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Abstracts

Tomasz Basiuk 
Homeland 
and Resilience: 
Immunitas, Katechon, 
the Uncanny, 
and Trauma’s 
Displacement

The paper focuses on the category of resilience 
as it refers to the capacity of socio-political 
systems to withstand stress or to adapt to it. 
Invoking resilience enables a multifaceted read-
ing of the TV series Homeland that looks beyond 
the show’s readily apparent propagandistic 
function. Resilience is posited as being partly 
at odds with the category trauma, which the 
show also invokes. Unlike trauma, resilience is 
conceptualized as taking place in the present 
moment, and an analogy thus obtains between 
resilience and the uncanny. Resilience is further 
linked to biopolitics with a discussion of Roberto 
Esposito’s immunitas and with a discussion of 
katechon, a category called upon by Esposito 
and by Paolo Virno. The latter identifies the 
katechon in the multitude which arises with the 
state of exception. Thus, the shift from trauma to 
the uncanny reflects not only the series’ generic 
conventions as a political thriller but corresponds 
also to a conceptual shift from the biopolitical 
immunitas to the more directly anarchic katechon 
of the multitude.
Keywords: Homeland, resilience, the uncanny, 
immunity, katechon



119

Kornelia  
Boczkowska 
The Homely Sublime 
in Space Science: 
Documentary Films 
Domesticating 
the Feeling 
of Homelessness 
in Carl Sagan’s 
Cosmos 
and Its Sequel  

 

The paper discusses the ways of domesticat-
ing the feeling of sublime homelessness when 
contemplating the realm of outer space in Carl 
Sagan’s revolutionary television series Cosmos: 
A Personal Voyage (1980) and its present-day sequel 
Cosmos: A Spacetime Odyssey (2014) hosted by 
Neil deGrasse Tyson. Following World War 
II, a novel trend emerged in the science docu-
mentary film fueled by “popular science boom” 
or the “post-war bonanza” (Gregory and Miller, 
37) and characterized by a gradual tendency to 
move toward more complicated representational 
extremes. Its form, best exemplified by the late 
1970s and 1980s space science documentaries, 
relied on the scientist-hosted and stunningly 
realist format as well as a mediated experience 
of the astronomical and dynamic sublime. Partly 
contrary to this conception, the new ways of 
deriving spectator’s pleasure also involved both 
domesticating and trivializing the productions’ 
content, observable in references to domestic 
surroundings as well as familiar cultural and 
historical conventions, such as the frontier myth 
or urban sublime of New York City. The paper 
argues that examined documentaries, seen as 
multimedia spectacles, tend to domesticate outer 
space through reconciling the cosmic sublime 
with the notion of a homely, lived-in place.
Keywords: Carl Sagan, popular science, science-
fiction, the sublime, domestic space

Aleksandra 
Kamińska 
“I Was Modern 
to His Victorian”: 
House 
as a Reflection 
of the Father-
Daughter 
Relationship 
in Alison Bechdel’s 
Fun Home

The article discusses how central themes of Alison  
Bechdel’s graphic memoir Fun Home: A Family 
Tragicomic are reflected in her portrayal of the 
home she grew up in. The main focus is put 
on the analysis of Bechdel’s father’s obsession 
with renovating the house in the context of his 
queerness. The article examines the relationship 
between Alison Bechdel and her father, and 
expressions of their gender identities, in relation 
to their aesthetic preferences.
Keywords: Alison Bechdel, labyrinth, graphic 
memoir, queerness, gender identity
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Maria Kaspirek  
The Home 
and the Asylum. 
Antebellum 
Representations 
of True Womanhood 
in Nathaniel 
Hawthorne’s 
The House 
of Seven Gables

Zofia Kolbuszewska 
The Nutshell Studies 
of Unexplained Death, 
Doll-house Homicides, 
Foster Families, 
and the Subversion 
of Domesticity in CSI: 
Las Vegas

The article explores similarities and divergen-
cies in how The Nutshell Studies of Unexplained 
Death, doll-house style dioramas built by Frances 
Glessner Lee in the 1930s and 1940s in order to 
train homicide detectives, and miniature crime 
scenes crafted by a protagonist of the season 
7 of the TV show CSI: Las Vegas modelled on 
them, figure female frustration connected with 
the traditional shape of family and domesticity. 
The dioramas reveal and simultaneously contain 
the foundational Derridean darkness underlying 
the concept of domesticity.
Keywords: doll-house, miniature, simulacrum, 
crime investigation, forensic TV shows, gender 
identification

This paper presents an analysis of Nathaniel 
Hawthorne’s novels The Scarlet Letter and The 
House of Seven Gables regarding his depiction 
of the nineteenth-century ideals of femininity: 
the cult of true womanhood and domesticity. 
Drawing primarily on original material, it will 
be shown that emerging nineteenth-century 
psychiatry – asylum medicine – has strongly 
corroborated American ideals of femininity and 
their presumably restorative influence in cases 
of mental derangement. Hawthorne’s portrayals 
of women and madmen negotiate antebellum 
concepts of femininity and psychiatry, juxtapose 
the asylum against the home, and emphasize the 
author’s embeddedness in nineteenth-century 
medico-psychological theories.
Keywords: Hawthorne, insanity, mental institu-
tion, mental hygiene, femininity

Marta Koval 
Home as Emotional 
Space in Marilynne 
Robinson’s Diptych 
about Gilead

The article discusses the controversial nature of 
home in Marilynne Robinson’s novels Home and 
Gilead. Family histories of two aging ministers – the 
Rev. Ames and the Rev. Boughton – are narrated 
in a way that brings together transcendentalist ad-
miration of human uniqueness, political urgencies 
of the mid-20^th^ century, theological dilemmas, 
and ideas of domesticity, identity and belonging. 
The concepts of uprootedness (Simone Weil) and 
home as an asylum and prison (Tadeusz Sławek) 
are used to analyze Robinson’s novels. The article 
views the representation of home as a place that 
challenges the alleged American tolerance and 
open-mindedness and subverts traditional patterns 
of domesticity.
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Keywords: home, imprisonment, uprootedness, 
family place, domesticity

Paweł Pyrka 
The House 
of Usher Never Fell: 
Impossible Escapes 
and the Dark 
(K)night of the Soul

Among the abundance of possible readings of 
Poe’s short story, one of the most intriguing is 
its treatment as an escape fantasy – the image 
of the unnamed narrator delirious, flight from 
the collapsing structure at his back seems almost 
too fortuitous, and invites questions as to the 
sole survivor’s relation to “the house of Usher”. 
As the structure’s suspected sentience could be 
seen to relegate its occupants to the position 
of psychological forces and manifest thought-
content, the house is transformed into a com-
bination of physical and mental spaces, akin to 
the twin “prisons” of body and mind which the 
narrator fantasizes about being freed from. The 
article examines the (im)possibility of Poe’s nar-
rator’s escape, using Grant Morrison and Dave 
McKean’s graphic novel Arkham Asylum: A Seri-
ous House on Serious Earth as a companion text. 
Read alongside each other, the two narratives 
“construct” their “houses” by a superimposition 
of their characters’ mental landscapes onto the 
skeleton of physical (textual) space, in order to 
perform the fantasy of escape from psychological 
conflict, whether by tearing down the house as 
in Poe’s tale, or by restoring the externalized 
order as in the Batman novel.
Keywords: E.A.Poe, Batman, degeneration, 
mental space, escape fantasy, dream

Tadeusz Rachwał 
A Home on the Range 
and the (Near) 
Extinction 
of the American Bison

Fredreric Jackson Turner’s seminal essay on the 
significance of frontier in American culture in-
terestingly posits the development of railways as 
extension of the buffalo trail. The presentation 
of his ideas in 1893 not only followed the an-
nouncement of the closing of the frontier by the 
superintendent of the U.S. Census (1890), but 
was also the time of the near-extinction of bison 
whose number declined from about 600,000,000 
at the end of the 18th century to 300 in 1900. In 
the paper I will try to tone the Indian traders’ 
transformation of the buffalo trail into a railway 
with the replacement of buffalo herds by cow 
droves as well as the popularity the song “Home 
on the Range” which in a way mythologized the 
domestic coexistence of people with the roam-
ing buffalo. Drawing from Thoreau’s hypothesis 
that cows are buffalos within and capable of 
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Jelena Šesnić 
“Uncanny 
Domesticity” 
in Contemporary 
American Fiction: 
The Case 
of Jhumpa Lahiri

The argument contends that Jhumpa Lahiri’s 
fiction – in particular her two novels to date, 
The Namesake (2003) and The Lowlands (2013) – 
features a combination of the elements of homeli-
ness and estrangement, domestic and foreign, 
ultimately, self and the other, that evokes the 
Freudian concept of the uncanny. Placing it in 
the context of the diasporic family dynamics, 
prevalent in Lahiri’s fiction, the uncanny effect 
may be seen to reside in the unspoken secrets 
and repressed content passed on from the first 
to the second generation and disturbing the 
neat acquisition of the trappings of middle-class 
domesticity. Drawing on recent models of the 

“geopolitical novel” (Irr), the “new immigrant 
fiction” (Koshy) and the “South Asian diasporic 
novel” (Grewal), the reading engages with the 
irruption of the unhomely into the domestic 
space, sustained by immigrant families in the 
face of local and global disturbances.
Keywords: Jhumpa Lahiri, immigration, immigrant 
fiction, domesticity, Americanization, minority

Piotr Skurowski 
Betty Friedan, 
Jane Jacobs, 
Richard Sennett 
and the 1960s’ 
Challenge 
to the Suburban 
Era Mystique 
of Security and Order

The paper examines and compares some of the 
1960s’ most representative expressions of social 
critique: Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, 
Jane Jacobs’s The Death and Life of Great American 
Cities and Richard Sennett’s The Uses of Disorder, 
in an attempt to demonstrate how each of those 
intellectuals, social critics and visionaries, in their 
own distinct way, called for a radical departure 
from the established notions of the social and 
spatial order amidst the growing public fears of 
insecurity stimulated by the rising crime rate, 
the spread of racism and xenophobia, and the 
continuing “white flight” to the suburbs.
Keywords: suburbia, city, order, urban space, 
racism, anarchy

reasserting their “native rights,” I will look at 
some examples of the return of the buffalo in the 
20th and 21st centuries as, however simulated, 
attempts at a return to homes on the range, and 
at living on the frontier, even if the frontier has 
been relocated to the vicinity of the Fermilab 
bosons where a small buffalo herd is maintained.
Keywords: frontier, American bison, salt licks, 
wildness, progress
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Marek Wilczyński 
The Rise 
of the House 
of Usher: 
The Landscape 
Chamber by Sarah 
Orne Jewett 
as a Textual 
Palimpsest

The paper is an analysis of an intertextual rela-
tionship between “The Landscape Chamber”, 
a story by Sarah Orne Jewett of 1887, and Poe’s 

“Fall of the House of Usher” in terms of Gérard 
Genette’s theory of the literary palimpsest. As 
it turns out, a number of details in Poe’s gothic 
tale have their functional equivalents in Jewett’s 
realistic story even though the gothic underpin-
ning of the latter does not seem explicit. Poe’s 
ahistorical romantic apocalypse is translated 
in “The Landscape Chamber” into a gendered 
interpretation of New England’s post-Civil War 
history as a period of cultural crisis possibly to 
be overcome by the succession of generations. 
Paradoxically, Jewett’s story demonstrates the 
continuity of the US literary tradition by a revi-
sionist misprision of a “strong” writer’s exemplary 
hypotext.
Keywords: Sarah Orne Jewett, tourism, travel, 
repetition, allegory
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Homely Spaces

In the house of fiction you can hear, today, the deep stirring 
of the unhomely.
Homi K. Bhabha, “The World and Home”
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The questions which the present issue of Kultura Popularna addresses focus on 
the constructions and the place of the “ordinary” viewed from the perspective 
of various “home”-inspired discourses, ranging from housing to domestic 
policy, through questions of family values, ethics of modesty, simplicity of 
living, unpretentiousness, individual and domestic security, communities, 
localities and neighborhoods. The homely, unlike the sublime and the beau-
tiful, seems to be a category which has slipped from the critical horizon of 
the humanities as unaesthetic and too obvious, which obviousness the texts 
below problematize. Homely spaces are not simply suggestive of places of 
residence, as the adjective ‘homely’ also brings to mind some kind of modesty, 
something unaffectedly natural which need not be either sublime or beautiful 
but, in the broadest sense, normal – perhaps in the way the very ideas of home 
and dwelling are inscribed in our everyday lives as unquestionable necessities 
which lie at the roots of Western culture. Martin Heidegger’s identification of 
dwelling with building and being in his well-known essay has supplemented 
this ontological necessity with a peculiar type of technology governed not 
by the task to be achieved, but by our vulnerability to homelessness which 
in our inability to think of dwelling and homeliness as troublesome: “What 
if man’s homelessness consisted in this, that man still does not even think of 
the real plight of dwelling as the plight? Yet as soon as man gives thought to 
his homelessness, it is a misery no longer” (“Building, Dwelling, Thinking”).

What is homely hides within its spaces the unhomely, an unwelcome 
visitor or visitation from its outside which Freud wrote about in terms of 
the uncanny (unhemlich) and which, seemingly standing in opposition to the 
homely, contaminates its space with irreducible unfamiliarity and strangeness, 
the irreducible traces of repression. Since unheimlich also stands in opposition 
to heimisch, to native and familiar, the space of the homely – in the American 
context to which the following essays refer – is also the space of colonial 
bringing of the European home to Others. In the experience of bringing that 
home, both on the side of the bringer and the brought, a certain disorientation 
is clearly felt, an unhomely moment which, according to Khomi Bhabha, results 
from the displacement of the division between the world and the home. “In 
that displacement,” he writes, “the border between home and world becomes 
confused; and, uncannily, the private and the public become part of each 
other, forcing upon us a vision that is as divided as it is disorienting” (“The 
World and the Home”). The “where” of home is thus a hardly decidable place 
or location due to its plasticity and expansibility, its spatial rather than topo-
graphical whereabouts. It is for this reason that home cannot be simply left 
behind as it is travel, in movement through space, that the idea of home may 
come to existence. It is departure from home which, perhaps like human fall 
from paradise, brings home back as a nostalgia for something lost. Georges 
Van Den Abbeele notes that the concept of home is only needed (indeed it 
can only be thought) when home has already been left behind. Rigorously 
speaking then, one has always already left home, since home can only exist at 
the price of its being lost” (“Sightseers: The Tourist as Theorist”). This loss may 
well be imaginary, and yet it seems to be decisive in the work of constructing 
the domestic, of domesticating both others and ourselves one of whose as-
pects is the normality, or normalcy, of homely spaces which are, as the papers 
included in this volume implicitly or explicitly indicate, never exactly normal.

Homely Spaces
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In 1840, Elizabeth T. Stone was tricked by her brother Stephen S. Stone 
to accompany him on a ride, not knowing that her brother was leading her 
straight into the McLean Asylum in Charlestown, Massachusetts after having 
hired a doctor to declare her insane. She would remain at McLean for more 
than sixteen months, suffering from isolation and maltreatment, all the while 
proclaiming her sanity. Her crime consisted of following a different religious 
denomination than her family (6).

On July 13, 1857, Adriana P. Brinckle was placed at the Harrisburg State 
Hospital for the Insane in Pennsylvania. Committed by her father because of 
her “extravagance”, she would remain at the mental institution for 28 years, 
being released only after a new law was passed by the State Committee on 
Lunacy in 1884 (5).

By orders of her husband, Elizabeth Packard was kidnapped and car-
ried off to the Jacksonville Insane Asylum in Illinois on June 18th, 1860. She 
had “defended some religious opinions which conflicted with the Creed of 
the Presbyterian Church” which gave her husband grounds to claim that her 
mind was unbalanced (3). Elizabeth Packard was released after three years 
in the asylum.

