-
ance on a retaliatory model of justice in which quasi-lawful violence ulti-
mately trumps unlawful violence. At the end of Postmortem, for example, 
the reader’s anxieties are relieved and aggressions gratified when Scarpetta’s 
partner Marino offs the serial “psychopath”: “his .357 pumped four bul-
lets into the killer’s upper body […] One bullet severed his aorta. Another 
took out his left ventricle. One more went through a lung and lodged in 
his spine. The fourth one cut through soft tissue, missing every vital 
organ, and shattered my window” (314–15). This prose is classically hard-
boiled in its anatomically precise description of corporal damage, and it 
exemplifies Cornwell’s commitment to the pleasurable hard-boiled fantasy 
of righteous retribution against absolute evil. The fact that Scarpetta is 
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credited with a law degree on top of her medical degrees does not prevent 
her from disregarding legal niceties, as did Spillane’s vigilante hero Mike 
Hammer. “Marino didn’t have to kill him,” Scarpetta admits in the clos-
ing pages of Postmortem. “No one would ever know except the two of us. 
I’d never tell. I wasn’t sorry. I would have done it myself” (319).

In an unusually sophisticated essay on the Scarpetta series, Eluned 
Summers-Bremner studies Cornwell’s gender representations and charac-
terizes the gender politics of the series as “unrelentingly conservative” 
(136), and the overall ideology of the series as a “conservatively articulated 
post-feminism” (137) or even an “anti-feminist feminism” (147). 
Cornwell’s protagonist Scarpetta, like a number of the psychopaths she 
pursues, is characterized by a degree of gender indeterminacy, since she 
occupies a traditionally masculine position in the novels. Her professional 
status as a lawyer as well as a medical doctor and forensic pathologist lend 
her extraordinary authority as an arbiter of truth,2 even as her gender aligns 
her with women’s traditional role as caretakers of the dead body (132 n12). 
Anthropologists Maurice Bloch and Jonathan Parry, for example, have 
argued that the “intimate association between women and the pollution of 
death appears to be extremely widespread” (25) and that in the death ritu-
als of cultures as diverse as those of the Cantonese, the Zulu and the Gimi 
(of Papua New Guinea), women are granted “the ritual role of ‘soaking up’ 
the pollution caused by decaying flesh, by weeping, mourning or preparing 
the dead body” (Bloch and Parry paraphrased by Stepputat 22). In the 
CBS television drama CSI Miami, this traditional feminine role is empha-
sized in the characterization of another female medical examiner, Alexx 
Woods, who displays scientific mastery but adopts an explicitly empathetic 
maternal attitude toward the corpses she examines by addressing them with 
sometimes infantilizing terms of endearment, as shot composition places 
her in closer proximity to the victim than her male colleagues in other CSI 
programs (Penfold-Mounce 25, Weissmann and Boyle 99–100). In 
Summers-Bremner’s view, however, “Scarpetta’s masculine identification” 
eclipses the traditionally feminine caretaking role and yet “allows no overt 
critique of masculinity” (136), as the series imposes a consistent logic of 
closure on the various impulses toward epistemological chaos. In particu-
larly memorable passages, Summers-Bremner writes that as Scarpetta con-
fronts the corpse, which “figures as a wound in the social body” (141), she 
performs the essential symbolic function: “the binding up of social violence 
and the reification of the law” (133). In an essay addressing writers other 
than Cornwell, Rebecca Scott Bray sums up this idea neatly: “restitching 
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skin resurrects order” (120). Cornwell’s minimization of forensic fiction’s 
habitual appeal to necropornography and her strong emphasis on empa-
thetic identification between female forensic pathologist and female victim 
also facilitates the restoration of lawful social order. Clare Hanson adds that 
unlike male forensic pathologist characters in other fictions, Scarpetta gazes 
on the corpses of young female murder victims “with minute and detailed 
tenderness” (89) and “what is striking in these scenes (particularly in the 
light of Cornwell’s sexuality) is the way in which the emotions of regret and 
loss defuse the potentially erotic frisson of the encounter” (89).

Another of Cornwell’s most astute critics, Rose Lucas, interprets the 
ideological appeal of her fiction in terms very similar to those of Summers- 
Bremner. Lucas writes that “Cornwell’s novels activate the reader’s con-
cerns about a wide variety of threats to their sense of an intact self, both 
corporeally and socially […] Cornwell graphically inscribes the nightmares 
of violation and the concomitantly persistent myths of restoration, of a 
wound-less body” (215–16). Throughout her essay, Lucas also echoes the 
ideas of Mandel and Resina (cited in my introduction), as when she sum-
marizes the ideological function of forensic pathology fictions.

In its broadest sense, forensics functions as a discourse of interpretation and 
explicit recontainment. Horror is read through the explicit site of the rup-
tured body—in itself both a displacement of and a confrontation with 
repressed corporeality and the mortality of the subject. Its path is read and 
identified as far as possible, its shocking meaninglessness hauled into the 
realm of the rational and the explicable by the redemptive processes of anal-
ysis and interpretation. […] As a metaphorical system, forensics suggests 
comfort. Firmly situated within the paradigms of science, rationality, and 
ontology-revealing excavation, it proffers an antidote to the profound anxi-
eties produced by our fear of mortality, of the very transient corporeality 
which houses us, and particularly of the demons that stalk us—the replicat-
ing, pathological attacks upon the fragility of psychosocial fabrics. (218–19)

Yet as I suggested in my first chapter with my reference to the jack-in-the- 
box, Lucas also recognizes that Cornwell’s faith in the rational restoration 
of wholeness (corporeal, social and subjective) is contradicted by the end-
less repetition of the exercise: in this case, twenty-four Scarpetta novels 
and counting. These definitions apply well to the tradition of law- and 
science-affirming forensic fictions founded by lawful writers such as Waleis 
(Varela), but lawless novelists such as Hernández Luna and Martré (Trejo 
González) clearly disdain this conservative logic of binding and closure.
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In my introduction, I briefly cited Lee Horsley on the proliferation of 
gruesomely fragmented bodies in contemporary crime fiction, and addi-
tional comments by her in Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction nicely com-
plement those of Summers-Bremner and Lucas. Horsley’s definition of 
the reparative role of Cornwell’s protagonist is almost identical to theirs: 
“the pathologist must (for the narrative to move towards closure) bring 
the abject back within the symbolic order” (Horsley 152). Given enor-
mous international success of the novels of Cornwell and Reichs and of 
the television dramas they inspired, it is worth quoting at length Horsley’s 
tidy summation of their narrative and ideological appeal. Like Summers- 
Bremner and David Trotter, whom I also cited in my introduction, Horsley 
uses Kristevan language to explain the fundamental threat posed by the 
cadaver to the subject. The detective, as the genre’s heroic model subject, 
is charged with confronting and vanquishing the threat of the abject 
through rational intellection, and the forensic pathologist is the type of 
detective most professionally specialized in managing this threat.

[T]he forensic pathologist has in effect to reconstitute a narrative by reas-
sembling the fragmented body parts. The task involves recontaining horror, 
reconstructing the abject body, negotiating amongst different possible script-
ings of the victim’s fate, reincorporating the body within a narrative structure 
that will rescue it from abjection. The work of the forensic pathologist (like 
that of the anatomist historically) can be presented as ‘a reinscription of 
order’, a stay against the chaos and misrule that brought the body to the 
autopsy table. The pathologist is constantly having to negotiate the border 
between the unspeakable corpse and that which is articulable. The confronta-
tion with decomposition must be followed by an act of composition: the 
pathologist is charged with bringing the narrative back from the horror of 
non-being and non-meaning to stability and reasonable form. (Horsley 153)

Although mass-media fictions such as CSI and the Scarpetta series may 
vary politically in certain respects, they share a conservatism rooted in 
their commitment to contain the excess of the abject through rational and 
narrative means. Yet the serial nature of this narrative formula attests, 
again, to the ultimately illusory nature of such containment, especially in 
a culture characterized by “a pervasive fascination with the spectacle of the 
traumatized body” (Horsley 114).