What these three women experienced was a fate they shared with count-
less other women but not all of those eventually escaped the institution, and 
fewer still would write exposés detailing their harrowing experience at the 
asylum as Packard, Brinckle, and Stone did. These exposés show a common 
narrative of women who were – obviously wrongfully – accused of insanity 
and committed to a mental institution – by brothers, fathers, and husbands – 
because they deviated from the ways in which ideal womanhood was defined 
in nineteenth-century America. In the following, the exposés will serve as 
a starting point to explore antebellum ideals of femininity as represented by 
both psychiatry and fiction.

The first-person accounts position themselves as a counternarrative to the 
one positing the asylum as a humanitarian, philanthropic institution – which, 
indeed, was its original intent. A co-product of various antebellum utopian 
movements aimed to better the condition of the disenfranchised, the asylum 
and the therapeutic practice of moral treatment it adapted were designed to 
reform and cure the bodies and minds of the insane – not as a convenient 
way to get rid of one’s inconvenient wife, sister, or daughter, although the 
shared plot of the “captivity narratives”, predominantly written by women, 
would suggest so.

The asylum exposés, emerging as a unique genre of nineteenth-century 
literature, join a long line of accounts that link madness with femininity. 
Seminal studies by feminist critics Elaine Showalter (1985), Sandra Gilbert 
and Susan Gubar (1979), and Phyllis Chesler (1972) have amply demonstrated 
that the convention of associating insanity and womanhood has an impressive 
tradition, both in fictional representations and medical theories. Thus, it is not 
surprising that antebellum America boasts of a variety of texts all engaging 
in the construction of an ideal of womanhood and the potentially perilous 
consequences of its compromising. Sentimental novels, women’s magazines and 
domestic literature are well known to have contributed to the establishment of 
the ideology of True Womanhood and its domestic agenda. An often under-
rated amount of contributions to this ideology, however, must be ascribed to 
the adherents of a newly emerging branch of medical science preoccupied with 
maintaining and regaining mental health or rather, preventing and curing in-
sanity. The nineteenth-century terms of this first-wave-psychiatry were asylum 

The Home and the Asylum
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medicine or mental hygiene, its practitioners were known under the designa-
tion of asylum physician or – if they were lucky – even asylum superintendent.

Most of these early psychiatrists were educated men of science, socially 
active reformers, bourgeois gentlemen highly concerned with morality, and 
prolific writers on the subject of mental hygiene, which asylum superintend-
ent Isaac Ray, pioneering author of The Medical Jurisprudence of Insanity (1838), 
defines as “the art of preserving the mind against all incidents and influences 
calculated to deteriorate its qualities, impair its energies, or derange its move-
ments” (163). Asylum physicians offered commentary on many related subjects, 
ranging from “the management of the bodily powers in regard to exercise, 
rest, food, clothing and climate, the laws of breeding, the government of the 
passions, the sympathy with current emotions and opinions, the discipline of 
the intellect” and many more, always keeping an eye on the surest strategies 
to promote their medical expertise (163). The growing concern over allegedly 
rising numbers of insanity especially in the United States led not only to the 
rapid construction of asylums throughout the country but also to an increased 
visibility and influence of psychiatry on the antebellum political and cultural 
stage. Above all, this can be seen in the characteristics of the emerging bour-
geois middle class; the separation of gender spheres and the erection of the 
non-productive woman “into a symbol of bourgeois class hegemony” were 
supported by the antebellum psychiatric community with bio-medical argu-
ments (Smith-Rosenberg, 13). These self-assumed experts claimed that men 
were naturally guided by will and reason, whereas women were dominated by 
their reproductive organs and a weaker nervous system, successfully support-
ing men’s assignment to the public sphere and women’s assumed place in the 
private sphere. Every attempt to step out of the prescribed role was deemed 
unnatural and inevitably led to physical and mental disease.

Unsurprisingly, the mental hygiene experts also paid considerable interest 
to women’s bodily and mental constitution and their peculiar susceptibility 
to certain kinds of insanity. Every distinct female body part – the ovaries, the 
fallopian tubes, the uterus – was regarded as a potential predisposing locus of 
insanity, every distinct moment of female “crisis” – menstruation, marriage and 
sex, pregnancy, child birth – was regarded as a potential precipitating cause 
(Goodell, 295). This put women in an awkward position, since the fulfilment 
of her allocated role saw her as a menstruating married mother of many. The 
unexpected demands of marriage might well cause exhaustion and despair 
in a young girl, hitherto unexperienced with the company of men; however, 
the statistics might not consider that it was the young husband who felt the 
marriage to have been a mistake and sought to undo the marriage by remov-
ing his bride to an asylum. It is also ironic that “mothering”, so essential to 
the female ideal, was stressed as one of the leading causes of female insanity. 
Still, “puerperal insanity”, as it was termed by psychiatrists, was the type and 
cause of insanity of one in eleven insane women, as assistant asylum physician 
Richard Gundry reports (295). Either during gestation, child-birth or lactation 
the woman suffered a nervous breakdown (or refused to take care of her ap-
pearance) and was removed to the asylum (Theriot, 73). Additionally, women 
were “more under the influence of feelings and emotions” and prone to go 
mad through the loss of a loved one or a disappointment of affections ( Jarvis, 
150). In the delineations of women’s anatomical and mental peculiarities, the 
asylum physicians seem to perpetuate and fortify the association of femininity 
and madness, put into focus by Showalter, Chesler, and other feminist critics 
as facilitating the enabling of female oppression. While there is no doubt, that 
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nineteenth century medicine did not miss any opportunity to teach women 
how to regulate their body, their mind, and their behaviour, a closer look at 
asylum reports reveals that there were not more women institutionalized 
than men. In fact, the statistics show a preponderance of male patients in 
American asylums (140).

Asylum statistician Edward Jarvis interpreted this as resulting from the 
fact that men’s “intellectual functions are oftener exercised … their inclina-
tions and propensities, of whatever nature, intellectual, moral, or physical, are 
more powerful and uncontrollable, and they are more likely to over-work and 
disturb the brain than women” (150). Jarvis relates men’s greater susceptibility 
to mental exhaustion to being exposed to “the varies and changes in life and 
fortune, accidents and injuries” of modern life (151). Physicians were united 
in the fear that the turbulent modernization of society would result in the 
degeneration of the nation; indeed, insanity was declared to be a mass disease 
by superintendent Amariah Brigham (76). For him and other experts on 
insanity, the apparent rise of mental illness in America must be explained as 
resulting from being a country “where people enjoy civil and religious freedom, 
where every person has liberty to engage in the strife for the highest honors 
and stations in society, and where the road to wealth and distinction of every 
kind is equally open to all” (78).

As the intellectual pattern of civilized life and the competitive market-
place was made out to be the main culprit of facilitating male insanity, early 
psychiatrists called for the retreat from public and political action into the 
private sphere. An idealized version of the home and of domesticity was pitted 
as a safe and balancing haven against a public life full of strenuous economic 
and political activities, a privatized, isolated place of retreat for men return-
ing from the marketplace. To a woman fell the duty of making the house 
into a proper home, where she was expected to protect the moral and mental 
health of those entrusted to her. This task of shielding men’s mental health 
from the strains of a modernizing society ties in with the movement of female 
repression and simultaneous idealization which was formulated by bourgeois 
men in the first third of the nineteenth century and which Barbara Welter 
christened the Cult of True Womanhood (1996). To be a true woman was to play 
a “female role bound by kitchen and nursery, overlaid with piety and purity, 
and crowned with subservience” (Smith-Rosenberg, 13). Religion, household 
and child-rearing also were the realms to which the antebellum psychiatric 
community assigned the natural place of women. In her seminal study on 
domestic individualism, Gillian Brown likewise brings up the reciprocal rela-
tionship of women’s sphere and the rapidly expanding antebellum economy in 
arguing that “the domestic cult of true womanhood facilitated the transition 
to a life increasingly subject to the caprices of the market” (3). The ideology 
of the domestic sphere therefore gained momentum as reaction to market 
economy expansion in correlation with the alleged rise of mental disease. This 
idealization of the home was not only propagated in medical texts, but also 
in advice books such as Catherine Beecher’s Treatise on Domestic Economy 
(1841), in which she painted the home as a place of retreat from a “perpetually 
fluctuating state of society” (18). In a similar vein, Godey’s Lady’s Book, one of 
the first women’s magazines, instilled the values of mental hygiene and true 
womanhood in girls, wives, and mothers. Sentimental novels and their stories 
of the passive and submissive, but morally superior heroine popularized the 
domestic agenda even further. In fact, most American writers of fiction at 
that time engaged either with the female ideal and its consequences, or with 
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contemporary psychological theories; or, like Nathaniel Hawthorne, with both 
(Paryż, 27). In the following, two of Hawthorne’s novels, The Scarlet Letter 
(1850) and The House of Seven Gables (1851), will be read through the lens of 
nineteenth-century psychiatry and domesticity. These two novels can be read 
as case studies, seemingly backing up the claim of the antebellum psychiatric 
community that domesticity and true womanhood constitute a tremendous 
influence on mental health, while approaching this claim in oppositional ways.

In The Scarlet Letter the central female figure, Hester Prynne, is an adul-
teress and does therefore not qualify as a true woman. On the contrary, she 
is described to be passionate and defiant, and thus, following the logic of the 
psychiatric imagination of an ideal woman, she cannot exert a beneficial influ-
ence on the men connected with her. Her husband, Roger Chillingworth, who 
has seemingly returned from the dead, is consumed with vengeance after being 
confronted with his wife’s affair and slips into bodily and mental deterioration 
while his quest for the lover’s identity and revenge takes its course. He openly 
accuses Hester of never having fulfilled her domestic duties towards him:

My heart was a habitation large enough for many guests, 
but lonely and chill, and without a household fire. I longed 
to kindle one! It seemed not so wild a dream ... that the 
simple bliss, which is scattered far and wide, for all man-
kind to gather up, might yet be mine. And so, Hester, 
I drew thee into my heart, into its innermost chamber, 
and sought to warm thee by the warmth which thy pres-
ence made there! (80)

In comparing the heart to the hearth, the household fire and the home, Haw-
thorne puts to use the rhetoric of domestic ideology as employed in women’s 
magazines, domestic treatises and medical texts and to which he would later 
take recourse in The House of the Seven Gables. Hester did not fulfill her wifely 
duties, she could not turn her husband’s house into a home and she refuses to 
show loyalty to him even in the moment of the above accusations. The novel 
shows how the lack of a true feminine influence and domestic life in men’s 
time of need contributes greatly to Chillingworth’s growing monomania, his 
obsession with revenge and with Arthur Dimmesdale, the town’s minister 
and Hester’s secret liaison. Although Hester’s heart belongs to Dimmesdale; 
however, the illegitimate nature of their relationship denies domestic bliss 
and therefore its presumed stabilizing qualities. What is more, the lack of 
domesticity, the guilt and shame Dimmesdale feels are contributing to his 
slow but steady mental and physical degeneration, helped along by his reli-
gious fervour, which was seen, like Chillingworth’s long hours of studying, 
both as a precipitating and predisposing cause of insanity in the eyes of the 
antebellum psychiatric community (Brigham, 116). Hawthorne presents his 
heroine as being unable to qualify as a true woman, unable to provide a men-
tally safe environment for the men associated with her, and thus forfeiting 
her domesticating power. Placed in Puritan New England, Hester occupies 
a liminal status at the outskirts of society, both figuratively and literally – two 
hundred years later she may have joined the ranks of the women of the asylum.

Contemporary reactions to the novel were not favourable as critics, both 
female and male, pointed out its general morbidity. In her scathing review, 
Margaret Oliphant deplores the novel’s medical approach. In her opinion, 
the characters of The Scarlet Letter “are exhibited to us rather as a surgeon 
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might exhibit his pet cases, than as a poet shows his men and women”. She 
continues to complain: “it is not wonderful … that the new science which is 
called “anatomy of character” should be in great request ... For ourselves, we 
have small admiration of the spiritual dissecting-knife” (562). Although this 
and other critiques lament the apparent medicalization of aesthetics, they 
simultaneously employ a medical language themselves, showing not only how 
Hawthorne’s novel is inseparable from medico-psychological discourse but also 
how the application of this discourse was readily perceived by the public. Apart 
from “the spiritual dissecting knife”, the elements of the novel most criticized 
were the ones negating the domestic ideology of the bourgeois middle class. 
In a letter to a friend, Hawthorne himself relates that the novel sent his wife 
Sophia, “to bed with a grievous headache” and a broken heart due to the novel’s 
rejection of domestic bliss (Hawthorne, CE, XVI: 312). It might have been those 
reactions that led him to write his next novel The House of Seven Gables which 
was more in line with contemporary ideals and expectations and which he 
professed to be “a more natural and healthy product” of his mind (CE, 421).

Whether this is true or not remains to be debated – after all, Hawthorne’s 
Berkshire neighbour and author of domestic advice books, Catherine Sedgwick, 
aptly compares reading the book with wandering “through the wards of an 
insane asylum” (Dewey, 328). Yet, the central female character of the novel, 
Phoebe Pyncheon, does differ substantially in every way from Hester Prynne 
as she exhibits the function of a moralizing, domesticating agent – the func-
tion of which Hester has been denied.

Phoebe fulfils all the criteria of true womanhood as earlier laid out, which 
enables her to exert a beneficial influence on the “morbid specimen” inhabit-
ing the House of Seven Gables. Stephen Knadler rightly points out that in 
Hawthorne’s fiction, “the buried referent is the language of modern psychology, 
which had been invested with institutional authority” (281). This is especially 
evident in The House of Seven Gables as Knadler shows that Hawthorne, in 
describing the “inmates” of the mansion, employs a diagnostic narrator as-
signing various signs of deviance and mental derangement to the residents 
(HSG, 218). Hepzibah Pyncheon, suffering from melancholia and a delusional 
family pride, has “grown to be a kind of lunatic” and needs, from time to time 

“a walk along the noonday street to keep her sane” (184). Clifford Pyncheon, 
recently released from an asylum-like prison is described as “partly crazy, 
partly imbecile”, and exhibits fits of passion and phases of depression and is 
diagnosed with mania, monomania and moral insanity in the course of the 
novel. Holgrave embodies the unsteady young man influenced by contem-
porary technological innovations, reform movements and radical political 
democratic thought that psychiatrists and politicians feared would tear society 
apart. He proclaims himself to be “a morbid”, “a mystic” and his mind as hav-
ing “a twist aside” (218). In this regard, Holgrave, Hepzibah and Clifford are 
all deviant from the expected social norm and in dire need of the reforming 
influence of a feminine angel in the house. This role is assigned to Phoebe 
who takes it up without hesitation. The qualities of true womanhood – piety, 
purity, subservience – come naturally to her. What is more, her drive to turn 
the house into ahome, supposed to serve as a mentally sound environment 
in the eyes of the antebellum psychiatric community, is innate. This is seen 
as soon as she moves into the gothic residence. Instead of complaining about 
the dusky bedchamber, Phoebe immediately puts to use her “gift of practical 
arrangement” to give the room “a look of comfort and habitableness” (71). She 
continues to degothicize and domesticate the house, as she takes charge of the 
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garden and reclaims the vital domestic space of the kitchen hitherto neglected 
by her cousin Hepzibah. As she scours pots and brews tea, she reminds the 
reader of Rachel, the domestic angel in Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin (1852). Both Rachel and Phoebe are “diffusing a sort of sunny radiance” 
while doing housework which they elevate to something sacramental (204).

Hawthorne, Beecher Stowe, medical texts on mental hygiene, and domestic 
advice books all employ the same spiritual rhetoric that paints the domestic 
work of women in a sacred light. “When women work, that work is charac-
terized as spiritual, transcendental; woman is imagined as an ideal beyond 
her body, the selfless domestic angel” (Brown, 64). Phoebe’s “homely witch-
craft” also transforms shop-keeping from “proper work” which was deemed 
unnatural for women into a spiritual-transcendental activity. “I am as nice 
a saleswoman, as I am a housewife”, says Phoebe, and indeed, she excels at 
both, turning shop- and house-keeping into playful and angelic tasks (HSG, 
78). In taking charge of all areas of the house, Phoebe, so to speak, “rekindles 
the … household-fire” that warms the hearth, both literally and figuratively as 
the hearth is the symbolic epitome of domesticity (105). As the fire is kindled, 
the house, formerly described as gloomy, dismal and rotten, is imbued with 
Phoebe’s friendly presence and finally turned into a home, an elementary 
condition in order for the residents to be beneficially influenced. Hawthorne’s 
narrator mirrors this belief spread by antebellum medical and domestic texts, 
when he declares a home to be “that very sphere which the outcast, the pris-
oner, the potentate, the wretch beneath mankind, the wretch aside from it, or 
the wretch above it, instinctively pines after – a home!” (141). It becomes clear 
that in Phoebe’s character Hawthorne shares Catherine Beecher’s conviction 
that “to American women, more than any others on earth, is committed the 
exalted privilege of extending over the world those blessed influences, that are 
to renovate degraded man, and clothe all climes with beauty” (12 – 13). And in 
fact, the young girl’s influence on her wretched cousins is visible almost im-
mediately. It is her active home-making and her gift to transform all worldly 
tasks into acts of beauty that drives away Hepzibah’s melancholia and Clifford’s 
nervousness. For the latter, Phoebe is soon irreplaceable, as she fulfils the role 
of his “nurse, his guardian, and his playmate” (HSG, 138).

One of Hawthorne’s literary tableaux, positioning all the novel’s characters 
as spending a quiet, happy summer Sunday afternoon in the blooming garden, 
serves to fortify the positive influence of her “healthy presence”. In those garden 
scenes, the sinister Holgrave “applied himself to the task of enlivening the 
party”, “even Hepzibah threw off one tint of melancholy”, and “Clifford grew 
to be the gayest of them all” (156). Especially Clifford profits from the domestic 
life Phoebe has created. Prematurely aged due to his wrongful imprisonment, 
he “grew youthful, while she sat beside him” (139). Continuously unsettled by 
the reproaches of the villainous Jaffrey Pyncheon and swaying between fits of 
passion and phases of depression, the established domestic sphere, personified 
by the true woman, has provided him the refuge the psychiatrists declared 
would stabilize his mental constitution. Holgrave aptly points out to Phoebe 
that “whatever health, comfort, and natural life exists in the house, is embodied 
in your person” (216). The domestic scenes in the garden are reminiscent of the 
moral treatment regimen practiced in American asylums. As David Kennard 
summarizes in Therapeutic Communities (1983), “moral treatment meant placing 
the victim of … social pressures in an environment designed to restore inner 
equilibrium. In their asylums they attempted to create a new, ideal mini-society 
in which the virtues of order, calm and productive work would replace the 
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chaos and competitiveness of a burgeoning new world” (13). Patients were set 
up in situations mimicking a calm domestic environment without restraint or 
punishment, a practice that was endorsed by virtually every superintendent. 
As early as 1832, Amariah Brigham argues that since

insanity is generally produced by morbid excitement of 
some portions of the brain, it requires for its cure that 
this disordered organ should be left in absolute repose. 
Hence arises the benefit of Asylums for Lunatics ... where 
their minds are not excited, but soothed by kind words 
and gentle and affectionate treatment (31).

In fact, the psychiatric community unanimously declared the asylum the 
only appropriate place for lunatics and the only place where a cure could be 
effected (Connolly, 413). Hawthorne, on the other hand, portrays the asylum 
as a place of punishment and a looming threat over Clifford’s head. However, 
as Benjamin Reiss points out, Hawthorne does seem to embrace the thera-
peutic premise of the moral treatment regimen (5): through Phoebe’s gentle 
and affectionate treatment and her admittance of an “odd kind of motherly 
sentiment” toward Clifford she effectively restores his mental balance and is 
partly able to resocialize him (HSG, 206).

Holgrave is the third inhabitant affected by Phoebe’s socializing powers. 
Hawthorne depicts him as the embodiment of the modern man, albeit a too 
progressive one for society’s taste. While the character serves to introduce 
contemporary technological innovations as well as fads and trends of the 
nineteenth century, Holgrave is also a radical, and first and foremost the 
personification of social disorder (Pfister, 156). Phoebe is shocked as she is 
exposed to his passionate fantasy of tearing down society and paving the way 
for a new kind of political and social order, which is contrary to her own moral 
compass and her innate obedience to traditional authority. However, Phoebe, 
in her role as a true woman and automatic reformer of men, manages to have 
a more than a balancing influence on him as well. “Without such purpose, on 
her part, and unconsciously on his, she made the House of the Seven Gables 
like a home to him, and the garden a familiar precinct” (182). Affected by the 
innocence and morality of the young girl, he withstands the temptation to 
mesmerize her and eventually falls in love with her.

The ending, the most contested part of the novel, sees Holgrave marrying 
Phoebe, accepting her presidency over “a superior, moral economy” and forsak-
ing his radical beliefs in favour of upward mobility (Brown, 6). He confesses 
that his past life seemed “lonesome and dreary” but as Phoebe crossed the 
threshold, “hope, warmth, and joy” entered with her. He dispels her fear of 
him leading her astray from her “own quiet path” and nature by admitting 
his “presentiment, that, hereafter, it will be my lot to set out trees, to make 
fences – perhaps, even, in due time, to build a house for another generation – in 
a word, to conform myself to laws, and the peaceful practice of society” (HSG, 
306 – 7). Through this marriage, Holgrave is domesticated and integrated into 
the conservative community.

Phoebe’s impact on the cases of Clifford on the one hand, and Holgrave on 
the other hand sheds light on the difference between a supportive therapeutic 
concept of domesticity and a controlling concept of domestication. As both 
Hawthorne and Amariah Brigham believed, a woman’s positive influence 
depended on her own ignorance or aversion of the morbid: “Whatever was 
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morbid in [Clifford’s] mind and experience, she ignored, and thereby kept their 
intercourse healthy by the incautious, but, as it were, heaven-directed freedom 
of her whole conduct” (143). Stephen Knadler specifies, that in Phoebe’s case 
the ignorance of the morbid is combined with a restraint in judgement as 
a respite from the continuous judgement of society (297). This constitutes 
a necessity in order for the “insane” to regain self-control, a conviction that 
Hawthorne shared with the early psychiatrists.

The sick in mind, and perhaps, in body are rendered more 
darkly and hopelessly so by the manifold reflection of their 
disease, mirrored back from all quarters, in the deportment 
of those about them; they are compelled to inhale the poi-
son of their own breath, in infinite repetition. But Phoebe 
afforded her poor patient a supply of pure air (HSG, 143).

So, while the concept of domesticity defines the “feminine gaze” as a retreat 
from a fragmented world “by overturning society’s normative judgments” and 
by defying categorizations of insanity or deviance, the concept of domestica-
tion casts women as the main agents in obeying the rules of mental hygiene, 
as main agents in the “construction of the subject according to the laws of 
the norm” and society’s reforming impulses (Knadler, 296 – 297).

While The Scarlet Letter deals with obsession, mania, and delusion caused 
by a lack of domesticity, pushing the central female character to a liminal and 
marginal social status, The House of Seven Gables portrays the home, domesticity 
and domestication as therapeutic elements in the treatment of mental derange-
ment in contrast to the opinion of the psychiatric community which posited 
the asylum as the only truly curative place (even though, one might remember, 
Catherine Sedgwick did call the House of Seven Gables a lunatic asylum). In 
Phoebe, Hawthorne ascribes to woman an active, reformist, morally superior 
role, complicit in the perpetuating of an oppressive ideology of femininity. 
The novel breaks off just as Holgrave and Phoebe embark upon the journey 
to their new abode and invites the reader to imagine a happily-ever-after. 
However, when confronted with the nineteenth-century exposés mentioned 
in the beginning, the reader might just as well imagine a different outcome: 
What would happen if Phoebe stepped outside her role as the perfect, moral, 
self-medicating angel and fails to fulfil the domestic agenda? What happens 
to the happy couple, when the realities of marriage and the burden of preg-
nancy, childbirth, or the death of a loved one “overtax” Phoebe? What happens, 
when Phoebe, like Elizabeth Packard and Elizabeth Stone, chooses a differ-
ent religious denomination than her husband? We can only wonder whether 
Phoebe would not become another one of those voices telling the story of their 
institutionalization; or whether Phoebe would belong to that large group of 
women, whose voices were never to be heard again after entering the asylum.
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The idea of home has always been open to diverse readings. It is an excellent 
ground for the discussion of a wide range of ontological and epistemological 
issues and its transformations are excellent material for cultural and social 
interpretation of identity, attitudes, and mindset of an individual or a specific 
community. Home has both personal and collective dimensions and can be 
interpreted from different, sometimes mutually exclusive perspectives as 
a shelter or an asylum, and as a prison. The controversy of home as a place to 
abandon, return to and be imprisoned in is one of the key concepts in Gilead 
(2004) and Home (2008) by Marilynne Robinson. The two novels can be read 
both as parts of a single whole or as individual works of fiction. Although they 
share the setting and the characters and can be interpreted as a meaningful 
whole the writer wanted them to be read independently (but not a sequel), 
each as a freestanding book (Fay)  1.

The main story focuses on the domestic life of two aging ministers – 
the Rev. Ames in Gilead and the Rev. Boughton in Home. Their histories 
are narrated in a way that brings together the ideas of moral responsibility, 
transcendentalist admiration of human uniqueness, political urgencies of the 
mid-20th century, and theological concerns. The town of Gilead as a larger 
home and a locus of domesticity and tradition and respective family homes of 
the characters become centers of meaning in the novels. The micro world of 
family home has a particular significance for the writer herself as a reflection 
of universal concerns and urgencies. As Robinson noted in her interview for 
The Paris Review, “the reality that we experience is part of the whole fabric 
of reality. To pretend that the universe is somewhere else doing something is 
really not true. We’re right in the middle of it. Utterly dependent on it, utterly 
defined by it” (Fay).

Family home performs multiple functions in both novels although in 
Gilead the idea of home is less significant and rather one-dimensional. In this 
novel, which is a confessional letter of the seventy-six-year-old Ames home 
transforms from a lonely and gloomy place into the locus of family happiness:

We have no home in this world, I used to say, and then I’d 
walk back up the road to this old place and make myself 
a pot of coffee and a fried-egg sandwich and listen to 
the radio, when I got one, in the dark as often as not … 
I grew up in parsonages. I’ve lived in this one most of 
my life, and I’ve visited in a good many others, because 
my father’s friends and most of our relatives also lived in 
parsonages. And when I thought about it in those days, 
which wasn’t too often, I thought this was the worst of 
them all, the draftiest and the dreariest. Well, that was 
my state of mind at the time. It’s a perfectly good old 
house, but I was all alone in it then. And that made it 
seem strange to me. I didn’t feel very much at home in 
the world, that was a fact. Now I do. (Robinson 2004, 4)

1	 One of the critics referred to Gilead and Home as a “dovetailed diptych” (Scott). This defini-
tion is no longer precise because with the publication of Lila in 2014 it became a triptych/
trilogy. However, this essay focuses on Robinson’s first two novels, thus, for the sake of 
this text, they are referred to as a diptych. In Lila, the idea of home does not affect the 
characters’ development in a meaningful or convincing way, thus including the third novel 
in the analysis did not seem to bring anything new to Robinson’s vision of home.
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For Ames, the idea of house overlaps with the idea of home and after his 
marriage both undergo a crucial transformation. In the novel, it is presented in 
a very physical way: Ames’s much younger wife Lila and their little son Bobby 
fill the house with joy, life, warmth, and new smells and sounds. Comfortable 
and domestic atmosphere of Ames’s home encourages sincerity and makes 
the awareness of the approaching death even sadder.

Thinking about home brings into play the notion of tradition which “being 
at home” implies. In The Need for Roots by Simone Weil that was published in 
1949, only a little earlier than the action in Robinson’s novels takes place and 
thus presumably reflective of a global state of mind of the time, the French 
philosopher explores the notions of obligation, order, obedience, security, re-
sponsibility, freedom, security, and uprootedness and their manifestation at 
different levels (national, regional, and local). Weil views uprootedness as 
the “most dangerous malady to which human societies are exposed” (47). In 
her mind, it emanates from a departure from tradition (“loss of the past” as 
she calls it) that may have far-reaching tragic consequences as the history of 
humanity shows (119). Although Weil analyzes uprootedness from a broad 
historical, political and social perspective and sees a possibility of “growing 
roots” in Christian religion, her ideas can be used for individual character 
interpretations beyond the limits of religious reading. On a microscale, tradi-
tion is inevitably linked to the idea of family and home as a metaphorical 
space where it is created and guarded. In Gilead, this perspective is made 
obvious only once when Ames’s elder brother Edward who went to Germany 
to study philosophy comes home to visit his parents and refuses to say grace 
at the dinner table because he cannot do it “in good consciousness.” The fa-
ther takes it as a profound and unacceptable disrespect for family traditions 
which Edward is never forgiven – he leaves his parents’ home and never visits 
it again while his younger brother is not allowed to maintain any contacts 
with him. The parents blamed Edward’s departure from the family nest and 
his stay in Europe for the emergence of atheistic views. Ames mentions this 
episode only briefly because in Gilead neither the idea of home nor the idea 
of tradition or family roots are threatened in any significant way. Home here 
is presented as the locus of unchallenged domesticity, stability, psychological 
intimacy, and emotional comfort.

In the second part of the diptych the notion of home becomes particularly 
powerful and multi-dimensional – in fact, it is one of the crucial philosophical 
concepts of the novel. As the title implies, Home creates the cult of the family 
place and charges it with multiple, often contradictory meanings: a guardian of 
traditions, an asylum, an emotional prison and the first school. Tadeusz Sławek 
in his speculations about the “where” nature of home and oikology points to 
the arrogance of the idea of home as “my,” “my own,” and “family” space, that 
is the kind of space that excludes otherness and opposes the intrusion from 
the outside. The Boughtons home is very much this kind of place – friendly 
and forgiving to those who belong there and at the same time detached from 
the outside world. Nothing changed there over years “except to fade or scar 
or wear” (Robinson 2008, 52) and it was as if “frozen” in the past.

Home is the central metaphor of the novel. Most of the action evolves 
around the Boughtons’ family house – kitchen, living room, porch, and garden. 

“Difficult, ordinary life” that the house and its inhabitants live turns to be even 
more difficult with the return of Jack – Boughton’s prodigal son who was away 
from home for twenty years. The figure of Jack makes the house and home 
acquire a particularly powerful moral significance and adds a painful ethical 
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urgency to the story. One of the reviewers of Home described it as “book full 
of doubleness and paradox, at once serene and volcanic, ruthless and forgiving. 
It is an anguished pastoral, a tableau of decency and compassion that is also 
an angry and devastating indictment of moral cowardice and unrepentant, 
unacknowledged sin” (Scott). Jack’s return makes the controversial character 
of family home even more explicit and highlights its transformation which 
is very different from the one we observed in Gilead. Multiple functions and 
roles of the family house intertwine although in all of them it is presented 
as a space where moral dilemmas can be verified or challenged. The image of 
home − so dear but so obsolete and dysfunctional – acquires the meaning of 
the idealized past.