The elaboration and intensification of cadaver and autopsy imagery in 
contemporary crime fiction corresponds with the normalization of violent 
images of war and crime in the electronic audiovisual media. At the same 
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time, the extraordinary success of forensic-pathology-themed novels and 
television programs also dictates the commercial reproduction of the nar-
rative model across national borders. Morgue and cadaver scenes appear 
with increasing frequency in television dramas from various countries, and 
the forensic pathologist narrative proliferates abroad in the work of writers 
such as Jutta Profijt. Profijt’s Morgue Drawer series, which now circulates 
in French and English as well as the original German, combines forensic 
pathology scenarios with leaden humor and supernatural elements such as 
narration by a morgue-dwelling ghost who observes autopsies including 
his own. To historicize this phenomenon, it is useful to recall that long 
before the invention of mass-media fictions centering on procedures of 
forensic autopsy, the dissection of human bodies was practiced for centu-
ries as a public spectacle. Throughout the modern era, public anatomy 
demonstrations were undertaken with didactic purposes of anatomical and 
moral instruction, and crowds of laypeople flocked to theaters, museums 
and exhibition halls to witness the cutting open and dismembering of 
cadavers. Since early modern times, public anatomy demonstrations and 
exhibits have integrated elements of visual artistry, theatrical staging, 
showmanship, festivity and commerce that at times offend modern medi-
cal and scientific sensibilities. After a considerable period of professional 
seclusion of relative invisibility, coinciding with the definitive high- modern 
cultural repression of death as described by Ariès, dissection has reemerged 
and generated massive public interest during the last two decades, as evi-
dent in both the international proliferation of plastination exhibits initi-
ated by Gunther von Hagens and the rampant international success of 
television dramas such as CSI and Waking the Dead and million-selling 
novels such as those of Reichs and Cornwell. In their most Gothic and 
hard-boiled imagery, forensic-investigative fictions approximate the 
extreme stimulations provided by other contemporary cinematic and liter-
ary genres such as horror and true crime, which are likewise preoccupied 
with serial killers and sexual murder. The narrative logic of these serial 
fictions dictates deployment of the abject in the form of ever-more grue-
somely abused cadavers so that the forensic investigator may contain 
through technical and intellectual operations the subjective, social and 
epistemological threats represented by the cadaver. However, upon con-
clusion of reading or viewing, the fascination and devastating power of the 
abject lingers and regenerates, while the flimsy fantasy of containment 
melts away like an ice pack on a wound. So the genre reiterates itself infi-
nitely in a therapeutically futile (though perhaps anaesthetic) labor of 
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recontainment and recomposition. This is one sense in which the “really 
roughly resutured seam” (29) mentioned lightly by Profijt’s narrator and 
mournfully by Scarpetta (222) may serve here as an interpretive emblem: 
the rough seam marks the awareness that the narrative and judicial closure 
offered by the forensic-investigative genre can never definitively repair the 
devastating trauma inflicted on bodies by criminal violence and on the 
subject by the abject.

Prime-time CorPse Porn

Given the global projection of mass cultural industries and the persistent 
imbalances in cultural exchange between North and South, it is not sur-
prising that genres of morbid spectacle originating in the United States 
and the United Kingdom should achieve nearly global transcendence as 
exports. In television and film, the forensic medical crime subgenre falls 
under the umbrella of what ethicist Thomas S. Hibbs has called “dead 
body porn” (128), which encompasses mass entertainments predicated on 
a “morbid fascination with vivisected bodies” (Hibbs 129). These include 
gory prime-time dramas set in hospitals, plastic surgery clinics or forensic 
laboratories, and “torture-porn” horror movies. The procedures of foren-
sic medicine feature very prominently in a wide range of twenty-first- 
century scripted television dramas, as well as in several nonfiction television 
shows showing real autopsies performed by medical professionals (Foltyn 
154).

According to critics of scripted television drama, Prime Suspect 
(Granada Television/ITV, 1991–1996, 2003, 2006) was the show that 
“broke new ground in its use of modern forensic technology, opening up 
the spaces of the autopsy room and the forensic labs in novel ways that 
now form the cornerstone of much contemporary crime drama” (Jermyn 
Prime Suspect 74–5) and inaugurated a “move toward increasingly explicit 
depictions of the corpse and forensics […] [that] now extends across pop-
ular culture” (Jermyn “Women” 60 n2). Prime Suspect’s first season cen-
tered on the search for a serial rapist and included unusually realistic 
scenes of the victim’s bodies that prompted numerous complaints to the 
UK’s Broadcasting Standards Council when first aired in 1991. By afford-
ing “graphic attention to forensic detail” and “foregrounding the authen-
ticity of the corpse” (Jermyn “Women” 48), Prime Suspect pioneered a 
gritty, quasi- documentary aesthetic, but unlike many of its successors it 
contained the necropornographic potential of the female cadaver images 
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by presenting them soberly and mournfully in the context of narratives 
that for the first time placed a female detective at the center of a hard-
boiled television crime series and explicitly denounced the complicity of a 
male detective in the sexual exploitation of one of the victims, a prosti-
tute. The realistic presentation of the victims’ lacerated, discolored and 
decomposed bodies, in conjunction with the authoritative presence of the 
hard-nosed female investigator, effectively precludes the possibility of 
pornographic exploitation. Whereas Prime Suspect, written by Lynda La 
Plante, “set new precedents regarding the parameters of the female inves-
tigator’s role” (Jermyn “Women” 48), Charlotte Brunsdon observes that 
by focusing on “rape, torture and serial killing with a graphic display of 
bodies” (232), particularly “images of mutilated female bodies” (234), it 
also contributed to the increasing and troublesome fascination in tele-
vised police dramas with “staring at bodies” (242) and above all “muti-
lated female bodies” (242). As we shall see below, Prime Suspect’s 
successors retained and developed its grisly crime scene and forensic 
imagery while largely abandoning the soberly feminist framing. As Jermyn 
states, “ever-more explicit images of victims […] played for cheap shock 
value” now form the “cornerstone of much contemporary crime drama” 
(37), and female detectives or forensic scientists are employed plainly to 
legitimize necropornographic enterprises. The closest successor to Prime 
Suspect is perhaps BBC’s Silent Witness, which debuted in 1996, and as of 
this writing, it is still attracting millions of viewers internationally in its 
twenty-first season. But the definitive globalization of the forensic science 
drama was accomplished by US producers.

Few readers of this book will be unfamiliar with the CBS television 
series CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, which premiered in 2000 and which 
has gone on to spawn numerous spin-offs and imitations.3 CSI is the 
 flagship of a sprawling subgenre of crime dramas that film scholar Thomas 
Doherty dubbed “forensic noir” and that was defined, for him, “two 
obsessions: a superstitious faith in better detecting through chemistry and 
a ghoulish relish in the rituals of medical dissection” (15). The commercial 
success of this subgenre has been massive and global: five times in a period 
of seven years (2006–2012), CSI received awards for being the most 
widely watched dramatic television series in the world (“Game of Thrones,” 
Bill Gorman). Toward the end of this period, Harper’s Magazine calcu-
lated that eight of the ten most popular prime-time dramas on US televi-
sion regularly featured cadavers (“Harper’s Index” 15). The cultural 
influence of CSI has been so vast that it is widely credited with sparking a 
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boom of interest in forensic science courses among high school and col-
lege students, to which colleges and universities have responded by creat-
ing hundreds of new degree and certificate programs both in the United 
States and the United Kingdom (Michael Alison Chandler; Penfold- 
Mounce 20; Steenberg 118).

Another “CSI effect” has been widely discussed in the legal field, with 
reports that criminals familiar with the television dramas are leaving cleaner 
crime scenes and that trial jurors who watch them are tending to exagger-
ate both their own understanding of forensic scientific techniques and 
their expectations of the capacity of forensic science to produce conclusive 
evidence in criminal cases (Campbell 319, Cavender and Deutsch 78–9; 
Steenberg 101–24). The global projection of these television programs is 
also reflected in their appearance as explicit references in Spanish-language 
fiction such as Clark’s aforementioned KRTM Snuff murder and Mexican 
writer Fabrizio Mejía Madrid’s “El efecto Smellville” (2007), in which the 
invention of an enhanced form of television that reproduces olfactory as 
well as visual and aural stimuli allows the protagonist and his girlfriend to 
feel more fully present in the autopsy room as they watch “Crime Scene 
Investigators. Siesay, pues” (224). Although the stench of cadavers in the 
protagonist’s apartment immediately attracts a fly, provokes complaints 
from a neighbor and makes his girlfriend wretch, a technological adjust-
ment subsequently allows them to moderate the smells, and they are sub-
sequently fascinated, fixating on the necropornographic nucleus of the 
spectacle: “the moment when they made the first puncture in the cadaver 
of a woman who’d been murdered and raped—in that order” (225).