Home becomes for its inhabitants an identity framework that “incorpo-
rates a crucial set of qualitative distinctions,” which allows an individual to 
function

with the sense that some action, or mode of life, or mode 
of feeling is incomparably higher than the others which 
are more readily available to us … The sense of what 
the difference consists in may take different forms. One 
form of life may be seen as fuller, another way of feeling 
and acting purer, a mode of feeling or living as deeper, 
a style of life as more admirable, a given demand as 
making an absolute claim against other merely relative 
ones, and so on. (Taylor, 19 – 20)

Whereas in Gilead Ames’s house is mainly presented as a physical space charged 
with significant though uncontroversial emotions, in Home the house is not 
only an element of the townscape but it is an ethical checkpoint for the older 
and younger Boughtons. It establishes a moral framework for all God-fearing 
and decent members of the family except Jack.

For a large and joyful family, their home in Gilead is the stalwart of tra-
ditions and stability. It has its rules and conventions that for years remained 
unchanged and affected the behavior of its inhabitants who kept coming 
there with their wives, children, and grandchildren. Even the interior of the 
place reflect the atmosphere of good old days: large pieces of furniture and 
crowded rooms, styled to reflect standards of respectability and serviceability 
and “commemorate heroic discipline and foresight” (Robinson 2008, 52). Thus, 
even elements of the material world become one of those qualitative distinc-
tions of the family collective identity. The house itself is a special character of 
the novel and its life, history, and charming and at the same time oppressive 
atmosphere is tuned to significant family events.

The house has “a soul” of its own – an inner identity, which family members 
feel in different ways depending on their life situation at a given moment. For 
Glory, it is a deserted and heartbroken place while her father feels it as a living 
creature, a life-long companion that can suffer and rejoice:

The house embodied for him the general blessedness of his 
life, which was manifest, really indisputable. And which 
he never failed to acknowledge, especially when it stood 
over against particular sorrow. Even more frequently after 
their mother died he spoke of the house as if it were an 
old wife, beautiful for every comfort it had offered, every 
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grace, through all the long years. It was a beauty that 
would not be apparent to every eye … It was a good 
house, her (Glory’s – M.K.) father said, meaning that 
it had a gracious heart however awkward its appearance. 
(Robinson 2008, 3 – 4)

For Boughton’s now grown-up children the house is an emotional and psy-
chological fortress of genuine domesticity and a museum of the past they 
admire but would not take with them into their present lives:

There on the immutable terrain of their childhood her 
brothers and sisters could and did remember those years 
in great detail, their own memories, but more often the 
pooled memory they saw no special need to portion out 
among them. They looked at photographs and went over 
the old times and laughed, and their father was well 
pleased. (Robinson 2008, 8)

The house itself and the patriarchal father created a special ethos of the family 
which everyone was expected to share. Those who failed to do so or whose 
life did not work out the way it should suffered and tried to hide the truth as 
Glory did. Or they painfully looked for answers and explanations and also 
suffered like Jack because the ethos of home did not offer many alternatives.

Glory returned to Gilead after her private life collapsed. Her father needed 
someone around and she needed an emotional shelter. Gilead seemed an ideal 
place for it – everything there reminded her of the happy past that was safely 
locked in time and protected from any changes or intrusions of the present:

She was thoroughly used to Gilead as the subject and 
scene of nostalgic memory. How all the brothers and sis-
ters except Jack had loved to come home, and how ready 
they always were to leave again. How dear the old place 
and the old stories were to them, and how far abroad 
they had scattered. The past was a very fine thing, in its 
place. But her returning now, to stay, as her father said, 
had turned memories portentous. To have it overrun its 
bounds this way and become present and possibly future, 
too − they all knew it was a thing to be regretted. (Rob-
inson 2008, 7 – 8)

For Glory, the idea of home was closely linked to the authority of her father. 
She returned to Gilead to help him, to heal her emotional wounds, and simply 
to give herself some time for contemplation. Gilead belonged to the past, so 
it gave a good chance to stay undisturbed. Earlier, when she lived alone she 
thought about her family home and diligently repeated the old rituals – it 
helped her to “remember the household she came from, to induce in herself 
the unspecific memory of a comfort she had not been really conscious of until 
she left it behind” (Robinson 2008, 102). In this instance, family home clearly 
functions as an asylum – a temporary shelter one will soon leave (Sławek).

Family home that gave a sense of comfort and security was also the kind 
of place she would never create for herself. Rather unexpectedly, Glory reveals 
her unfulfilled dream: her house would have been very different from “this good 
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and blessed and fustian and oppressive tabernacle of Boughton probity and 
kind intent” (Robinson 2008, 102) − it would be spacious, sunlit, and simple. 
Thus the old home full of traditions is no longer viable and its atmosphere and 
physical shape become restrictive, if not oppressive. However, Glory will never 
be able to recognize it openly because the identity framework established in 
her old home does not allow for it. For Glory, home implies social, economic 
and religious rituals that ensure a sense of an asylum that is separated from 
the rest of the world:

How to announce the return of comfort and well-being 
except by cooking something fragrant. That is what her 
mother always did. After every calamity of any signifi-
cance she would fill the atmosphere of the house with 
the smell of cinnamon rolls or brownies, or with chick-
en and dumplings, and it would mean, This house has 
a soul that loves us all, no matter what. It would mean 
peace if they had fought and amnesty if they had been 
in trouble. (Robinson 2008, 252)

The old Boughton cherished his vision of home and wanted his family to share 
it which they, except for Jack, diligently and even willingly did. He knew that 
his son did not feel at home in their house bustling with life and joy and tried 
to explain it to himself: “[H]e was always alone, the way he used to be, and 
I would wonder what kind of life he could have, with no one even to care how 
he was, what he needed” (Robinson 2008,169). Jack as a petty thief, a wanton 
trickster, a mean-spirited transgressor, and a drinker seemed to be an eternal 
misfit. After a twenty-year absence he returned looking for an asylum like 
Glory and trying to come to terms with the idea of predestination and his 
bitter fate. Although Jack rejects the identity framework established by his 
family and his old home, it is the only identity framework available to him. 
He refers to it in his attempts to place himself emotionally and psychologically 
and, on a larger scale, to verify his life: “I came here because everything had 
fallen to pieces … . I was clutching at a straw, coming to Gilead. No doubt 
about that. I’ve had some experience with them. Straws” (Robinson 2008, 208). 
Jack returned to Gilead for help and he often uses the phrase “coming home”: 
“I just wanted to come home. Even if I couldn’t stay. I wanted to see the place. 
I wanted to see my father. I was – bewildered, I suppose … . I was scared to 
come home. … My life is endless pain and difficulty for reasons that are no 
doubt apparent to anyway I pass on the street but obscure to me” (Robinson 
2008, 210 – 11). Thus we can claim that even for a misfit like him home performed 
its crucial function: it established an identity frame. Loyalty to tradition and 
unwillingness to change the established rules creates a paradoxical situation: 
the house could no longer be home, it turned into a museum and a place of 
worship for younger family members who came there for holidays, and an 
asylum but also a psychological prison for both Jack and Glory.

The idea of the asylum implies tension between different realities (the 
old one to be escaped and the new one to be embraced) and presumes the 
acceptance of and adjustment to the rules of the new place by someone who 
decides to stay there (Slawek). Gilead was not a new place for Jack. He knew 
how things used to be there but he himself became a different person and 
the reality of his life had little to do with the past or present reality of Gilead. 
He wanted to know whether he was doomed to be a villain and whether he 
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would be able to live in Gilead together with his colored civil wife and their 
son. A decent home of the old kind Presbyterian minister welcomed him back 
but would not accept his changed life. A manicured reality of happy home did 
not open to a new experience of racial heterogeneity and tolerance. For Jack, 
his parents’ home in Gilead became an asylum. However, as Sławek claims, 
the idea of home as the asylum implies a transient nature of the place where 
one can find a shelter but must accept rules and terms imposed by the host. 
At that point, home can transform into a prison and in order to avoid it, Jack 
leaves Gilead again.

Stability and awareness of traditions that were expected to protect from 
loneliness perversely transformed the place into a citadel of loneliness. Soli-
tude in general is something Robinson admires and cherishes herself. In one 
of her interviews she speaks of the blessings of solitude which for her serves 
as an inspiration. At a certain point, the writer called solitude “the cream of 
existence” (Fay). This is the type of solitude that Ames experienced. Jack and 
Glory’s loneliness is neither creative nor inspiring. It enhances misery and 
alienation. For the protagonists of the novel, being at home does not mean 
mental or emotional comfort. On the contrary, it makes the dilemmas they 
face and the challenges they deal with even more complicated and painful. 
The difficult experience is something the writer values above all and makes 
her characters go through:

The ancients are right: the dear old human experience is 
a singular, difficult, shadowed, brilliant
experience that does not resolve into being comfortable 
in the world. The valley of the shadow is part of that, and 
you are depriving yourself if you do not experience what 
humankind has experienced, including doubt and sor-
row. We experience pain and difficulty as failure instead 
of saying, I will pass through this, everyone I have ever 
admired has passed through this, music has come out of 
this, literature has some out of it . We should think of our 
humanity as a privilege. (Fay)

However, contrary to Robinson’s declarations, pain and suffering do not 
make any of the novel’s characters undergo catharsis. The pain of being at 
home only forces them, Jack in particular, to realize their helplessness and 
loneliness and enhance doubt and sorrow. For us as readers, the emotions of 
the characters that being at home brings into the foreground are a way to see 
a contradictory and restrictive nature of home where the moral imperative 
of the family makes the them tell lies and discourages from revealing and 
sharing their doubts.

The austerity of the Boughtons’ family house contrasts with the warmth 
of the garden around it. At the moment of Jack’s arrival it is still shrubbery 
and for all Glory’s efforts looks neglected. But even as such it radiates warmth 
and plays with colors as if nature itself welcomes the heartbroken Glory and 
Jack offering them moments of emotional comfort:

They had opened the flowers of bleeding hearts to reveal 
the tiny lady in her bath. Corn on the cob they had all 
loved, though they hated to shuck it, and they had all 
loved melons. Jack tended these things with particular care.
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When he was restless he would sometimes walk out into 
the garden and stand there with his hands on his hips, 
as if it comforted him to see their modest flourishing … 
His father watched from the porch day after day and 
asked him what it was he was planting … Jack brought 
him a sprig of bleeding heart, the bud of a pumpkin blos-
som. “Yes,” the old man said, as he did when memory 
stirred. “Those were good times.” (Robinson 2008, 151)

Colors and scents of flowers and their undeniable and unsophisticated beauty 
imply simplicity and emotional intimacy, which the house fails to ensure.

The multifunctional and controversial character of home in Robinson’s 
novels brings into play issues of tradition, roots, responsibility and freedom 
of choice. Home transforms from an asylum into a place of hidden emotional 
struggle. Coming home and abandoning home are the two aspects of the 
protagonists’ life – none easier than the other. Robinson’s novels subvert the 
stereotype of protective domesticity by affirming its restrictive and selective 
character.

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Fay, Sarah. Interview with Marilynne Robinson. The Paris Review – The Art  

of Fiction No 198, Marilynne Robinson (Fall 2008). 20 July 2015. http://
www.theparisreview.org/interviews/5863/the-art-of-fiction-no-198-mari- 
lynne-robinson\.

Robinson, Marilynne. Gilead. New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 2004.
Robinson, Marilynne. Home. New York: Picador, 2008.
Scott, A.O. “Return of the Prodigal Son.” The New York Times 21 September  

2008. 20 July 2015. http://www.nytimes.com/2008/09/21/books/review/
Scott-t.html?_r=0.

Sławek, Tadeusz, “Gdzie? Rozważania oikologiczne.” Antropos? 16 – 17 (2001). 
21 October 2013. http://www.ojkologia.us.edu.pl/artykuly/75/gdzie-rozwa-
zania oikologiczne/.

Taylor, Charles. Sources of the Self. The Making of the Modern Identity. Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989.

Weil, Simone. The Need for Roots; Prelude to a Declaration of Duties Towards 
Mankind. Trans. Arthur Wills. London and New York: Routledge, 2003.



Kornelia Boczkowska

The Homely Sublime in Space
Science documentary Films :
Domesticating the Feeling of
Homelessness in Carl Sagans
"Cosmos" and Its Sequel
Kultura Popularna nr 4 (54), 24-34

2017



24 k u l t u r a  p o p u l a r n a  2 0 1 7  N r  4  ( 5 4 )

The Homely 
Sublime 
in Space Science 
Documentary 
Films: 
Domesticating 
the Feeling 
of Homelessness 
in Carl Sagan’s 
Cosmos 
and Its Sequel

Kornelia Boczkowska

The Homely Sublime in Space

DOI: 10.5604/01.3001.0011.6717



25K o r n e l i a  B o c z k o w s k a   T h e  H o m e l y  S u b l i m e  i n  S p a c e

The release of Carl Sagan’s Cosmos: A Personal Voyage, the thirteen-part tel-
evision series broadcast by the PBS in 1980, marked a genuine revolution in 
the development of American space science documentary film. Authored by 
Carl Sagan, Ann Druyan and Steven Soter and presented by Sagan himself, 
the production cherished an unprecedented popularity worldwide, being the 
most extensively watched PBS series as of 2009 and having won the prestig-
ious Emmy and Peabody Awards. Presumably, some of the chief reasons 
for its global success include the use of groundbreaking special effects, an 
atmospheric score composed by Vangelis, a novel scientist-hosted format 
as well as a relatively accessible, philosophical and stirring narration. The 
fact that the series is described as “a watershed moment for science-themed 
television programming” (Itzkoff) is also due to the unquestionable authority 
and visionary rhetoric of Sagan who made his name not only as a television 
figure as well as an effective science advocate and communicator, but also 
as a scientist and author of both popular science and science fiction books 
written for a broad audience. Krone praises Sagan’s notable contribution to 
the popularization of astronomy as follows (68):

Carl Sagan searched for worlds “fabulously unlike Brook-
lyn” since at age nine, in 1942, he was fascinated by the 
adventures on Mars created by Edgar Rice Burroughs. 
That began his interest, followed by his career as astron-
omer, astrophysicist, exobiologist, Director of Cornell 
University’s Laboratory for Planetary Studies, and Pro-
fessor of Astronomy and Space Sciences. He was a best-
selling author – twelve books and 400 journal articles.

Even more importantly, however, a vast experience Sagan gained allowed 
him to alter the image of space science documentary and render his series 
seen as canonical in its visual and narrative conventions. A sophisticated 
use of modern art, animation and digital imagery became not only iconic in 
terms of science visualizing techniques (Lomberg, 194), but it also reinforced 
a sense of transcendence while drawing on a mediated representation of the 
cosmic and astronomical sublime. Also, Sagan’s ideological rhetoric appears 
to be evidently founded on cosmological issues traditionally tackled within 
the province of religion (Krone, 68; Klassen and Zimmermann, 30; Lessl, 
175). Lessl argues that while maintaining a hybrid generic form, Cosmos (175)

sets the instructional elements of the series within a larger 
mythical framework reminiscent of numerous works of 
science fiction. The presentation of science (…) creates 
a mythic understanding of science which serves for tel-
evision audiences the same needs that religious discourse 
has traditionally satisfied for churchgoers.

Specifically, the core of Sagan’s ideology, as observable in the production, 
clearly centers around spreading the idea of human uniqueness and weaknesses 
as well as a continuous need to search for extraterrestrial life and intelligence 
(Krone, 68 – 69). His best-selling book Intelligent Life in the Universe, co-written 
with Iosif Shklovsky, largely contributed to vivifying the public interest in 
detecting alien signals and the official establishment of a multi-million-dollar 
SETI programme by NASA in 1971. An open-minded, critical and holistic 
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approach to studying the nature of science and mankind’s connection to the 
cosmos is best summarized by Sagan himself (276): “It [studying science] has 
two rules. First: there are no sacred truths, all assumptions must be critically 
examined; arguments from authority are worthless. Second: whatever is 
inconsistent with the facts must be discarded or revised.”