The forensic-science-themed television drama thus constitutes the cul-
mination of the narrative tradition I have described in this book, and a 
primary example of Néstor García Canclini’s trend toward “morbid 
 spectacularity” in global mass culture. It also exemplifies, I would suggest, 
the “reality hunger” of global television audiences who perceive cadavers 
as forbidding yet fascinating emblems of “realness.” As various critics have 
noted, while the narrative formula and investigative procedures at the 
heart of the three CSI series derive fairly directly from the original modern 
detective fiction of Edgar Allen Poe (Parke), their most distinctive trait is 
an emphasis on the infallible authority of science (Turow 55). In general, 
writes Lyndsay Steenberg, the “forensic sub-genre” reassures viewers 
“that no criminal act goes untraced—and thus unpunished” (123), in an 
implicit affirmation of a panoptic regime of scientific state surveillance. 
Thus, the tried and true conservative genre formula is merely refreshed by 
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the fetishization of state-of-the-art forensic scientific techniques (e.g. 
DNA analysis) and a novel televisual treatment of the cadavers, especially 
through digital simulations of endoscopic camera views known as “CSI 
shots.”4 Karen Lury proposes that in these digitally created “snap-zoom” 
shots, “produced via a mixture of prosthetics, slow-motion capture pho-
tography and CGI” (53), “the camera seemingly travels into the body via 
a range of different orifices” (53), simulating “an almost pornographic 
penetration” (54). CSI’s bold and graphic presentation of badly degraded 
corpses, its visual simulation of invasive exploratory techniques and the 
scientists’ hard-boiled banter about their work contrast sharply with the 
relative discretion of an earlier generation of television forensic science 
dramas such as Diagnosis: Unknown (CBS 1960), the Canadian Wojek 
(CBC 1966–1968) and Quincy, M.E. [Medical Examiner] (NBC 
1976–1983).

CSI’s investment in the necropornographic tradition emerges clearly 
in a range of published critiques, which merit mention here as 
 reinforcements of the scheme I have developed throughout this book. 
In Susan Tait’s view, CSI’s ostensible focus on scientific techniques and 
procedures that invariably produce “The Truth” (“Autoptic Vision” 48) 
about a given crime serves as a justification for an even more primordial 
factor in the show’s success, which she calls “the performance of a 
Gothic eroticism” and the construction of a “necrophilic gaze” autho-
rized by “the conceit that a rational [scientific] imperative frames our 
looking” (“Autoptic Vision” 46). In other words, the show’s pretention 
to scientific edification or pedagogy displaces or conceals the viewer’s 
prurient pleasure in viewing cadavers (“Autoptic Vision” 49, 50). Elke 
Weissmann and Karen Boyle describe scientific discussion of corporeal 
evidence by predominantly male scientists in CSI’s many morgue scenes 
as an “alibi for the viewer’s voyeurism” (93), and Steenberg follows 
their lead in arguing that the framing of gore by “tabloid forensic sci-
ence […] provides an excuse to gaze at the female corpse” (166) and 
“offers permission to indulge in voyeuristic pleasure at seeing the human 
body ripped apart first by crime and then by science” (85). Foltyn labels 
this aspect of the show’s appeal as “corpse porn,” which she defines as 
follows: “Designed to highlight the body’s sexuality as well as its decom-
position, corpse porn […] transforms the dead body in theatrical ways, 
while titillating the audience with information about sexual sadism and 
inclinations such as autoerotic asphyxiation” (166). At the conclusion of 
a very detailed analysis of CSI’s visual rhetoric, Karen Lury argues that 
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it is not only the show’s narrative themes, but also its visual techniques 
and style that are pornographic. The show’s imagery, Lury writes, 
“verges on the obscene [when it] reveal[s] things that are gruesome and 
disgusting or explicitly sexual” (56), while a stylistic device such as the 
“CSI shot” connotes porn’s ejaculatory “money shot” (56). 
“Pornography,” Lurie concludes, “if not always explicit within any one 
storyline, does seem to me to imbue the visual aesthetic of the show in 
general” (56).

The pornographic qualities and affinities of the series have also been 
described at length by other critics such as Wiessmann and Boyle, who 
refer “not only to the penetrating camera and its graphic exposure of 
bodily injury and decay, but also […] to the equation of maximum visibil-
ity with ‘truth’” (102). Like pornography, they argue, CSI emphasizes 
carnality and strives to produce corporeal reactions in the spectator 
through techniques such as the gory CSI shot and the aural reproduction 
of “the squelching, slurping, gushing sounds made when [the body] is 
opened, penetrated, dissected” (94). Deborah Jermyn likewise notes the 
affinity of CSI with pornography and horror film (“body genres” as 
defined by Linda Williams and Carol Clover) in its “fascination with 
exploring and exposing a ‘gross’ corporeality, revealing the liquids, the 
mucus, the organs that constitute our bodies” and its drive “to render the 
interior visible” (“Body Matters” 88). Citing examples from CSI and 
competing crime dramas such as Medium and Law & Order: Criminal 
Intent, Foltyn provides a succinct summary of the “corpse porn” formula 
and of the gender roles it enforces:

In the fiction worlds of CSI and its clones, the sexualized corpse is a stock 
character as is the murdering sexual sadist […]. The forensics teams of crime 
dramas are usually sexy men and women, who invite our eyes to linger on 
them as well as the passive beautiful, or once beautiful, dead bodies lying 
mute on morgue slabs waiting for the medical examiner to open them up. 
While gazing at the bodies, forensic experts and detectives discuss penile 
implants, missing nipples, S&M lash marks, tattoos, and intimate piercings. 
[…] The corpse porn star just as the sex porn star is most often a female, not 
only because of the long discussed patriarchal oppression of woman and the 
control of mass media by men but because of woman’s closer association 
with birth, sex, death, depravity, and dirt (Beauvoir, 1974; Douglas, 1966). 
[…] [S]tereotypical constructions of femininity continue to mark women as 
victims and men as criminals; and in following with this formula, corpse 
porn killers are usually men. (167)
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Following Foltyn, David P. Pierson has also noted that CSI “focus[es] a 
preponderance of its episodic narratives on eccentric and unusual human 
sexual behavior” (201 n4) and insists on a general association between 
unnatural death and sexual activity. “C.S.I. investigators often encounter 
nude or partially clothed bodies of victims who have recently had sexual 
relations,” writes Pierson (192), and these bodies are very often presented 
as young or otherwise sexually interesting: those of promiscuous high 
school or college students or of older adults who participate in nonnorma-
tive sexual activities, such as swingers, strippers and prostitutes. Like much 
successful mainstream television entertainment, CSI thus combines erotic 
sensationalism with what Pierson calls “a morally conservative stance 
toward sexuality by repeatedly showing the violent death and implicit pun-
ishment of men and women involved in nonmainstream sexual activities 
outside the bounds of bourgeois marriage” (193). The setting of the orig-
inal CSI series in Las Vegas provides endless opportunities for plots involv-
ing showgirls, as in “Empty Eyes” (season 7 episode 18), in which six 
showgirl roommates are found in their home with their throats slit, 
prompting repeated inclusion throughout the episode of shots of their 
well-toned, bloody cadavers lying bound and gagged and clad only in 
camisoles and underpants. Knife wounds on their throats and abdomens, 
as well as stitched autopsy incisions and a Cesarean scar, are shown in 
close-up during morgue scenes, while the principal target of the attack 
(the blonde) is revealed to have been raped and two of the other victims 
to have had sex shortly before their deaths.

In his technical analysis of CSI’s aesthetic strategies, Pierson points out 
that the show eroticizes cadavers both in the filming of crime scenes and 
autopsy scenes and in the links it establishes between the presentation of 
the cadavers and the depiction of prior sexual activities:

In autopsy scenes, the camera often promotes an erotic gaze by lingering on 
the victim’s nude corpse, usually a female, as it is laid out on the examination 
table. Although these corpses may be seen in a de-eroticized setting―
under the clinical lights of an autopsy room―the audience can make 
inferences back to the erotic, sexual activities surrounding their deaths. 
(192)

Pierson also argues that CSI constructs a forensic gaze tainted with sadistic 
voyeurism particularly in its use of extreme close-ups of cadavers during 
autopsy and in its extensive use of invasive, digitally simulated endoscopic 
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camera shots (193). I would cite as a notable example of this sensibility an 
invasive shot sequence that occurs in “Slaves of Las Vegas,” immediately 
after CSI supervisors Grissom and Willows discuss the puzzling contrast 
between the murder victim’s scars, indicating that she has been beaten on 
a regular basis, and her otherwise carefully groomed appearance:

[Grissom] Manicured fingernails, manicured toenails. Perfect teeth, Hair.
[Willows] Not to mention some serious breast augmentation. That is not 

a Tijuana boob job. Those puppies are top-of-the-line. (9:53)

These flippant and unprofessional comments (“breast […] boob […] pup-
pies”) are followed immediately by a penetrative sequence of shots that 
runs so quickly that it is necessary to pause the program to discern them: 
first a close-up of the victim’s naked breasts (which do not appear unusu-
ally large or artificially augmented), then a close-up of a single breast, then 
an extreme close-up of a nipple, dissolving into computer-generated shots 
of internal breast tissue and finally a breast implant bearing a serial num-
ber. This visual simulacrum of anatomical penetration of the breast (surely 
the organ most definitive of femininity in mass-media iconography, given 
the invisibility of the historically definitive uterus) is, again, typical of the 
“CSI shots” that distinguish the visual style of the world’s most popular 
scripted drama, initially broadcast in prime-time on US terrestrial network 
television. As Joanne Clarke notes, this episode’s prolonged autopsy scene, 
lasting two minutes and thirty-eight seconds, featuring fully if very fleet-
ingly exposed female breasts and performed under “blue light and accom-
panied by moody instrumental jazz” (100), seems to have surpassed in 
2001 the limit of tolerance for US prime-time network television necrop-
ornography, as CBS received numerous viewer complaints about it.

Although male corpses are also, as both Foltyn and Pierson acknowl-
edge, exhibited and dissected on these shows, white female victims are 
prized and represented on television as an erotic preference and in clear 
disproportion to their actual rates of victimization in US society. Elke 
Weissmann calculates that male victims constituted 57.5% of victims in 
early seasons of the CSI franchise (Weissmann and Boyle 95), but she fails 
to note that this is significantly lower than the actual predominance of 
male victims in real homicides committed in the United States and inter-
nationally. As sociologist Scott Bonn documents, white females consti-
tuted only 13% of homicide victims in the United States in 2013, and all 
women constituted only 23% of murder victims between 1980 and 2008. 
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Media representations perpetuate the myth that white females are the 
demographic group “at greatest risk of becoming murder victims” (Bonn 
n.p.) when official crime statistics indicate that they are in fact the least 
likely. In television crime dramas generally, victims are “predominantly 
female” and their corpses are “consistently arranged in a stylized position 
that is reminiscent of pornography” (Penfold-Mounce 27). In Bonn’s 
view, US news and entertainment media “prioritize and promote stories 
involving pretty, white, female murder victims” for discernible commercial 
and sociological reasons: “an attractive, young, white, female murder vic-
tim evokes great interest, concern and sympathy among the general pub-
lic. High viewership by the public leads to increased advertising revenue 
for television networks” (n.p.). In the United States as elsewhere, only a 
small percentage of female homicide victims are killed by strangers (12% in 
the United States between 1980 and 2008), but as we have seen through-
out this book, the cultural fantasy of the random attack on a desirable 
young female body and its opening and dismemberment by sex murderers 
and forensic examiners has constituted one of the engines of modern 
crime fiction ever since Poe unleashed his orangutan.

Echoing Foltyn, Tait provides abundant and detailed evidence of CSI’s 
cultivation of “morbid eroticism” (“Autoptic Gaze” 50). “Victims on 
CSI,” she writes, “frequently meet their end in violently eroticized con-
texts such as being smothered during sex, while watching a peep show, 
following rape, to conceal incest, in the course of sex work or upon discov-
ery during a three-way of an unexpected penis” (“Autoptic Vision” 52). 
Tait analyses two episodes in particular: the first, a November 2001 epi-
sode of the original CSI (“Slaves of Las Vegas,” season 2 episode 8), cen-
ters on the nude cadaver of a Las Vegas dominatrix found buried in the 
sand of children’s playground and then autopsied in a scene that repeat-
edly and prominently shows her bare buttocks and breasts; the second, an 
April 2003 episode of CSI Miami (“Spring Break,” season 1 episode 21), 
is set during the bacchanal of spring break in Miami, where the bikini-clad 
body of a young female student is found with a broken neck, then inspected 
by a forensic pathologist at the morgue while still wearing the bikini, and 
later revealed to have been sexually penetrated after she died (“Autoptic 
Vision” 52–3). To emphasize the global mainstreaming of “morbid spec-
tacularity” and Tait’s “necrophilic gaze,” I will reiterate that these epi-
sodes ran in the early seasons of what would become the world’s most 
popular scripted television dramas, and that they were broadcast on ter-
restrial television during prime-time on CBS, one of the United States’s 
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three traditional networks, which charged corporate advertisers an average 
of $280,043 for a 30-second spot during the 2002–2003 season of CSI 
Miami (Elliott, n.p.). The advertisers’ dollars were well spent inasmuch as 
an average of 25.6 million Americans, or nearly 9% of the US population, 
watched the initial broadcast of each CSI episode in 2003 (Pierson 184). 
The show’s high revenues correspond to its high capital investment in 
production technology, including the “prestige” format of 35 mm, crane 
shots and high-end postproduction processes that allow the show to attain 
a “cinematic palette and texture” (Lury 46).

The construction of the corpse as an erotic object is exemplified time 
and again in the various CSI series. “After the Show” (CSI season 4 epi-
sode 8) fictionalizes the real murder of a model and former NFL cheer-
leader and features the disinterment of an unrealistically beautiful and 
intact naked, blonde and manicured cadaver and a female investigator who 
refers defensively to “pictures of [the victim’s] vagina plastered all over the 
screen” of the lab computer (a prospect with which the scriptwriters may 
entice the viewers but which the episode of course cannot deliver). Morbid 
eroticization also operates in CSI in more casual moments, such as when a 
forensic examiner announces that a female cadaver is not wearing under-
wear after shining a flashlight up her skirt, or that a glimpse at the pubic 
hair of another cadaver confirms that she is a natural blonde (Tait “Autoptic 
Vision” 53). This latter revelation recycles, of course, a lurid deduction 
famously introduced by Mickey Spillane and reiterated, as we have seen, 
by Ed McBain and Andreu Martín. Joanne Clarke Dillman, who reads CSI 
as a prime example of a problematic proliferation of dead female bodies in 
film and television in the twenty-first century, notes the show’s repeated 
emphasis on the disposability of women, as in its visual compositions insis-
tently associating women with trash: “women in garbage bags, with gar-
bage bags over their heads, and in garbage cans, dumpsters, and garbage 
dumps” (91). Similarly, she notes, several episodes show far more interest 
in the characterization and motives of male killers than in the characteriza-
tion of female victims who remain “the object[s] of someone else’s narra-
tive: the killer’s narrative” (101). Dillman’s thesis is that in CSI and similar 
shows and films, the insistent spectacularization of female cadavers ulti-
mately function as anti-feminist discipline of viewing publics and that epi-
sodes such as those I have described are “instances of the dominant 
culture’s essentially conservative counterbalance to the perception of 
women’s increasing power in the real world” (103). Gestures toward the 
dramatization of female agency, for example, in the inclusion of female 
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investigators, are insufficient, Dillman argues, to arrest the cumulative 
effects of serial reliance on the spectacle of sexualized and brutalized 
female cadavers as a sadistic narrative premise, which normalizes gendered 
violence and implicitly attributes it to the disturbance of traditional patri-
archal order (84, 89, 106). In her interpretation, “graphic deaths by sex-
ual violence and the aftereffects of this violence on the woman’s body 
visually nullify the agency gained by other powerful women figures within 
the story space” (7), and “the reinstatement of order at the end of a show 
by the swift killing [or arrest] of a perpetrator is an obligatory, inadequate 
gesture; it does not compensate the viewer for the traumas the images [of 
violated bodies] have enacted” (93), since those traumas carry the funda-
mental disciplinary message of the fiction.

Dillman’s reading coincides with a critique by Emily Nussbaum of 
another prime-time crime series, NBC’s Law & Order: Special Victims 
Unit (1999–present), which specializes in cases of sexual violence. 
Nussbaum writes that this program “waver[s] uneasily between PSA 
 [public service announcement] and pornography. Cinematic sex has always 
worked that way: when you record something, you create a fantasy. At its 
greasiest, ‘SVU’ becomes a string of rape fantasies, justified by healing tru-
isms” (“Trauma Queen” 108). Dillman’s reading complements Tait’s cen-
tral explanation of CSI’s tremendous popular appeal while also echoing 
the theses of Dunant and Ladenson cited in my previous chapters: the 
series invites and indulges the necrophilic gaze but then sanctions, dis-
places or “rehabilitates” it by refocusing the viewer’s attention on the 
ostensibly dispassionate scientific production of a definitive truth that will 
ensure punishment of guilty parties within the fiction. This interplay 
between transgressive and law-affirming energies, between indulging the 
audience’s prurient desires and fantasies of gender dominance and then 
absolving the audience of responsibility for its indulgence, has also been 
identified by critics as fundamental to the appeal of modern crime fiction, 
and I have already shown that scenes very similar to those critiqued by 
Dillman and Tait have appeared in classical detective fiction since the nine-
teenth century and, with greater explicitness, in hard-boiled crime fiction 
for at least the last eighty years.