It seems that within American astroculture studies, the subject of space 
science documentary film, though having a considerably long tradition, has 
been hardly explored in scholarly terms. The post-war years, often character-
ized by a popular science boom (Gregory and Miller, 69), brought some revo-
lutionary changes in the development of the genre, which showed a gradual 
tendency to move toward more complicated representational extremes. Largely 
triggered by the rise of specialist science writers and development of televi-
sion, some early science documentaries have taken up the subject of outer 
space and space exploration by producing a particular form of textuality, thus 

“mediating between arcane forms of otherwise inaccessible knowledge, and 
popular everyday forms of understanding” (Silverstone, 72). As a subgenre 
of the science documentary, a space science documentary utilizes a standard 
and simple format by providing explanatory voice and illustrative visuals in 
the style of photographic realism (Mayeri, 64). In some early documentaries 
of this kind, including Disney famous television series, Man in Space, Man 
and the Moon and Mars and Beyond (1955 – 1957), linear essaylike structure was 
achieved through the combination of still images, video, graphics and anima-
tion with a voice-over narration, which was likely to convey certain ideological 
subtexts. However, in some later programmes produced since the late 1970s 
during the second science boom, the task of portraying largely unseeable 
astronomical phenomena or futuristic space technology can be deemed more 
complex. Therefore, in order to present the viewers with visually appealing, 
simplified and comprehensible representations, space science documentaries 
had to rely on a set of familiar cultural and historical conventions of depicting 
space- and space exploration-related concepts.

One of such conventions is centered around the idea of domestic space, 
defined as “an environment that can exhibit a sense of place for the dweller” 
(Clemons, Searing and Tremblay, 130), where a sense of place is understood 
as belonging to and feeling secure within the given surroundings (Hiss, 35). 
Naturally, the concept has evolved in a strong relation to the self as well as 
home design and interior, which tend to convey symbolic meanings and thus 
become capable of transforming a space into a place. Unsurprisingly then, 
domestic space has been often explored in a highly interdisciplinary man-
ner (see e.g. Altman and Wermer), combining perspectives of environmental 
psychologists (see e.g. Brierley), anthropologists (see e.g. Cieraad), social or 
art historians (see e.g. Foy and Schlereth; Briganti and Mezei) and human 
geographers (see e.g. Duncan and Lambert), who studied the subject from 
the points of view of material culture as well as social, cultural and consumer 
studies. Interestingly, however, the notion has been hardly examined in the 
context of space studies and astroculture, the latter of which stands for “a het-
erogeneous array of images and artifacts, media and practices that all aim to 
ascribe meaning to outer space” (Geppert, 8). As pointed out by Schmölders, 
since the beginning of the space age era, humans have literally domesticated 
outer space primarily through utilizing space and homemade technology (59):

Scholars, engineers and designers plan hotels and sub-
divisions for the moon and Mars, invent space elevators, 
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sell space trips, and so forth. Furthermore, the Coper-
nican shock has dissipated in a major way because of 
the Internet. Thanks to outer space and satellite-based 
communication, any private computer owner can use 
the technology of Google Earth to look up terrestrial 
addresses, as though they were looking in at earth from 
outer space. Conversely, Google Sky is opening up a re-
verse perspective into the depths of space, based in large 
part on Hubble Space Telescope images.

At the same time, this clearly metaphoric process of domestication has involved 
both taming and trivializing the feeling of sublime homelessness present in 
space-related content exposed in the media, particularly since the advent of 
television (Schmölders, 59). Some of the most common ways of achieving it 
is, as mentioned before, an apparent dependence on a set of familiar cultural 
codes, defined as “symbols and systems of meaning that are relevant to 
members of a particular culture” (Hyatt and Simons, 23). This approach has 
been used, for instance, in psychological studies of space exploration, where 
the motif of home or homely surroundings, often represented by terrestrial 
substitutes, played a pivotal role in a series of experiments conducted on the 
ISS crew members (see e.g. Bishop, 47 – 78). In science documentary film, 
however, various conceptualizations of outer space also rely on domestica-
tion of the sublime as explored in literary theory or visual arts. For example, 
Sandner contends that in the context of the fantastic discourse, this process 
synthesizes the sublime with the beautiful and brings it “into the human sphere 
in an essentially connective and unifying way,” while drawing on Longinus’ 
theory of the sublime seen as human interaction, which reinforces a sense of 
safety (166). Meanwhile, Blair proposes the concept of the domestic sublime 
defined as a sublimity rooted in contemporary domesticity where Kantian 
sublime’s limitlessness “resides in the presentation of excess labor, materials 
and potential” related to the home or human dwelling in general. On the 
other hand, in line with Geertsema’s hypothesis that domestication and 
subjection of wilderness paradoxically empower nature, one may argue that 
the representation of the cosmos privileges outer space environment through 
connoting with the process of colonization and progress (100).

Hence, as suggested above, the feeling of homelessness, often accompany-
ing contemplating the realm of outer space, appears to be inseparably connected 
with the (domesticated) sublime, lavishly present in the U.S. space-related im-
agery produced since the outset of the space age era. In one of her recent works, 
Picturing the Cosmos: Hubble Space Telescope Images and the Astronomical Sublime, 
Kessler comments more broadly on 20th century practices of representing 
space subjects in the U.S. culture where scientists and artists often utilize the 
mode of the sublime when translating complex data into a number of popular 
images depicting galaxies, nebulae or star fields. More specifically, she argues 
that rather than coming up with an entirely novel system of visualizing space, 
they have extended an existing one, inseparable with the idea of exploration 
and settlement, to subsequent stages of space exploration. This mode, used 
extensively in the last few decades, is that of the mythicized American frontier 
that has “functioned as the framework through which a new frontier was seen” 
(Kessler, 8). A similar view is expressed by Sage who, in the introduction to his 
recently published book, How Outer Space Made America: Geography, Organi-
zation and the Cosmic Sublime, investigates the way and reasons why the U.S. 
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space programme reproduced the nation’s geographical, cultural and political 
imagination by appealing to the image of America as the transcendental and 
sublime state. The scholar claims that audiences exposed to the visions of 
outer space and space exploration, whether generated by space telescoped or 
popular media, are always confronted with a strong sense of sublime vastness 
and infinity (Sage 2014, 1):

Those passionate about outer space have long been in awe 
of its apparent ‘spacelessness,’ outer space appears un-
bounded, infinite, sublime. When we see or think through 
Space, whether by looking at images produced by a power-
ful space telescope or enjoying a science-fiction film, we 
can journey in an instant to the most distant reaches of 
the universe, and simultaneously billions of years back in 
time, or into a barely imaginable future, far beyond the 
possibility of human life.

Meanwhile, in the wake of earlier scholarly discussions on the cosmic sublime, 
Lyotard suggests that the sublime of transcendence is sometimes replaced by 
the sublime of immanence (53 – 54). More specifically, he argues that humans’ 
capability of feeling and imagining the cosmos constitutes the cause for sor-
row as they realize the constraints of their own physical condition. In this 
way, Lyotard challenges a largely positive vision of the sublime, stemming 
mostly from the vastness of space and limitless possibilities created by new 
space technologies, by noting that modern astrophysics also draws on evok-
ing a negative sublime feeling by providing their audiences with painful and 
finite outer space experiences.

As noted before, Sagan’s reliance on evoking both the cosmic and astro-
nomical sublime is skillfully combined with creating a set of familiar, homely 
surroundings, which tend to trivialize and domesticate outer space environ-
ment as presented to the viewer. With regard to editing, this measure is 
achieved by means of dramatized sequences, rostrum camerawork, time-lapse, 
slow-motion and microphotography, hand-made animation as well as the 
combination of live location and studio footage with composited sequences 
of Sagan walking across a cosmological calendar (Campbell, 14). Meanwhile, 
in terms of narrative conventions, a clear reference to domestic elements has 
been made by introducing a special, curiosity-fueled vessel called “Spaceship of 
the Imagination,” which, with Sagan travelling aboard as the captain, journeys 
through space and time, familiarizing the audience with various astronomical 
objects and phenomena. Reminiscent of a dandelion seed from the outside, 
the interior appears to be both futuristic and cozy through merging Star Trek-
like shapes with cathedral ceilings. On the other hand, an enormous window 
positioned in the middle of the spacecraft’s cockpit reinforces the sublimity 
of outer space views while the vehicle traverses the far-flung reaches of the 
remote universe, thus literally connecting the homely space with the fearful, 
yet ravishing unknown. What is more, throughout the episodes, Sagan makes 
numerous references to the cultural heritage of the world’s nations while nar-
rating, explaining or speculating on the depicted scientific concepts. While the 
most well known instances of this kind include a description of the ancient 
Library of Alexandria, a selection of samurai warriors, the Dutch tradition of 
sailing ship explorers, the Anasazi’s ceremonial calendars or the destruction of 
the Aztecs by Spanish conquistadors, symbols and systems of meaning related 
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to American history and culture encompass some commonly recognizable 
figures, places and events. These embrace, for example, Edgar Rice Burroughs’ 
science fiction novels, Percival Lowell’s famous observations of Martian “canals,” 
Robert Goddard’s rocket-building experiments, the U.S. space programme’s 
achievements or natural and urban locations, such as Jackson Lake, Wyoming, 
Rockefeller Center, St. Patrick’s Cathedral or Brooklyn.

Particularly the latter can be deemed representative of the homely sub-
lime, the aesthetic category, which seeks to render certain visual elements of 
the Romantic wilderness “comparatively safe” (LeMenager, 52). For instance, 
such an impression may be reinforced by the urban sublime of New York City, 
present in the third episode of the series, Harmony of the Worlds. Here, the view 
of the seventh-floor roof gardens of the Rockefeller International Building as 
well as the bird’s-eye view the Rockefeller Center itself, St. Patrick’s Cathedral 
or neighbouring streets is likely to foster the feeling of sublime dread and 
fear in the face of the impossible totality of uncanny urban technostructure 
(Den Tandt, 25). At the same time, except for its overwhelming quality, the 
height and magnitude of the visible buildings and skyscrapers, whose image 
accompanies Sagan’s scientific and philosophical narration on astrology, place 
the viewer on a continuum from the divine to the domestic cityscape. The 
majestic and gloomy Manhattan, oscillating between the sublime and the 
uncanny (Lindner, 63), simultaneously awes and retains human characteristics; 
its widely recognizable modern skyline and crowded places create a sense of 
security and familiarity combined with a sense of mystique and transcendence. 
A similar function is served by introducing other iconic filming locations, 
whether in America or abroad, the latter of which include Pythagoras’ Cave in 
Samos, the Great Hypostyle Hall in Egypt, the Royal Botanic Gardens in Kew, 
England or Cavendish Laboratory at the University of Cambridge. Specifically, 
however, the U.S. locations, such as Lowell Observatory in Flagstaff, Arizona 
(Episode 5: “Blues for a Red Planet”), the Great Kiva at Chaco Canyon, New 
Mexico (Episode 3: “The Harmony of the Worlds”), Sagan’s home district in 
Brooklyn, New York (Episode 7: “The Backbone of Night”), Very Large Ar-
ray, New Mexico (Episode 10: “The Edge of Forever”) or The Regina Maris 
at Glen Cove Creek, New York (Episode 11: “The Persistence of Memory”), 
all seem to incorporate the natural sublime, typically embracing such quali-
ties as terrorizing and awe-inspiring vastness, infinity or magnificence, with 
the homely sublime evoking a sense of monumental, yet domesticated and 
somehow confined place. When the audience is in turn confronted with outer 
space environment, mostly generated digitally, the thrill of cosmic and as-
tronomical sublime, at both microscopic and macroscopic scale, is balanced 
with the interior of Sagan’s spaceship or the view of some familiar locations 
used by the scientist to strengthen the effect of human sublime, the symbol 
of mankind and its deep interconnection with the cosmos.

Unsurprisingly, the series’ 2014 sequel, Cosmos: A Spacetime Odyssey, writ-
ten by Ann Druyan Steven Soter and presented by Neil deGrasse Tyson, 
follows numerous conventions utilized by its predecessor. Broadcast on ten 
21st Century Fox networks, the programme, though not as popular as Sagan’s, 
was generally praised by the critics and won several television broadcasting 
awards, including the Emmy and Peabody Awards. As the producers’ goal was 
to capture the spirit of the original Cosmos, it followed the thirteen-episode 
and scientist-hosted format as well as used a similar storytelling approach 
by introducing such elements as the Ship of the Imagination and the Cos-
mic Calendar. Naturally, the use of far more state-of-the-art and extensive 
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computer-generated graphics, animation footage and special effects allowed 
to present the viewers with more elaborate and convincing representations of 
astronomical phenomena. Tyson, one of America’s most pre-eminent science 
communicators inspired by Sagan as a college student, intended to include 
a number of “uplifting themes” (“Neil deGrasse Tyson”) in the script capable of 
fostering wonder and skepticism that would ascribe meaning to the discussed 
concepts in the way they reflect philosophical and religious ponderings of 21st 
century audience. Below Campbell draws certain parallels between the original 
series and its sequel in terms of selected representational strategies (14):

Tyson’s programme also neatly links together the trends 
of 21st century factual entertainment programmes, us-
ing CGI extensively throughout in a variety of forms, 
with some of the techniques of science programmes 
of the 1950s. Sagan’s series had used dramatic reenact-
ments of historical discoveries, although only his voice 
is heard narrating the events being depicted by actors, 
whereas Tyson’s series reconstructs historical sequences 
in a drawn animation style, very similar in appearance to 
that used in Disneyland films about space in the 1950s, 
and featuring a range of actors presenting the events being  
recounted.

Naturally, there are also differences between the series considering their reliance 
on the aesthetics of the sublime. Namely, it seems that the sequel is likely to 
draw on the cosmic and astronomical sublime in favour of the homely sublime 
evident, for instance, in MacFarlane’s updated design of a highly futuristic 
and largely transparent Spaceship expected to “remain timeless and very 
simple” (Mandi) with the ceiling projecting the future events and the floor 
envisioning those that occurred in the past. Also, an expansive and ethereal 
backing score by Alan Silvestri as well as a number of terrestrial locations, 
mostly set in places, which expose boundless and untamed or picturesque 
and tranquil qualities of nature often inspired by the Hudson River School’s 
aesthetics, clearly contribute to this impression.

Following Campbell’s argument, A Spacetime Odyssey appears to rely on 
the three recurring visual tropes typical for post-2010s space science documen-
tary films, including astronomical imaging, documentary cinematography and 
screen fiction aesthetics (67 – 73). While the first trope is particularly evident in 
the use of diffraction spikes in the series’ animated sequence, which recounts 
Giordano Bruno’s vision of the scale of the universe (Episode 1: “Standing 
Up in the Milky Way”), the latter usually manifest themselves in a ubiquitous 
adoption of docu- and photorealist techniques like flare lens as well as natu-
ralistic light and colour combined with the Magisterial Gaze, which denotes 

“seeing the landscape from an elevated perspective” where “the viewer assumes 
a Godlike gaze” (Sage 2008, 32). According to Campbell, except for numerous 
CGI sequences, the Magisterial Gaze effect is utilized in the representation of 
Tyson’s ship of imagination, which (75)

explicitly positions him as able to transition between 
a downwards gaze to the cosmological past, an upwards-
gaze to the future, and a horizontal gaze for the present. 
The movement of the ship around, over, under, into and
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through objects constantly shifts this perspective, but 
always seems to retain a notion of authoritative gaze 
over the images being shown.