It is my contention that in forensic science television dramas, the dis-
turbing and transgressive “pleasures of the autopsic gaze” (Campbell 316) 
thrive as a response to what David Shield calls reality hunger, as viewers 
steeped in televisual simulacra seize upon images of cadavers and anatomi-
cal inspection that point like signposts toward some dimly intuited, desired 
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and dreaded extrasimulacral “real.” Modern codes for the evocation and 
containment of transgressive pleasures, eventually including those of the 
“autopsic gaze,” were invented especially in English-language crime litera-
ture in the mid-nineteenth century and they have been refined more 
recently in that literature’s abundant televisual derivatives. The original 
codes have been well known in Spanish-speaking countries for approxi-
mately a century and a half, and in this study I have traced the origin of 
the autopsic gaze in particular back to a novel considered by some to be 
the first work of modern crime fiction written in Spanish, in 1877. From 
there, I traced a divergence from both the classical model and from the 
literary and ideological premises of contemporary English-language fic-
tions such as CSI and Prime Suspect, especially in countries where homi-
cidal violence is far more pervasive than in the United States or Britain.

During the years in which I have researched this book, femicide, female 
cadavers and snuff plots have also proliferated beyond CSI-style forensic 
medical series to anchor all manner of prime-time television dramas, as I 
have only begun to document here. Currently, a series as prestigious as 
HBO’s Game of Thrones (2011 to present) presents frankly necroporno-
graphic tableaux including one in which a prostitute, previously depicted 
as one of the primary objects of male desire in the series, dies when a 
wicked king ties her to a bed and shoots her repeatedly with a crossbow 
(“The Climb”). A luxuriously composed medium-long shot shows the 
dead woman hanging decoratively by her hands clad only in a transparent 
negligée, arrows piercing her crotch, abdomen and breast. Viewers of 
CBS’s CSI had to wait only until episode eight of season three to see an 
episode titled “Snuff” in which a pornographic actress with AIDS is mur-
dered while being filmed. Comparable spectacles now abound in other 
expensive “prestige” television productions. In the first season of 
Westworld (HBO 2016), the most individuated of the show’s female robot 
prostitute characters seductively incites a male client to strangle her to 
“death” during sex with her, so that she can return to a repair facility to 
speak with the technicians who maintain her (“The Adversary”). The 
Game of Thrones episode featuring the pierced prostitute was the most 
widely viewed original cable show in the United States on the night it 
aired, drawing five and a half million viewers (“Sunday Cable Ratings,” 
n.p.), while the Westworld episode drew more than 1.6 million viewers. 
Westworld was the highest- rated first season of any HBO series 
(“Westworld,” n.p.), and it received twenty-two Emmy Award nomina-
tions. We are constantly reminded of Ladenson’s observation, cited in 
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Chap. 4, that nearly all popular entertainment promotes enjoyment of 
eroticized violence against women while absolving the viewer of guilt by 
also depicting the punishment of aggressors and rapists such as the wicked 
king in Game of Thrones. I cite these examples from US television dramas 
because of their massive international audiences and the massive scale of 
the capital invested in them and generated by them. Each episode of 
Westworld is reported to have cost, on average, approximately $10 million 
to produce, and the scale of capital investment demonstrates perhaps better 
than any single other fact the mainstream acceptability of presenting sexual 
murder as prime-time erotic fantasy. In Chap. 4 I surveyed literary itera-
tions of exactly the type of crime depicted in Westworld, which also lies, of 
course, at the heart of 2666: fatal strangulation of a woman during sexual 
intercourse (usually rape) to enhance the pleasure of a male aggressor.

To conclude my overview of televisual “corpse porn,” I will cite only 
one other example of the currency of snuff fictions on mainstream televi-
sion. Attempting to compete in the heavily saturated international market 
of television crime dramas, the BBC introduced the series Ripper Street in 
2012. The series’s pilot episode, “I Need Light,” first broadcast in the 
United Kingdom on December 30 of that year and in the United States 
on January 19, 2013, is set in London in 1889, where the detectives who 
have recently pursued Jack the Ripper encounter another similar murder 
(“They found a tart […]. She’s been ripped,” at 3:03). The pilot episode 
exploits this well-worn pretext in order to display the mutilated corpse of 
a prostitute, as it is stripped for autopsy and inspection by a surgeon and 
three policemen (“Get her naked, Sergeant Drake,” at 10:01). Somewhat 
more unusually, the episode provides an extraordinary confirmation of the 
enduring and transnational appeal of the fantasy of snuff pornography. 
The surgeon’s autopsy report on the murdered woman is nearly identical 
to so many of those reproduced in 2666, finding that she was killed by 
strangulation, as indicated by a broken hyoid bone, either during or imme-
diately after sex (“she had been serviced recently and vigorously,” at 
19:40). In the studio of a “smut” photographer, detectives then discover 
a photograph of the victim being mounted by a man who is strangling her 
with a leash, a photo that is shown repeatedly throughout the duration of 
the episode, along with what appear to be real historical photographs of 
Jack the Ripper’s victims. In the final minutes, the sex murderer shows 
another potential victim a movie of the same strangulation scene, depict-
ing the duration of the killing, which we as viewers of Ripper Street are also 
invited to watch. Thus, the BBC would have us imagine that the movie 
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camera was invented six years before the historical presentation of the 
Lumière brothers’ cinematograph in Paris, by pornographers who wished 
to record the sexual murder of women. As the lead detective begins to 
understand how a cinematic film strip might work, he marvels at the impli-
cations of being able to make the still strangulation photograph move and 
thus “be real” (at 44:20). In the episode’s climax, policemen race to save 
another bare-breasted prostitute as she is raped and strangled by the mur-
derer on an outdoor set while a cameraman films. The detectives arrive 
just in time to kill the sex murderer, revive the woman and absolve us 
implicitly of our voyeuristic participation in the proceedings. For good 
measure, the criminal cameraman sets both himself and his camera alight, 
perhaps signifying the BBC’s belated disavowal of its own necroporno-
graphic pandering.

The BBC’s revival of the Ripper story returns us, of course, to that first 
episode of Kolchak which I cited at the very beginning of this book as a 
milder, mainstream manifestation of what I have defined throughout as 
the necropornographic impulse. In the intervening decades, entire mass- 
media fiction genres (e.g. giallo and slasher films) have arisen to fetishize 
the serial murder of sexualized women. As an outgrowth of that trend, 
explicit depictions of snuff pornography in feature films and television dra-
mas are now commonplace, and Ripper Street would seem to signal 
acknowledgment by one of the world’s foremost national broadcasters 
that necropornography is a key to the international market, and that snuff, 
even in fictional form, represents the cutting edge of necropornography.5 
In a review describing Ripper Street as “little more than a hackneyed pro-
totype CSI” (n.p.) Guardian television critic Stuart Heritage denounced 
the BBC series for its “assumption that literally every single female living 
in London in 1889 was a cleavage-waggling prostitute with ‘Hurry Up 
and Murder Me’ daubed across their foreheads” (n.p.) adding that the 
actresses playing living female characters in the show are given little more 
to do than those who have “been covered in prosthetic scars and told to 
hold their breath and lie on a slab” (n.p.). While Ripper Street is unusually 
frank in its anachronistic dramatization of snuff pornography, it merely 
plays on the trend described throughout this book, and summarized by 
Emily Nussbaum in her comments on The Fall, a serial killer drama pro-
duced by BBC 2 and Ireland’s RTÉ: “the visuals double, with provocative 
ambiguity, as drama and pornography: conventionally pretty young white 
females, splayed and bound, or sprawled on slabs” (“Clue” 80). Sarah 
Manoff summarizes the premise of The Fall in similar terms: “a serial killer 
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is targeting young professional women and then meticulously posing their 
bodies as post-factum pornography” (77). To reiterate, we refer here not 
to underground smut or judicial evidence from a sex-crime prosecution, 
but to the content of internationally distributed entertainment programs 
produced by the national public service broadcasters of the United 
Kingdom and Ireland.