Another recurrent visual trope persistent throughout the series is that of the 
Grand Tour framing of space, which is constructed “into three distinct phases 
starting with a terrestrial origin and looking into space, then touring the solar 
system, and finally into deep space back to the dawn of the cosmos and the 
Big Bang” (Campbell, 76). In A Spacetime Odyssey, this effect is achieved with 
the image of cliffs and a campfire, the latter of which evokes associations with 
the human progress or, more specifically, ancient technologies and beliefs 
related to astrology, that later give way to Tyson’s narrative on the Big Bang, 
the origin and evolution of life, the speed and the wave theory of light, the 
age and paleogeography of Earth, electromagnetism, greenhouse effect, the 
composition and fate of stars, dark energy and dark matter or extraterrestrial 
life. Campbell argues that such a paradigm “offers a clear encapsulation of 
Kant’s mathematical sublime, as the vastness of the universe is shown to 
be containable within a conceptual framework of understanding, and the 
technological means of both obtaining that understanding and visualizing it” 
(80). In this context, the series relies on the cosmic, astronomical and techno-
logical  1 rather than homely sublime as it often invokes a sense of movement 
of a given object toward the viewer, hence implying a “dynamic, kinetic gaze” 
(Bukatman, 99). In their attempt to categorize A Spacetime Odyssey‘s recurring 
themes, Mehta, Mishra and Henriksen make a similar observation by noting 
that it specifically draws on the notion of the sublime and intellectual beauty, 
Grand Design, which “lies in recognizing the truth and the fundamental 
structures that govern the universe,” and aesthetic experience enhanced by 
western classical music, which creates “an aesthetically satisfying ambience.”

It seems almost indisputable that the late 1970s and 1980s witnessed a re-
vival of public interest in popular science, which experienced a clear decline 
since the mid-1960s. The trend, dubbed by Newsweek “the science boom” 
(Schardy, 104) and partly triggered by the Apollo mission-inspired environmen-
tal and New Age movements, led to the appearance of Cosmos and publication 
of several new popular science magazines, including Astronomy (the first issue 
appeared in 1973) or Omni or Star & Sky, which all featured astronomical 
phenomena and current advancements in space science (Westwick, 37). Nev-
ertheless, it is Sagan’s series that is often credited with revolutionizing the 
image of science documentary by relying on a scientist-hosted format as well 
as a mediated, entertaining and easily-consumed experience of the homely 

1	 Originally proposed in Leo Marx’s famous work, The Machine in the Garden, the concept 
was ideally supposed to strive for the “middle landscape” through reconciling the machine 
with the pristine and pastoral wilderness. One of its earliest descriptions, however, was 
proposed by Charles Caldwell in the 1832 issue of the New England Magazine: “Objects of 
exalted power and grandeur elevate the mind that seriously dwells on them, and impart to 
it greater compass and strength. Alpine scenery and an embattled ocean deepen contempla-
tion, and give their own sublimity to the conception of beholders. The same will be true 
of our system of Railroads. Its vastness and magnificence will prove communicable, and 
add to the standard of the intellect of the country” (195). Some more recent analyses of 
the technological sublime, the most notable of which include David E. Nye’s monograph, 
define the notion as a distinctively American formation and “an essentially religious feeling, 
aroused by the confrontation with impressive objects”, which has become “self-justifying 
parts of a national destiny, just as the natural sublime once undergirded the rhetoric of 
manifest destiny” (xiii).
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sublime. As suggested in the course of the analysis, the examined concept 
aims to reinforce the cosmic and astronomical sublime while emphasizing 
familiarity of terrestrial locations as well as the scope and interconnectedness 
between the universe and the world’s technology, natural resources and all the 
living creatures. Also, the production’s success led to the release of similarly 
engaging documentaries where the spectator’s pleasure derives from the pres-
ence of a scientist, usually a media celebrity, as well as technology’s ability to 
create visually appealing and simplified representations of astronomy-related 
concepts and events, which all serve to validate and domesticate the unknown 
and often terrorizing sublimity of outer space views.
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A capacity characterizing individuals, groups, systems and materials, “resil-
ience” has become a buzzword with multiple valences resonating in policy 
statements and scholarly articles, and bearing on a number of political, eco-
nomic, environmental, and cultural issues. Resilience connotes durability and 
elasticity: the ability to withstand and to bounce back. To be resilient is to 
have a way of responding to stress. Unlike resistance, whose connotations are 
stoutness and stability, resilience has a dynamic quality. First associated with 
engineering, resilience is also invoked in psychology, where it communicates 
the sense that the self does not simply weather infelicitous circumstances 
but adapts to them by inscribing itself anew. In medicine, resilience is at the 
very core of the body’s immune system. In ecology, it came to describe an 
ecosystem’s ability to withstand a stress factor, as well as its ability to regain 
a state of equilibrium following a change which the system has been prompted 
to undergo.  1 Resilience is also linked to sustainability, especially where 
the renewability of resources is concerned – though resilience underscores 
a system’s internal self-organization while sustainability is more suggestive 
of factors external to that system (Folke et al. 440). In ecology and elsewhere, 
resilience is linked to systems theory because it is conceived as a feedback 
loop, which implies interrelatedness between a system and its environment, 
and between the system and its constitutive parts. The concept of resilience 
is used in cultural studies to compare the social and cultural resilience of 
different groups (Ungar). In the context of economics, legal studies, and hu-
man geography, one speaks of the resilience of specific industries or forms of 
property holding and their relationship to the ecosystem and to other factors 
(Adger). In matters of policy, one examines the resilience of communities in 
the context of local, national and regional security. As one group of authors 
puts it, “resilience is fast becoming the organizing principle in contemporary 
political life” (Brassett et al. 222).

In interpreting the TV series Homeland (2011 – ), this paper speculatively 
places resilience alongside certain other concepts. One is trauma, a Freud-
ian term which Dominic LaCapra links to working through the memory 
of a disruptive experience. Another is Freud’s notion of the uncanny, whose 
connotations of the familiar and the secretive form a conceptual feedback loop 
in its own right. A comparison between resilience, trauma, and the uncanny 
suggests the possibility of trauma’s partial conceptual displacement by resil-
ience. Another pertinent notion is Roberto Esposito’s immunitas, a term that 
refers to the analogy between the body’s immune system and the body politic. 
Esposito contends that immunitas and communitas are interdependent, inviting 
a comparison with resilience as a feedback mechanism. Yet another concept is 
the katechon. This enigmatic term occurs in a letter by Paul, where it stands for 
that which keeps the apocalypse at bay, thereby also delaying the coming of 
the eternal kingdom.  2 Introduced to political theory by Carl Schmitt, katechon 
is analogous to a system’s adaptability to stress. It is invoked by Esposito and 
by Paolo Virno, who sees the multitude as katechon. Resilience in Homeland is 

1	 A well-known example are the two general states of aquatic basins: clear waters and turbid 
waters, the latter often allowing for the growth of toxic algae. A water basin, such as a lake, 
is an ecosystem capable of withstanding stress factors prompting a shift from clear to turbid. 
In some circumstances, a water basin having turned turbid may be prompted to return to 
the clear state. (Gunderson 428 – 9).

2	 “And now ye know that which restraineth, to the end that he may be revealed in his own 
season. For the mystery of lawlessness doth already work: only there is one that restraineth 
now, until he be taken out of the way” (2 Thesallonians 2: 6 – 7).
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thus discussed with reference to concepts pertinent to psychoanalytic and to 
political theory. This discussion suggests that displacing trauma with resilience 
is partly analogous to Virno’s identifying the multitude as katechon. The anal-
ogy, enacted in Homeland, appears to complicate the immediately available 
reading of the series as nationalistic propaganda.

Homeland and resilience
Launched on Showtime in 2011, Homeland is a political thriller created by 
Alex Gansa and Howard Gordon, loosely based on the Israeli series Hatufim. 
The series Homeland is set against the backdrop of the recent US wars in the 
Middle East and the so-called “War on Terror”. Its protagonists are spies 
and, as portrayed in Homeland, the CIA and its acolytes are endowed with 
extraordinary prerogatives to protect the nation against terrorist attacks. The 
show appears to legitimize such special powers as those introduced by the USA 
PATRIOT Act. It thus performs a pedagogical and even propagandistic func-
tion, perhaps especially for its American audience. Notably, this affirmative 
message has met with digital-era resistance when an episode of Homeland 
was hacked and Arabic graffiti were added that read “Homeland is racist” and 

“Homeland is a joke and it didn’t make us laugh” (Voon).
While the show promotes American patriotism in ways some find objec-

tionable, the CIA’s portrayal is far from monolithic. Instead, the Agency and 
its associates form a complex ecosystem of both institutional and personal 
interdependencies in which loyalty and betrayal intertwine, no longer mutually 
exclusive. The plot of Homeland thus revolves around resilience understood as 
a feedback loop, even if the concept is not literally stated in the script.

The show’s central figure is Carrie Mathison (Claire Danes), an exception-
ally gifted special agent whose brilliance is intractably interwoven with her 
bipolar disorder. Carrie, ever adapting to shifting circumstances, epitomizes 
resilience in the psychological sense. Aided by her medication, but also draw-
ing on her remarkable mental resources, she transcends her mental handicap 
by transforming it into exceptional analytical strength. Because she herself 
undergoes changes which are more extreme than is typical for most people, 
Carrie is capable of seeing how others think and what they are trying to do. 
In bursts of manic activity, she spends long hours and even days staring at her 
case notes, second-guessing the enemy’s intentions, and disambiguating double 
identities. She correctly conjectures that Nicolas Brody (Damian Lewis), a US 
marine who spent several years in Al-Qaeda’s captivity and is being hailed as 
a hero upon his return home, has in fact been turned by the enemy. Strikingly, 
she also grasps that Brody’s capacity for resilience means he can be turned 
again. In a plot development which further complicates her characterization, 
she begins to obsess over Brody and strikes up an affair with him. Eventually, 
she divides her loyalty between the CIA and her lover, enlisting him as an 
agent working for the US, sending him back to the Middle East, and then 
maneuvering him and others in such a way as to betray neither her country 
nor Brody, so long at least as such diffuseness proves possible.

Carrie capably manages stimuli that would likely be disruptive for anyone 
with a more static psychology. Her character, including her bipolar disorder, 
illustrates that resilience is a dynamic method of responding to unsettling 
impulses, both internal, such as Carrie’s character traits and her medical con-
dition, and external, such as the effects of the drugs she takes and her many 
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challenging, overlapping professional and personal entanglements. Indeed, her 
condition makes problematic a neat distinction between the world inside her 
head and the world around her. However, this confusion in no way diminishes 
her practical effectiveness, and at times enhances it. Carrie is akin to a complex 
feedback loop, and thus an epitome of resilience.

The CIA itself is portrayed as a dynamic system characterized by resilience. 
On the one hand, Carrie and her boss Saul Berenson (Mandy Patinkin) often 
struggle with the rigidity of their institution; on the other, with Saul’s rise to 
the position of managing director, a more complex portrayal of the Agency 
emerges. The CIA is shown to be a duplicitous player in both national and 
international politics. When the rationale for its very existence is put in ques-
tion after a major security breach resulting in a shocking terrorist attack on 
its headquarters, Saul responds to this political threat by dissembling. This is 
strikingly reflected in his complicated relationship with Carrie, as their mutual 
loyalty and his seeming betrayal intertwine. Even though Saul blackballs Carrie 
in a Congressional committee hearing and cuts her loose, they both regard this 
act as a mere tactical move despite profoundly adverse consequences to Carrie. 
Conversely, Carrie subsequently disobeys Saul’s explicit orders to abandon him 
to his kidnappers, putting at risk the entire US policy in the Middle East so as 
to save his life. Her call seems motivated as much by her personal loyalty to 
Saul as by her desire to influence the intelligence community by bringing him 
back. Brody’s relationship to Saul partly mimics Carrie’s when Brody moves 
ahead with a daring assassination plan while ignoring Saul’s explicit orders 
to abandon the mission as too dangerous. Saul is led at last to sacrifice Brody, 
not unlike he has sacrificed Carrie at an earlier point in the story – a decision 
which Carrie once again appears to accept. All three characters’ actions are 
motivated by their complicated mutual relations and by the constantly shifting 
political and military circumstances to which they are responding.

Familiar tropes revised
As this plot summary suggests, Homeland regurgitates well-established tropes, 
including madness as the root and public face of genius (Carrie), conversion 
as determining political identification and identity (Brody), and the mask 
of transparency worn by those in power even as they engage in behind-the-
scenes shenanigans (Saul). Indeed, Homeland brings these tropes to a kind 
of logical limit: Carrie’s insanity and her genius become indistinguishable, 
Brody’s political loyalties are ultimately a matter of conjecture, and Saul’s 
motives remain opaque despite the pretence of straightforward honesty. Thus 
perverted, these familiar tropes acquire an almost illegible complexity. The 
confounding interdependencies both within and between individual and 
institutional subjects, much like the many irresolvable questions posed by 
the plot, point to a feedback-based logic undergirding both the motivation 
behind a particular action and its consequences. This rendering of complexity 
is clearly paradigmatic for the show’s representation of reality. By the same 
token, resilience as the formal and thematic dominant of Homeland may be 
variously located by the viewer in individual characters, institutional entities, 
and a range of couplings and alliances between individuals, institutions, and 
between individuals and institutions. There is a close affinity between the 
series’ portrayal of resilience and its means of building suspense: the pathos 
of resilience is what makes Homeland an engaging political thriller.
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Resilience and trauma
In keeping with the genre conventions of the thriller, Homeland is focused 
on exigencies in the present. Trauma, understood to be a past event which 
defies assimilation into the normal flow of events and whose negative con-
sequences are felt in the present, is explicitly thematized in the series. For 
example, Brody’s flashbacks to his captivity include scenes of people being 
tortured and killed. In another development, the CIA’s predicament follow-
ing the bombing of its offices suggests that the institution as a whole, as well 
as its members, may be suffering from traumatizing consequences of this 
lethal attack. And yet, just as the CIA responds to the challenge by employ-
ing uniquely pragmatic means, so Brody is shown as having adapted to the 
conditions of his imprisonment: he has learned Arabic, converted to Islam, 
and become a teacher of English to the son of an Al-Qaeda leader. There is 
little focus on his working through the trauma.  3 When these flashbacks to 
his captivity occur, Brody remains focused on developments in the present. 
This mode of response, like that of the CIA, which is entirely consistent with 
the conventions of the thriller, represents also a shift away from a focus on 
trauma and toward resilience.

Resilience bears a non-obvious relation to trauma. The latter concept 
originated with psychoanalysis in the context of the First World War and then 
rose to academic prominence because of its importance to Holocaust studies. 
As a painful past disruption that exerts a potentially destructive influence 
in the present, trauma is both located in the past and not containable in it. 
Trauma’s persistence in the present is illustrated by such concepts as survivors’ 
guilt and second-generation trauma, which are characterized not only by their 
rootedness in the past but equally by immediate psychic pressure. The emphasis 
in trauma on unrelenting stress, rather than only on an event in the past, is 
implied in the concept of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The condition 
is conceived as a quasi-permanent state, synonymous with persistent distress: 
beyond the need to work through trauma by way of therapeutic recollection 
and conceptual reframing, there is the even more immediate need to address 
the persistent distress trauma causes in the present. Emphasis thus shifts to 
ongoing mental and physical pain as traumatizing, that is, as overwhelming 
and disabling the subject regardless of the possible relationship between this 
condition and an event in the past. A comparison suggests itself with Walter 
Benjamin’s image of the modern individual as constantly paring the intrusion 
of unwelcome stimuli in the form of ubiquitous noise and visual oversaturation.

And yet, trauma’s conceptual thrust entails its rootedness in a past event. 
This meaning is reinforced in comparisons drawn between past and present 
events to suggest the latter’s traumatizing character. One might say, for example, 
that the Holocaust is reiterated in other, more recent genocides. That such 
comparisons may have merit does not guarantee their helpfulness, however. 
It is not always useful to see events in the present as reiterating past events 
or as determined by them. Jacques Rancière points out in his comments on 
what he calls the ethical turn in aesthetics and politics that excessive reliance 
on framings in terms of past trauma can have the effect of disabling action 
in the present: “With the ethical turn… history becomes ordered according 

3	 By contrast to Homeland, the Isreali series Hatufim (Prisoners of War aka. In the Hands 
of the Enemy, literally: Abductees, 2009 – 2012 ), on which Homeland is based, explicitly 
foregrounds the therapeutic process, especially in its portrayal of returning veterans and 
former prisoners of war.