In other less regulated realms of global audiovisual culture, the nasty 
proposition underlying Ripper Street and other coy mainstream “meta- 
snuff” is given much freer reign. Japan, a country with one of the world’s 
lowest murder rates, also produces some of the world’s most explicit and 
gory fictional snuff. Japanese shot-on-video movies such as Za Ginipiggu: 
Akuma No Jikken (Guinea Pig: Devil’s Experiment dir. Satoru Ogura, 
1985) and its sequel present extremely gory scenes of torture and dis-
memberment of naked women, and they were marketed in packages 
designed to suggest that they depicted genuine crimes. The package for 
the first film bore no production credits, but only a blurb touting the 
product and summarizing its visual content as follows:

[S]emi-documentary film about a human lab-rat … a super-real raw movie 
[in which] 3 men torture a woman—is this an experiment? […] violence—
screaming—intolerance—cruelty—horror … abuse, one hundred slaps, 
kicking, facial disfigurement, bleeding from the mouth, horrible pain … 
boiling oil poured onto arms, limbs mutilated, maggots in blisters, guts, 
insane screams, fingernails ripped off, eyeballs pierced by a pin (quoted in 
Hunter 145).

These staged fictional horrors, however, are surpassed by the content of 
the first Japanese entries in the “shockumentary” genre of compilation 
videos featuring footage of real deaths and atrocities. In at least eight 
installments, the Death Women series of the 1990s presented for home- 
video consumption images of “the mutilated, murdered or mangled 
corpses of females ranging in age from infancy upward. Victims of homi-
cidal rape, drowning, gunshot murder/suicide, earthquake, incineration, 
stabbing, traffic accidents, plane crashes and other fatal traumas are exam-
ined in unflinching detail” (Hunter 155). Autopsies of women figure 
prominently, as reflected by the VHS cassette cover design of Death 
Women II, which features four autopsy photos, the most prominent of 
them showing a young woman’s chest being split open as her breast falls 
to one side. As Jack Hunter observes in his study of extreme Japanese 
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cinema, erratic local censorship norms are reflected in digital masking of 
the genitals of some of the devastated cadavers, even as the images are 
marketed for blatantly pornographic ends (157).

the stranGest thinG on earth

Sigmund Freud once explained sadism as an exaggeration of “an element 
of aggressiveness” in human sexuality whose “biological significance […] 
seems to lie in the need for overcoming the resistance of the sexual object 
by means other than the process of wooing” (quoted in Silverman 33–4). 
Since Freud, necrophilia has often been theorized by other psychiatrists as 
a development of sadism whose objective was to procure “a sex object that 
could be subjugated absolutely” (Krafft-Ebing cited in Burg 243), “an 
unresisting and unrejecting partner” (Rosman and Resnick 158). In 1973, 
Erich Fromm posited “hate against women” as one of the “essential ele-
ments of necrophilia” (345), and more recent clinical research indicates 
that 92% of true necrophiles are male (Rosman and Resnick 156). For at 
least some necrophiles, then, violation of a female corpse signifies “total 
domination of man over woman,” to quote a male teacher who murdered 
a ten-year-old girl and repeatedly had sex with her cadaver (quoted in 
Stein et al. 444). While clinical cases of necrophilia are considered rare in 
real life, necrophilic fantasy pervades the fictional corpus I have described 
in this book, and it too, like clinically defined necrophilia, prizes “a feeling 
of total control over a [helpless, unresisting] sexual partner” (Rosman and 
Resnick 159). In contrast with credibly feminist text such as Prime Suspect, 
the majority of the novels and stories I studied in my prior chapters culti-
vate variations of a necropornographic fantasy in which the female cadaver 
functions as a perfectly inert and receptive object for the male gaze, male 
desire and male sexual aggression.

To contextualize these fictional fantasies, we might ask: how pervasive 
in public life are male fantasies of imposing sexual contact on less powerful 
or indeed defenseless female bodies, and how commonly do men mock 
women and boast of abusing them to affirm their virility in the eyes of 
other men? The president of my country, currently ranked by Forbes 
Magazine as the world’s second most powerful person, was elected despite 
the publication of an audio recording of him bragging in a private conver-
sation with a lesser scion of the Bush dynasty of groping women’s genitals 
without their consent. While I was first drafting this conclusion, then for-
mer and now again current Chilean president Sebastián Piñera (Harvard 
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Economics Ph.D., billionaire businessman and former owner of a national 
terrestrial television network) was reported to have concluded his appear-
ance at a reelection campaign rally in the city of Linares with a joke 
addressed to the male members of his audience. “Well, guys,” Piñera 
crowed, “I’ve just received a suggestion for a very entertaining game. It’s 
very simple: all the women get on the floor and play dead, and all of us get 
on top of them and make lively. [se hacen las muertas, y todos nosotros 
nos tiramos encima y nos hacemos los vivos] What do you think, guys?” 
(quoted in Montes). The joke was quickly condemned by many Chileans, 
including other presidential candidates and then sitting president Michelle 
Bachelet, as a mockery of rape and gender violence, while others inter-
preted it as a perfect and spontaneous manifestation of an enduring 
machista culture at the highest levels of power in a country that is both 
Latin America’s wealthiest per capita and that was until very recently one 
of six in the world (counting Vatican City as a country) that outlawed 
abortion under any circumstances.

In the Philippines, current president Rodrigo Duterte (already men-
tioned in a note to Chap. 4 here for his more recent order to shoot female 
rebels in the vagina) lost no ground in his successful presidential campaign 
in April 2016 when he joked about having seen the corpse of Jacqueline 
Hamill, an Australian lay minister and missionary, after she was kidnapped, 
gang-raped and murdered while Duterte was mayor of Davao City: “I was 
angry because she was raped, that’s one thing. But she was so beautiful, 
the mayor should have been first. What a waste” (Travis M. Andrews n.p.). 
Duterte was not only mayor of the city in which Hamill was killed, but 
also a lawyer and a former city prosecutor. In 2006, after then Israeli presi-
dent and now convicted sex criminal Moshe Katsav was first publicly 
accused of raping and sexually assaulting female subordinates, a Russian 
newspaper quoted Vladimir Putin (currently ranked by Forbes Magazine as 
the world’s most powerful person) as joking at the Kremlin with a group 
of Russian and Israeli diplomats including Israeli Prime Minister Ehud 
Olmert: “He raped 10 women. I never expected it from him. He surprised 
all of us. We all envy him” (quoted in Myers n.p.). Putin’s interlocutors 
reportedly laughed in response. Notwithstanding Donald Trump’s well- 
known personal affection for the murderous autocrats Putin and Duterte, 
Russia, Israel, the Philippines, Chile and the United States are countries 
that would seem to have relatively little in common culturally other than 
the fact that their current or recent presidents agree in private (and some-
times in public) that it is amusing for men, and especially powerful men, 
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to impose their sexual will on women violently and against the women’s 
volition. Fictional scenes in which male characters ogle, grope, violate and 
dismember sexualized female cadavers represent an extreme version of this 
male fantasy of female disempowerment, but one very widely tolerated 
and commercialized in global media culture.

In this book I have surveyed some two dozen novels and a lesser num-
ber of short stories and television programs that deal with cadavers in 
extremely diverse ways. At the most general level and especially in my 
central corpus of Spanish American and Spanish works, I have distin-
guished two types of literary fictions. I have dealt primarily with novels and 
stories that rely on the prefabricated imaginative and intellectual crutches 
of the crime genre in order to divert diegetic encounters with death into 
familiar investigative detours, resulting in narrative conclusions that are 
usually predictable in their neat closure and almost entirely irrelevant to 
real-world experiences of homicidal violence in much of contemporary 
Spanish America. In the historically masculinist and misogynist hard-
boiled crime formula, one of the primary strategies for managing the 
threat of abjection and death incarnated in the corpse operates, as Elisabeth 
Bronfen so perceptively noted with respect to other representations of the 
dead female body in Western culture, by “localising death away from the 
[implicitly male] self, at the body of a beautiful woman […] to repress 
[the] knowledge of death” (xiii). From a psychoanalytic perspective, 
Bronfen has argued that in Western cultural representations the maternal 
body “assumes the status of trope for death because she recalls the position 
anterior to life so immediately connected with her body” (32). Recalling 
from my first chapter Kristeva’s complementary theory of the abject, we 
may propose that crime fiction labors perpetually “solve” the two perma-
nent enigmas signaled by Freud and to banish the abject, that force which 
“simultaneously beseeches and pulverizes the subject” (Kristeva 50). The 
original and final debt of each subject to the abject, however, guarantees 
the futility of that labor and thus stokes, as we have seen, its serial impetus. 
In classical hard-boiled fiction (Latimer, Storme) and its contemporary 
derivations, including the narco-novel, this evasive operation gives rise to 
an indefatigably popular form of morbid and sensational amusement that 
I have here called necropornography, which includes not only the literary 
construction of idealized female cadavers as objects of male desire, visual 
pleasure and scorn, but also the depiction of sexual murder (most typically 
the fatal strangulation of a woman during sexual intercourse) as a supreme 
sadistic achievement. The necropornographic fantasy fuels some of the 
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world’s most popular mass entertainments and culminates, in my reading, 
with the “mainstreaming” of the snuff fantasy, exemplified not only in the 
novels I discussed in Chap. 4 and this chapter, but also in internationally 
distributed, capital-intensive television series such as CBS’s CSI, HBO’s 
Westworld and the BBC’s Ripper Street.