41T o m a s z  b a s i u k   h o m e l a n d  a n d  r e s i l i e n c e

to a cut in time made by a radical event that is no longer in front of us but 
already behind us… the already endured catastrophe from which only a god 
could save us” (201). In some instances, it may be more efficacious to cope 
with the present challenges as they are determined by the more immediate 
exigencies specific to them. The point is not to deny the reality of trauma, or 
to negate the value of working through traumatic experience, but to keep the 
term’s excessive application from obscuring other strategies.

Excessive emphasis on past trauma also runs the intellectual risk of nostal-
gia. A focus on a past traumatic event as the likely cause of present traumatizing 
distress is especially problematic when it puts forth an even more distant past 
prior to the traumatic event that is somehow distress-free. In this case, the call 
to work through the trauma may imply that the subject should be returned 
to an antediluvian state of innocence. However, such idyllic past may itself 
be a myth, provoking the illusion of a time without politics and without the 
need for resilience. Such nostalgia may bring momentary emotional relief but 
is unlikely to promote a clear understanding of either the past or the present.

Resilience and the uncanny
Freud’s concept of the uncanny provides another model with which to think 
about the persistence of distress. To experience the uncanny is to have the 
sense that something familiar appears strange to the point of being unrecog-
nizable, provoking considerable discomfort. The effect is conceptually linked 
to psychic trauma because trauma causes the conscious mind to protect itself 
by shutting out information or emotion through the mechanism of repression, 
possibly yielding an uncanny sense. But an uncanny sense may likewise arise 
from a superstition or a coincidence, as Freud demonstrates (949). It is akin 
to a riddle, which creates cognitive and sometimes emotional discomfort. In 
the first place, then, the uncanny arises in response to a cognitive complica-
tion experienced in the present. Like any effective riddle, it simultaneously 
demands a solution and prevents us from reaching it. It provokes a feedback 
response insofar as we go back and forth, trying out possible answers. This 
feedback loop mechanism arguably makes the uncanny an aesthetic equivalent 
of resilience.

Uncanny is one word with which to describe Homeland. The show puts 
forth a world of political intrigue that many viewers understand to be behind 
the façade of any government but that they may feel uneasy about because 
witnessing duplicity can be overwhelming. Moreover, Homeland brings home 
the official world’s astonishingly tenuous status, a prospect that may justifi-
ably make one nervous. Not only do political machinations turn out to be 
necessary despite being objectionable but the likelihood of their failing and 
the dismal consequences of such failure raise the stakes to exorbitant levels. 
Rooting for characters they distrust for their duplicity and their betrayals, 
viewers may experience emotional discomfort and cognitive confusion. The 
show’s troubling opacity about characters’ motives and about the precise sig-
nificance of some plot developments contributes to the uncanny effect – as do 
such character traits as Carrie’s extraordinary analytical abilities and Brody’s 
astounding capacity to adapt.
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Analogy with the immune 
system and the body politic
The uncanny is partly analogous to the immune system, itself virtually syn-
onymous with resilience. The immune system’s purpose it is to either contain 
or expel that which it identifies as alien. At first glance, the uncanny and 
the immune system may seem vastly different because the uncanny mistakes 
something familiar for something unfamiliar, whereas the immune system 
copes with the factually alien. However, a well-known paradox of the im-
mune system highlights its similarity to the uncanny. The paradox is that 
the immune system can only protect against that which it recognizes: the 
immune system cannot protect against that which is completely alien but only 
against that which is at least somewhat familiar. That which the immune 
system brands as alien or strange—whatever, in keeping with its procedures, 
it recognizes as something to be contained or expelled—must also be familiar 
enough to be recognized in the first place. Therefore, the central question 
about the immune system is why it does not act against itself, and against the 
organism which it protects, as in fact happens in auto-immunological illness. 
Much as in the case of the uncanny, the riddle here is how to separate out that 
which is being protected from that which the immune system is protecting 
against, the familiar from the alien—the familiar from the alien that may 
be disguised as familiar, but equally, the familiar, which may be disguised 
as alien, from the actually alien, which must be at least somewhat familiar 
to be recognized in the first place.

In Immunitas, Roberto Esposito applies the discourse of immunology to 
political theory. The self-constitution of the community depends on sorting 
out who belongs to it and who does not. The same paradox besets the political 
community as does the immune system: how can it be known who belongs 
and who does not if the very determination depends on familiarity with the 
unfamiliar? Esposito argues that the concepts immunitas and communitas are 
mutually co-dependent even though their definitions rely on wholly divergent 
conceptual figures (100 – 101). Where immunitas is limiting and exclusive, com-
munitas is expansive and inclusive. For the borders of communitas to be policed, 
however, communitas must be given a content. This double requirement results 
in the interplay of mental images of the sacred core as either plenitude or 
emptiness, on the one hand, and of a perpetually finessed borderline whose 
tightness is synonymous with porosity, on the other. Both communitas and 
immunitas are thus aporetic concepts.

The relevance of Esposito’s deconstructionist reading of immunitas and 
communitas to Homeland lies precisely in the difficulty of disentangling who 
belongs to the community. Brody is effectively a double agent, persuaded by 
Carrie to turn against those who turned him. But if being turned and then 
being turned again are possible, how can anyone know anymore whose side 
Brody is on? Can Brody himself know the answer? Another such blurring 
occurs with Brody making a secret of his conversion to Islam upon returning 
to the US. He hides a copy of the Quran and a prayer rug in his garage, where 
he clandestinely performs his devotional rites. Brody keeps his newfound 
faith under cover lest it point to his political allegiance to Al-Qaeda, though 
of course his religious identification and his political allegiance are not syn-
onymous and remain unrelated in any essential way. This plot development 
illustrates the problematic character of immunitas as it grapples with shifting 
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definitions of who belongs and why. Moreover, the series invites an anal-
ogy between Brody’s secret prayers and Saul’s equally private prayer over the 
bodies of victims of the terrorist bombing of the CIA headquarters, for which 
Brody is framed. Although Judaism is obviously far more integrated within 
the American imagery than Islam, the Mourner’s Kaddish uttered by Saul 
sounds almost as alien—as un-Christian, and perhaps as un-American—as 
do the verses spoken by Brody.  4 More generally, and in a manner analogous to 
Esposito’s discussion of communitas and immunitas, the distribution of religious 
and ethnic affiliations among the Americans in Homeland—also with Saul 
being married to Mira Berenson (Sarita Choudhury), who at one point leaves 
him to move to New Delhi—suggests how difficult it is to put forth a com-
mon American identity or to delineate its outer boundary. This diversity may 
be read as both a challenge to American resilience and as its very mechanism.

Paradoxical blurrings of identities and boundaries are not only a matter 
of religious or ethnic affinities but pertain also to the concept of citizenship. 
When Carrie is questioned by a Congressional committee on irregularities 
within the CIA, she is reminded that she has permitted herself to be stripped 
of some of her civil rights when she signed up with the Agency. As someone 
responsible for national security, she has been given access to information 
and tools which ordinary Americans do not have. But a precondition of this 
special access has been that she has had to forfeit some of the same freedoms 
she set out to protect. The requirement extends the paradox of immunitas and 
of its relationship to communitas. For the sake of communal resilience, Carrie, 
whose job it is to keep the political community intact, must herself be excluded 
from it by signing away her (supposedly inalienable) rights, which define who 
belongs to the community. The series introduces this paradoxical exception 
precisely at the point where the protection of rights is most ostensibly at stake. 
Esposito’s discussion of immunitas and the manner in which this concept is 
reflected in Homeland illustrate that resilience, insofar as it is analogous to the 
immune system and the body politic, is ridden with unavoidable contradiction.

Katechon
Esposito’s Immunitas includes a chapter on katechon (52 – 79), an enigmatic 
term used in Paul’s second letter to the Thessalonians. In keeping with the 
theological tradition, katechon is one who restrains or withholds, which is to 
say that katechon prevents the forces of evil from taking over. But katechon is 
not unequivocally on the side of good because, in restraining evil, it withholds 
Armageddon, the final showdown between good and evil, thus keeping at bay 
the coming of God’s undivided rule. And so katechon is a form of compromise, 
similar to a safety valve which keeps a system from running entirely off course 
at the cost of curbing its capacity for achieving a desirable result. The role of 
katechon was ascribed to various historical entities, for example, to the Holy 
Roman Empire by Carl Schmitt, who also interprets katechon as institutions 
of the republic (The Nomos of the Earth…59 – 62). The American system of 
checks and balances is a good example of katechon in this sense: division of 
powers is designed to limit abuse but it can make governing less efficient and 
more preoccupied with its own procedures.

4	 The poignancy of the slippage between Judaism and Islam, illustrated with Brody’s and 
Saul’s prayers, is heightened by Homeland being based on an Israeli series.
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The republican katechon results in the kind of paradoxes characteristic 
of the immunological processes in the physical body and in the body politic. 
The logic is apparent in the way that Carrie’s rights are curtailed in exchange 
for her special prerogatives and for the sake of the rights of others being all 
the better protected. It is also observable in the manner that both the CIA 
and individual protagonists perform commendable acts by committing all 
manner of infraction. Espionage, diplomacy, and international relations in 
general are presented as a game in which gains and losses are secondary to 
the overall object of keeping the political game in motion, as an alternative 
to outright conflict.

Paolo Virno on biopolitics and 
the state of exception
The paradoxical combination of precariousness and special powers, char-
acteristic of Carrie’s situation vis-à-vis her rights, is describable as state of 
exception. The notion is important to biopolitics, a discursive field to which 
Esposito’s immunitas also pertains.  5 Giorgio Agamben’s commentary on state 
of exception is particularly well known; the term is broadly understood as the 
sovereign’s response to conditions that threaten his sovereignty. Paolo Virno 
also addresses state of exception in the context of biopolitics. He sees it as 
an overcoming of the divide between the state of nature and the civil state, 
which he respectively describes as the realm of hard fact and the realm of 
linguistic order. The related term “state of emergency” spells out the common 
legitimization for the state of exception because it puts forth the intrusion of 
natural fact upon the linguistic fact of the law in a manner rendering the law 
ineffectual. This dispensation of “exception” in the face of “emergency” is in 
the first place biopolitical insofar as it pertains to some exigency pertinent to 
bodies, e.g., a natural disaster, an epidemiological threat, a terrorist attack, 
a military contingency, a crisis related to the supply of food or drinking water, 
and so on—a crisis affecting bodies may occur naturally or it may be brought 
about by someone’s doing. Either way, the civil state is suspended and its 
protocols are supplanted by rule based in exception, allowing the crisis to be 
more effectively dealt with. As a part of this process, a new legal and political 
order may be installed to resolve the crisis or to prevent its recurrence.

State of exception thus reenacts what Walter Benjamin and Jacques Der-
rida call the violence of law, meaning the foundational violence which institutes 
the law. However, Agamben and Virno see the present-day prevalence of the 
state of exception as distinguished by its would-be permanence. Unlike the 
notion that the law is based on a foundational act of violence, an idea poten-
tially triggering an association with the psychoanalytic category of trauma 
which results from a past event, the permanent state of exception is more akin 
to continuing distress related to cognitive dissonance, as the category of the 
uncanny suggests. State of exception denotes a manner of dealing with distress 
(“emergency”) that simultaneously causes distress due to the suspension of 
existing law and the necessarily arbitrary generation of new laws.

5	 Biopolitcs is founded with Michel Foucault’s lectures titled “Society Must Be Defended” in 
the mid-1970s. His discussion focuses on sovereignty as based on the principle of “making 
live and letting die,” in contrast to the classic notion of sovereign power as “letting live 
and making die” (247).
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A further analogy emerges between state of exception and immunitas, the 
latter akin to a permanent state of exception because it is always facing new 
crises, prompting it to identify foreign agents ever in need of being eliminated 
or contained. This is tantamount to positing that immunitas is constantly in 
the process of being founded – that it is always redefining itself. The logic of 
this continuous self-(re)definition is akin to the feedback information loop, 
which is to say that immunitas—whether in the body’s immune system or 
the body politic—both acts on the objects it identifies as alien and readjusts 
its procedures based on the result. Such feedback mechanism is a practical, if 
approximate, solution to the logical contradiction pointed out above, wherein 
the ability to recognize alien elements depends on their being recognizable at 
all, and hence on their being already familiar. A similar feedback loop between 
responding to hard fact and finding an adequate method of governance is 
foundational for state of exception, which is ridden by its own paradox due 
to governance being deemed simultaneously necessary and untenable under 
previously established principles. As a paradigm underlying both the state 
of exception and immunitas, resilience is a mechanism based on continuous 
readjustment between a system and its environment; that is, between a set of 
procedures that are always linguistic at heart and the extralinguistic fact to 
which they are responding.

These analogies further suggest that both immunitas and state of excep-
tion entail a balancing act preventing them from becoming runaway systems 
destined for self-destruction. In the case of immunitas, the runaway scenario 
involves a response to the threatening presence of alien elements that would 
eliminate them along with anything and everything else, thus rendering the 
immune system destructive instead of protective. In the case of the state of 
exception, adequate response to factual circumstances risks setting up a total-
izing regime that would be devoid of legitimacy. In both contexts, resilience 
entails the ability to implement a stabilizing, self-limiting procedure.

The question which therefore arises is one about the precise relation be-
tween katechon and the state of exception (and likewise between katechon and 
immunitas), as a matter of achieving resilience. Although a state of exception 
is introduced to address an existing or impending imbalance, and is thus 
readable as katechon, it also contravenes, and may altogether eliminate, some 
pre-existing katechon, such as a constitutional system of checks and balances. 
Indeed, as soon as the state of exception is denounced as resulting in the sover-
eign’s unlimited power, in scope or in temporal terms, it becomes the opposite 
of katechon. By analogy to immunitas and to resilience, such elimination of 
katechon must result in the collapse of immunity and a radical diminishment 
of resilience, even if its original purpose has been to build them up.

Multitude as katechon
In such convoluted circumstances, what is a body to do? Virno begins to 
respond to this question by establishing a necessary connection between 
the state of exception and multitude. The term “multitude” originated with 
Machiavelli, was reiterated by Spinoza and by Hobbes, in however differ-
ent ways, and was invoked more recently by Michael Hardt and Antonio 
Negri. Virno argues that the subject of biopolitics, as biopolitics is practiced 
in a state of exception, is no longer the demos but multitude. Where demos 
presupposes a sense of unity based on consensual respect for legal principles 
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(civil state), state of exception invokes hard facts to banish people from any 
such consensual space, turning them into a multitude. The state of excep-
tion and multitude thus arise jointly in an exigency which blurs the line 
between the state of nature and the civil state: multitude is a by-product of 
the state of exception, and the state of exception is unthinkable without the 
emergence of multitude. Like demos, multitude occupies a common space, 
but that space is unstructured where the space of the demos was symbolically 
structured. In a Biblical reference to Israel after its escape from Egypt, Virno 
compares multitude’s inherent polyvocality, unbound by a common principle, 
to murmurings in the desert (22 – 24).

Virno is interested in how the state of exception, implemented by the 
sovereign to exercise biopower, posits a potential biopolitical alternative which 
stems from the multitude’s murmurings in the desert. To this end, he reconsid-
ers katechon. His discussion of the state of exception first suggests that that 
state can itself be understood as katechon when it prevents a disaster or a final 
showdown from taking place, but also because, in doing so, it may prevent 
a superior solution from being adopted. Second, Virno dispenses with Sch-
mitt’s assumption that katechon is necessarily synonymous with institutions of 
the republic and suggests instead that katechon may also reside in a multitude. 
With this step, katechon is given emancipatory potential: rather than katechon 
containing murmurings in the desert, those murmurings can now serve as 
katechon (62 – 65).