In contraposition to this necropornographic race-to-the-bottom, where 
“snuff literature” competes with photographic and digital media techno-
logically better suited to the simulation (and actual recording) of snuff 
spectacles, I have also discussed Bolaño’s 2666 at length as a definitive 
critique of the snuff aesthetic inherent in the “morbid spectacularity” of 
our mass-media culture, and as a brilliant reworking of crime fiction tropes 
and mechanisms to convey the scale and gravity of contemporary femi-
cide. The cadaver serves, as we recall from the introduction, as the myste-
rious kernel of the classical detective story, since it is also “the strangest 
thing on earth” (quoted in Laqueur 349), in the words of a US judge who 
contemplated its legal status in the nineteenth century. As I explore in 
another project, other major novelists such as Pío Baroja, Juan Marsé, 
Manuel Puig, Gabriel García Márquez, Fernando Vallejo, Liliana Heer 
and Cristina Rivera Garza have also reworked the mechanics of narrative 
itself to convey creatively both the disorienting force of subject’s encoun-
ter with a cadaver and the psychological trauma inflicted by violence. In 
contrast to the rote “solutions” of classical detective fiction, theirs are 
novels that can make us understand something of the force of the mass 
violence associated with historical events such as the Spanish Civil War, the 
last Argentinean dictatorship or Colombia’s La Violencia and the Pablo 
Escobar era, precisely by jolting our readerly sensibilities and expectations 
in order to make us imagine and feel the effects of violence on individual 
subjects in profound and novel ways. In contrast, I argue that the most 
irresponsible novelists to confront contemporary crises such as narco- 
violence and femicide (namely, Martré, Hernández Luna and Clark) aspire 
only to enjoy with our complicity the imaginary infliction of violent trauma 
from the point of view of the aggressors, thus granting us and themselves 
the comforting illusion that we know about violence and could confront 
it confidently and remorselessly if we were to encounter it in the real 
world. Supposing that the buyers and readers of narconovelas and other 
types of hard-boiled crime novels are rarely narcos or other hard-boiled 
thugs, I accuse such writers of cowardly dishonesty and turpitude in pro-
posing that fantasies of violence inflicted on human bodies and subjects be 
enjoyed as frivolous entertainment in societies where fantasies of enjoyable 

 CONCLUSION 



230

violence are already rampant in mass culture and explicitly validated by 
nearly untouchable men at the pinnacles of power.

In my coda to Chap. 4, I quoted favorably a memorable recommenda-
tion by Mexican novelist, critic and scholar Rivera Garza that in writing 
about violence, one should favor the point of view of the victim and his or 
her pain. I do not take this as a simple prescription signifying that a text 
adopting the victim’s point of view automatically achieves an ethically 
responsible view of violence. Indeed, victim point-of-view shots are a stan-
dard, if minor, component of giallo and slasher films including Lucio Fulci’s 
The New York Ripper, already mentioned in my introduction. Fulci intro-
duced the victim’s point of view only to intensify the shock of his most 
infamous shots, which used special effects to show close views of the stab-
bing and cutting of women’s breasts, eyes and genitals. His film was reviled 
by nearly all critics as one of the most viciously misogynist of its era, and it 
literally made the seasoned examiners of the British Board of Film 
Classification cry, an achievement of which I can only presume Fulci would 
have been proud. Obversely, 2666 does not presume to describe the subjec-
tive perspectives of any of the more than one hundred victims whose rav-
aged cadavers the novel described with forensic medical precision. Bolaño 
does not speak directly for the victims, but he succeeds in prompting us to 
contemplate the unknowable pain and terror they must have experienced 
by dwelling on precise descriptions of their bodily wounds, as well as the 
few known circumstances of their deaths. Beyond the mechanics of narra-
tive voice, mode and focalization, I agree fervently with Rivera Garza’s 
assessment that what we need are fictions in which concern and empathy 
for the pain of victims, rather than admiration for the savage pleasures of 
aggressors, orient the overall design and discourse of the text. Whereas 
Rivera Garza advanced her ethical proposition in the context of remarks on 
her attempts to write about Mexican violence, Joel Black has argued nearly 
the opposite in another context. Black maintains that in “the great [mod-
ern] psychological dramas of Shakespeare [Macbeth] and Dostoyevsky 
[Crime and Punishment] […] murder is presented from the killer’s point of 
view” (64), whereas in lesser genres such as the suspense story or the slasher 
film (as analyzed by Carol J. Clover), the point of view of a victim or poten-
tial victim prevails. Citing W. H. Auden’s comparison of trivial detective 
stories to Dostoyevsky’s artful exercise in compulsory identification with a 
murderer, Black goes so far as to argue that “[d]escriptions of murder […] 
achieve artistic merit […] when the reader’s focus is shifted from the point 
of view of the victim to that of the  murderer” (80). Here again I would 
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suggest that a simple designation of “point of view” (understood by Black, 
apparently, as synonymous with narrative focalization) is insufficient to 
determine the artistic merit or ethical seriousness of a given narrative. As I 
have shown in the previous chapter, a novel as vile as Martré’s Cementerio 
de trenes may be structured entirely as the autodiegetic discourse of a sicario 
and thus present nothing but a murderer’s point of view, and yet achieve no 
appreciable degree of artistic merit and offer no hint of ethical reflection on 
the psychological or social implications of murder, merely endorsing the 
sadism and extreme misogyny of a psychotically antisocial character.

We can no more have literature without cadavers than we can life with-
out cadavers. In historical situations such as that of late-twentieth-century 
Medellín or present-day Caracas, where the morgue becomes a central 
microcosm of urban social life, it is difficult to imagine a socially meaningful 
literature that did not address the profusion of young and unnaturally 
deceased bodies. Yet even in relatively peaceful and highly modernized 
societies, the very modern seclusion of death has been said to produce a 
compensatory and corresponding visibilization of the cadaver in cultural 
discourses such as that of mass-market crime fiction. In a usage distinctly 
different from my usage of “necropornography” in this book, anthropolo-
gist Geoffrey Gorer introduced the term “pornography of death” in 1955 
to describe a shift in twentieth-century Western culture, whereby the 
Victorian taboo on sex relaxed while prudery with respect to death and the 
“natural processes of corruption and decay” intensified (51). In the first 
half of the twentieth century, advances in medical science and public 
hygiene made natural deaths in the family far less common, even as “simul-
taneously, violent death increased in a manner unparalleled in human his-
tory” due to “[w]ars and revolutions, concentration camps and gang feuds” 
(Gorer 51) but also the less publicized and quintessentially modern fatali-
ties generated by automobile accidents. “While natural death became more 
and more smothered in prudery,” Gorer argued, “violent death has played 
an ever-growing part in the fantasies offered to mass audiences—detective 
stories, thrillers, Westerns, war stories, spy stories, science fiction, and even-
tually horror comics” (51). To these we would now add, of course, the 
considerably more graphic serial killer stories, comic-book movies, nar-
conovelas and forensic science tales that drive profits in the contemporary 
television, film and publishing industries. Just as what Gorer calls the “com-
pletely unrealistic” fantasies of sex pornography “ignore all physical, social, 
or legal limitations” (52) as well as the emotion (love) with which sex is 
commonly associated in our affective lives, so does death pornography, in 
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the form of commercial mass-media fiction, ignore the same limitations and 
the emotion most commonly associated with death in our affective lives, 
that of grief. “If we dislike the modern pornography of death,” Gorer con-
cludes, “then we must […] re-admit grief and mourning” (52). Since I do 
indeed dislike the violent fantasies and the “substitute gratifications” (Gorer 
52) peddled by the necropornographers and hacks whose works I have 
discussed here, I have attempted to discredit them in my readings through 
juxtaposition with the work of at least one true novelist who was artistically 
and intellectually capable of  imagining and communicating realistic experi-
ences of violence and death, and thus of making us feel, in accordance with 
Rivera Garza’s priority, the sensations of pain, awe and grief without which 
fictions of violence and death are nothing but narcissistic fancies.

mea CulPa, sua CulPa

More than thirty years ago, a wise history professor concluded her com-
ments on the first paper I wrote as an undergraduate freshman by warning 
me that “if you take such an opinionated tone on a longer paper, you’ll 
have to back it up.” Five years after that, during my first year in graduate 
school, an equally wise medievalist commented on my final paper that 
“your moralizing (+ sanctimonious) tone here is, perhaps, out of line.” To 
future critics of this book, I concede in advance to having indulged at 
times my most incorrigible vices as an academic writer, but I hope at least 
to have made a dignified effort at backing up my own criticism. I worked 
for a decade on ramifications of this project, and I could surely work a 
decade more to remedy weaknesses in my own understanding, for exam-
ple, of the way in which the reading or viewing of violent fictions affects 
our thinking about the world and our behavior in it. In addressing the 
phenomenon of desensitization through repeated exposure to violent 
stimuli, for example, I have relied on critical essays by Coleridge, 
Wordsworth, Nodier and Moravia. I can only mention in passing a psy-
chological study conducted three decades ago on my own campus that 
proved that male viewers who watched slasher movies “were less able to 
empathize with rape victims in general when compared with no-exposure 
control subjects” (Linz, Donnerstein and Penrod 766), and that more 
recent but similar scientific studies prove unequivocally that exposure to 
media imagery of violence produces emotional and cognitive desensitiza-
tion and that desensitized individuals are more prone to violent behavior 
(Huesmann and Lucyna 565). I cannot prove that nineteenth-century 
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readers of Gothic horror fiction or contemporary viewers of CSI or 
Internet shock sites are less sensitive than their ancestors to the suffering 
of others, but I believe that, whether presented in literary or audiovisual 
form, fictions and representations designed to encourage the enjoyment 
of violent spectacles damage and disable us psychically and socially. In 
assessing the many works in my broad corpus, I have sought to draw 
meaningful evaluative distinctions, and to do so I have relied on the best 
scholarship I could find and on personal instincts developed over the 
forty-four years since I began to read crime novels.

Part of my labor has been to settle accounts with a genre to which I 
have devoted countless hours of study over decades and which still exerts 
an iron grip on public attention, yet whose vices seem to me ever less tol-
erable as I age. Especially in the later stages of this project, I have been 
motivated by anger at the implicit but insistent assertions of conservative 
hard-boiled crime fictions such as those of Andreu Martín: that dead 
women are sexy carrion, that sluts deserve to die, and that the ideal fantasy 
woman is one whose subjectivity and agency have been entirely negated, 
leaving her as an inert and accessible body at the full sexual disposition of 
pitiless men. I do not argue that cruel crime stories simply cause misogy-
nist violence, but the more I learn about the virulent misogyny in the 
world in which I live and at the highest levels of social power (presidents, 
narcos), the less I favor a tone of scholarly neutrality in addressing literary 
or cinematic works that devote their scant creative energies to legitimizing 
ideologies of violent masculinism. If male novelists such as Ricardo Clark 
choose to spin sadistic fantasies in order to work through their primordial 
horror of women’s bodies, the least we as readers and critics might demand 
of them is that they divorce their private pleasures from the pretension to 
address real manifestations of social violence such as the Juárez femicides. 
Writers and filmmakers transfixed, like Quentin Tarantino, by the free play 
of purely spectacular violence and by generic intertextuality (e.g. in a 
Spanish novel set in Mexico yet inspired by CSI and Hannibal), would do 
well to leave real-world problems in the hands of ethically and aesthetically 
capable adult artists. I would be dishonest not to admit that during my 
years writing this book I have been cheered to learn that Alarma! and 
Zaragoza’s Editorial Maghenta (responsible for KRTM Snuff movie) had 
ceased publication and even that Juan Hernández Luna had died, and so 
would never write another Ciudad de cadáveres. Considering that litera-
ture can do at least as much harm as good in this world, I end my book 
with a vote of personal admiration for the writers who have helped me to 
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think death by imagining corpse encounters not as pretexts for sleazy and 
mean-spirited titillation, but as profound lessons about our mortal nature 
and about the devastation wrought on individuals and communities by 
homicidal violence. Artists who spectacularize and sensationalize death 
and violence while suppressing awareness of the resulting grief and pain 
are artists who deserve our scorn.

notes

1. Critic Joy Palmer observes that Cornwell uses “stock ‘queer’ and deviant 
sexually characters to epitomize social evil” (57) and insists on “a hysteri-
cized, if contradictory, representation of the sexually ambiguous body as 
that which threatens the stability of social order” (63). At the same time, 
Cornwell’s novels also feature a heroic lesbian character (Scarpetta’s niece) 
and shows the ostensibly heterosexual Scarpetta herself to be troubled by 
“strange” sensations of lesbian desire (Palmer 66). This representation of 
sexual identities appears to be laden, Palmer suggests, with a considerable 
dose of queer “self-loathing” (68). Like other aspects of the character’s life, 
Scarpetta’s somewhat complicated sexuality mirrors what is publicly well 
known about Cornwell’s biography. The novelist is a lifelong family friend 
of the Baptist evangelist Billy Graham and his wife Ruth, and the first book 
she published was a biography of the latter. As a young woman, she married 
and divorced her English professor Charles Cornwell, but in 1996 she 
became involved in a nationally reported scandal arising from her affair with 
a woman who was an FBI agent married to another FBI agent. When 
Cornwell’s lover’s husband, who was by then fired from the FBI, found out 
about their affair, he “abducted his wife’s minister and threatened to blow 
up the minister’s church” (Palmer 67). He was later convicted of kidnap-
ping and of attempting to kill his wife, Cornwell’s lover. A decade later, 
Cornwell married another woman and initially kept the marriage secret.

2. Cornwell is no friend of understatement, and Scarpetta’s authority grows to 
gargantuan proportions later in the series. In Blow Fly (2003), “the legend-
ary forensic pathologist Dr. Kay Scarpetta” (2) is said to have become not 
only the Chief Medical Examiner of Virginia, but also “president of the 
National Association of Medical Examiners” (101) and “the most powerful 
medical examiner in the country, perhaps in the world” (265), before she 
suffers a politically motivated fall from grace.

3. Writing in 2004 and 2013, respectively, Joseph Turow (54) and Lindsay 
Steenberg (74–5) listed a host of popular US television dramas regularly 
featuring forensic pathologists and autopsies: Crossing Jordan (NBC, 2001–
2007), Law and Order: Special Victims Unit (NBC, 1999–present), Law 
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and Order: Criminal Intent (NBC/USA, 2001–2011), Cold Case (CBS, 
2003–2010), NCIS (CBS, 2003–present) and its two spin-offs, Medical 
Investigation (NBC, 2004–2005), Rizzoli & Isles (TNT, 2010–2016) and 
Body of Proof (ABC, 2011–2013), in addition to the CSI franchise. Steenberg 
shows that what she calls the “forensic sub-genre” has also prospered in 
other countries: in the United Kingdom Waking the Dead (BBC, 2000–
2011) and Wire in the Blood (ITV, 2002–2008), in Hong Kong Forensic 
Heroes (HKTVB, 2006, 2008), in Canada DaVinci’s Inquest (CBC, 1998–
2005) and in Italy Crime Evidence/RIS: Delitti imperfetti (Canale 5, 2005–
present). The critics also note that these forensic pathology dramas were 
preceded by several popular nonfiction cable series with a similar focus: 
Autopsy (HBO, 1993–2006), The New Detectives (Discovery Channel 
1996–2005) and Cold Case Files (A&E Network, 1999–2008). Later non-
fiction series include Las Vegas CSU (TruTV, 2004) and in the United 
Kingdom The Real CSI (Channel 5, 2004).

4. Critics define the “CSI shot” as follows: “a digitally enhanced snap zoom in 
extreme close-up often following the track of violence inside the body” 
(Steenberg 4); “the sequence that apparently recreates, through the use of 
prosthetics, models and computer-generated images, the impact of criminal 
(and, less often, accidental) violence on the body of the victim” (Weissmann 
and Boyle 90); “The sequence is usually preceded by a quick dissolve into 
white which gives the impression of a camera flash, separating the diegetic 
world from the movement into and through the victimized body. The 
apparent penetration of the body is actually achieved by use of precise con-
tinuity cuts and dissolves, from the body of an actor into CGI and plastic 
models, which are rendered invisible due to the speed of the sequence and 
the movement of the camera. The ‘CSI-shot’ […] is not […] anchored to 
any character’s optical point of view” (Weissmann and Boyle 93–4).

5. For an overview of snuff-themed feature films and television episodes, see 
Snuff: Real Death and Screen Media, edited by Neil Jackson et al.
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