Virno posits that the multitude can balance out the sovereign’s special 
powers in a state of exception. Moreover, multitude can self-organize in ways 
that will prevent a deterioration into chaos, which is to say that multitude 
can be its own katechon, capable of assuming a self-regulating function. This 
is perhaps increasingly observed in contemporary societies—for example, in 
grassroots political activism and in market niches that remain unregulated or 
only partially regulated—where such developments are conceptualized not 
only as actions undertaken by individuals but also as forms of sociality that 
transverse other, existing organizational forms.

Multitude in Homeland
In Homeland, the sense of katechon arising from anarchic impulses and proc-
esses is illustrated by the way Carrie and Brody are portrayed as unlikely 
heroes and in the extremely unbureaucratic way in which Saul runs the CIA. 
Of course, these portrayals coincide to a degree with much-hailed American 
individualism; characters like Carrie, Brody and Saul, who keep going off on 
frolics of their own, end up saving the day precisely because that they break 
away from institutional frames. However, besides seeing these characters as 
individual agents, we may also see them as forming self-appointed teams, 
akin to emerging social cells. We may think of these characters, whose 
constitutional rights are in question or have been suspended, as being effec-
tive because they collaborate outside the usual institutional constraints. This 
prospect, which Homeland enables, turns it into a portrayal of the multitude 
as katechon, insofar as these self-appointed groupings of not-quite-citizens 
manage to forestall military conflict and prevent acts of terrorism, as well as 
adequately self-regulate.

Ultimately, Homeland occupies the middle ground between the sovereign’s 
self-redefinition and legitimization via the state of exception and the more 
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directly anarchic notion of the multitude as katechon. Or rather, the show in-
cessantly oscillates between these solutions, suggesting that they form a kind 
of feedback loop. The multitude as katechon in Homeland is neither easily 
distinguished from the bearers of sovereign privilege nor does it emerge in the 
complete absence of the civil state. Instead, it exists in the interstitial spaces 
where extraneous hard facts render that state temporarily ineffective even 
though it has claimed exceptional powers for itself. Homeland thus advocates 
resilience as a multilayered response to security threats to the nation. It le-
gitimizes the state of exception not solely by pointing to material exigencies 
exceeding the civil state’s normal capabilities, which require the sovereign to 
assume special powers; it does so equally by suggesting that the multitude’s 
emergence, which the state of exception inevitably prompts, results in ad-
ditional resilience. Moreover, the multitude’s emancipatory and even partly 
anarchic potential is shown to be consistent with individual freedoms and with 
the freedom to associate, which are foundational for American democracy, even 
though this potential plays itself out in a qualified legal void rather than in 
the realm of constitutionally protected rights. While the logic is aporetic, the 
message sent by Homeland focuses on the pragmatic. Rather than contemplate 
its own paradoxicality, Homeland foregrounds the logic of the feedback loop 
by identifying it in figures of resilience: in the interdependence between con-
stitutional rights and their protection, whether by formal or anarchic means, 
and in the interdependence of the efficacy of governance and its legitimization.

A political thriller, Homeland persuasively puts forth the transition from 
trauma as a concept invested in the past to the uncanny as the sense that the 
present moment is a riddle in need of solving. This transition, enacted in the 
name of resilience as a matter of state security, is accompanied by a more 
discreetly given but no less significant, and indeed partly analogous, transi-
tion from the state of exception as a manifestation of the aporetic immunitas 
and of its reliance on the mechanism of katechon to the more overtly anarchic 
katechon embodied by the multitude that emerges with the state of exception. 
The analogy lies precisely in the absence, in Virno’s image of the katechon, of 
past foundational violence, synonymous with trauma and requisite for the 
legitimization of the sovereign and his law. Such privileged, and privileging, 
traumatic violence is displaced by the self-regulating resilience of a multitude 
composed of not-quite-citizens that arises in uncanny response to the no less 
uncanny, because it is seemingly permanent, state of exception. This is not to 
say that the exigency to which the state of exception responds is never violent, 
nor that the sovereign’s response to this exigency, or the multitude’s response 
to that response, is free of violence. However, these instances of violence are 
not yet obscured by the passing of time and the form of this violence is not 
yet canonized as law. In consequence, there is a democratizing promise to the 
latter transition, however entangled it is with resilience conceived as a matter 
of state security.
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There are no miniatures in nature; the miniature is a cul-
tural product, the product of an eye performing certain 
operations, manipulating, and attending in certain ways 
to, the physical world.  1

[T]he spatial and visual categories of domesticity become 
most compelling when they are transgressed.  2

Every death has at least two stories  3

Uncanny meticulous scale models recreating would-be scenes of murder are 
the signature of the Miniature Killer to whose exploits several episodes of the 
season 7 of CSI: Las Vegas are devoted. Usually the killer has the miniatures 
delivered to the investigators before the actual crimes take place. Naren 
Shankar, Executive Producer of CSI: Las Vegas reveals in an interview with 
John K. Dehn and Susan Marks, the makers of the film Of Dolls & Murder, 
that the modus operandi of the killer, a young psychotic woman called Natalie 
has been inspired by The Nutshell Studies of Unexplained Death (27:37), a col-
lection of eighteen doll-house style dioramas designed and built by Frances 
Glessner Lee (1878 – 1962) in the 1930s and 1940s in order to train homicide 
detectives. Glessner Lee’s dioramas and the models of crime scenes built by 
Natalie, the Miniature Killer, reveal similarity in that they draw our attention 
to the importance of materiality and touch in crafting miniatures and bring 
out the dialectic of the haptic and optical cognition, staged by all doll-houses, 
thus complicating a gender tension at the very core of the concept of forensic 
investigation. Visual and haptic have been traditionally associated with the 
feminine gender, while the verbal was associated with masculinity. The scrutiny 
of materiality of traces and visual documentation of crime scenes were carried 
out by men in the times of Glassner Lee, while in the beginning of the twenty 
first century the affectionate treatment of diorama’s tactile quality by Natalie is 
juxtaposed with the scientific objectivity of the laboratory team’s investigation. 
Thus, in both cases miniature models serve as manifestations of a frustration 
connected with the traditional shape of a family, the structure of society, and 
the miniature makers’ place in them.

Yet, even as the dioramas noted above reveal and simultaneously contain 
the foundational darkness, boundlessness and violence which, as Mark Wig-
ley emphasizes in Derrida’s Haunt, underlie and make possible the concept 
of domesticity, they diametrically differ in the way they problematize the 
concept and functioning of domesticity, family, and a foster family. Frances 
Glessner Lee’s miniature crime scenes are to a greater degree corrosive to the 
traditional notion of domesticity and subversive in view of gender politics 
than those painstakingly crafted by Natalie, even as Glessner Lee was active 
in the first half of the twentieth century and the CSI: Las Vegas features the 
crimes committed in the beginning of the twenty first century. Through the act 
of constructing The Nutshell Studies of Unexplained Death she subverts power 
relations, gender constructions, and stereotypical professional competence and 
incompetence attributions. Glessner Lee’s miniature models of crime scenes 

1	 Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the 
Collection (Durham: Duke UP, 1993), 55.

2	 Laura J. Miller, “Denatured Domesticity: An Account of Femininityand Physiognomy 
in the Interiors of Frances Glessner Lee,” Negotiating Domesticity: Spatial Productions of 
Gender in Modern Architecture, ed. Hilde Heynen and Gülsüm Bydar (London: Routledge, 
2005), 208.

3	 A remark made by the head of the Forensic Lab, Gil Grissom in CSI: Las Vegas S7 e08).
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also demonstrate the fuzziness of the boundaries separating home from the 
micro-politics of mundane reality of the country and macro-politics of the 
country’s war on crime, whereas owing to the double coding of her artefacts, 
Natalie directs us back to the drama of emotional domestic violence repre-
sented in the TV series as disconnected from social and political circumstances. 
Apparently, it is to be blamed on perennial evil.

In this essay I discuss the vision of inherently violent domesticity mani-
fested in the miniatures made by the killer featured throughout the season 7 
of the CSI: Las Vegas show, as well as domesticity threatened and compromised 
by violence invading it from the external world, a threat that contemporary 
American war on crime posits as lurking closer to home than it is usually 
imagined. First, I juxtapose the idea of domesticity seemingly isolated from 
the threats of the external world with the sense of domesticity arising from 
the relationships within the foster family of professional crime-investigators 
Frances Glessner Lee aspired to be a member of the foster family by con-
structing her miniature crime scenes. Secondly, I pit the domesticity riddled 
with internal violence and besieged by external crime against the space of the 
crime laboratory interpreted as a paradoxical simulacrum of domesticity, where 
the team of forensic technicians and investigators constitute a family-like 
community, coalescing around the father figure, the director of the laboratory.

Inquiring into Derrida’s reflection on architecture and the architecture of 
the philosopher’s thought, Mark Wigley shows how “[t]he house of metaphys-
ics is deconstructed by locating the ‘traces of an alterity which refuses to be 
totally domesticated’” (Derrida 117 qtd in Wigley 108). The critic notes that 
Derrida “repeatedly, one might almost say compulsively, identifies the unde-
cidables that uncannily intimate the violence within the familiar domain, which 
is to say, the domain of the family, the homestead, the house” (109). Because 
the uncanny “exposes the covert operations of the house,” its “constitutional 
violation of the ostensible order of the house is itself repressed, domesticated 
by the very domestic violence it makes possible” (109). Wigley is particularly 
interested in the violence of most banal of spaces, “spaces that are violent in 
their very banality” (121). He further emphasizes that

the violence is always domestic, but not because it goes on 
within an interior; Rather, it is the violence of the interior 
as such, a violence that is at once enacted and dissimulated 
by familiar representations of space, representations that 
are so familiar that they are not even understood to be 
representations. (120 – 121)

The doll-house is such a violently familiar space. Susan Stewart points out 
that “[t]he doll-house, as we know from the political economy as well as 
from Ibsen, represents a particular form of interiority, an interiority which 
the subject experiences as its sanctuary (fantasy) and prison (the boundaries 
or limits of otherness, the inaccessibility of what cannot be lived experience)” 
(65). Yet, the doll-house is the epitomy of miniatures (61). Discussing the 
cultural and ideological aspects of miniature, Stewart notes that the world 
of the miniature is metaphoric thus making the mundane life “absolutely 
anterior and exterior to itself ” (65). Miniature invokes the time that negates 

“change and the flux of lived reality” (65), a kind of transcendent time which 
tends toward “tableau rather than toward narrative, toward silence and spatial 
boundaries rather than toward expository closure” (66). As long as the absolute 
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boundaries of the miniature world are maintained it remains perfect and 
uncontaminated (68). The critic notes that as a model of enclosed space the 
doll-house is traditionally expected to “present domesticated space as a model 
of order, proportion, and balance” (68). Yet, the very act of enclosing creates 

“a tension or dialectic between inside and outside, between private and public 
property, between the space of the subject and the space of the social” (68). 
The enclosed world is constantly threatened by “[t]respass, contamination, 
and the erasure of materiality” (68).

Historically, such harmonious, safe and secure space was represented in 
miniature doll-houses fabricated by middle- and upper-class women who 
practiced it as a hobby or as a covert pursuit of a modicum of control within 
a patriarchal world in the 19th and 20th centuries. By the late 1940s the displays 
of adult miniaturists’ works were very popular in American museums (Bird 33). 
Doll-house makers were strongly emotionally attached to “tiniest scraps and 
shards of their work” (33). One of the most popular exhibits at the Smithso-
nian Institute is a dollhouse fitted with miniatures that fill its twenty three 
rooms, painstakingly crafted by Faith Bradford (1880 – 1970), a Washington, 
D.C. librarian. Bradford wrote the biography of the Doll family inhabiting the 
doll-house in the Smithsonian, in which she “idealized the domestic life of 
‘an American family of the type that is passing, a large family of comfortable 
means but not great wealth’” (Gill Jacobs 236 – 237 qtd in Bird 40). She set her 
narrative “somewhere” in the United States between 1900 and 1914 (Bird 40).

While Glessner Lee’s Nutshell Studies of Unexplained Death inscribe 
themselves in this tradition of female doll-house making, they simultaneously 
transgress it. Virtually forgotten by all but a narrow circle of professionals in 
the second half of the 20th century, Frances Glessner Lee’s crime scene mini-
atures project was brought to the public attention due to the surge of interest 
in criminal investigation at the beginning of the 21st century, also manifest 
in the exponentially growing popularity of such forensic procedurals as the 
TV show CSI: Las Vegas, which started in 2000, along with its spin offs CSI: 
NY and CSI: Miami.

These shows have emerged in part from a frustration caused by the fact 
that, as the head of the crime investigation laboratory in CSI: Las Vegas, Gil 
Grissom puts it, “all the vices are closer to home” (S7 e16). This situation 
elicits either a denial or a paranoid reaction, and leads to the “disownment of 
what lies beyond the domestic realm’s visible boundaries” (Miller 198). Miller 
observes that “[o]f all the fictions fabricated and exhibited in the construc-
tion of domestic space, the conceptual opposition of public and private is 
domesticity’s greatest and most cherished conceit” (198). On the one hand the 
domestic interior is “underpinned not only by its own fictions, but also by its 
occupants’ need for external acknowledgment” (197). On the other hand, the 
unsanctioned gaze within domestic space is to be contained and controlled 
by means of such instruments as housework, etiquette, propriety and daily 
routines. However, “the threat of covert witnesses to the domestic drama being 
staged is mediated, rather than eradicated, by these tools” (197).

Due to their accessibility to inspection, doll-houses and miniature mod-
els of domestic interiors both perform and embody the tension between the 
external gaze and internal insulation. Appositely, Susan Stewart stresses “the 
essential theatricality of all miniatures. […] the miniature becomes a stage 
on which we project, by means of associations or intertextuality, a deliber-
ately framed series of actions (54). Both Glessner Lee’s and the Miniature 
Killer’s models of crime scenes seem to represent the resolution of the tension 
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between the outside and inside in favor of the irruption of the exteriority and 
the incursion of unsanctioned gaze into the domestic space. The intrusion of 
external violence depicted in these miniatures only brings out the violence 
inherent in the generational, social and gender divisions characteristic of the 
particular historical moments, which underlie the premises of domesticity. Yet, 
even as testifying to the eruption of the politicized outside into the domestic 
sanctuary, Natalie’s dioramas turn back to the violence inherent in the emo-
tional and psychological ties within a family and code it as depoliticized and 
ahistorical evil. The coded message for the investigators is conveyed by means 
of partial images of broken doll inserted in otherwise faithful imitations of 
actual crime scenes.

The popularity of forensic TV shows has contributed to the rise of the so 
called CSI effect. The CSI TV franchise has depicted the forensic science as 
glamorous and presented jobs in forensic laboratory as exciting and desirable. 

“The information portrayed on the show not only appears to influence the 
general public, but perhaps also juries and judges. Today’s viewer is tomor-
row’s jury member. […] some jurors now expect to see forensic evidence in 
the case they participate in, just as they see it provided on CSI” (VanLaerhoven 
and Anderson 30). Kurt Hohenstein suggests that “Americans have embraced 
the scientific model for criminal justice widely popularized by CSI because it 
appears to offer easy answers to complicated conflicts among legal ideas and 
institutions, the law, and the perceived dichotomy between the rights of the 
accused and victims” (67). This desire for unambiguous and easy answers can 
be traced to the perception of modern life as saturated with crime. Crime and 
disorder have been considered “inevitable features of modern life” by “politi-
cians and polemicists alike” (Wilson 6). They have “repeatedly counseled the 
public to accept limits on the state’s authority and to understand that enduring 
solutions to crime’s expansion [are] unlikely” (Wilson 6).

David Garland further advises that “the threat of crime has become 
a routine part of modern consciousness, an everyday risk to be assessed and 
managed in much the same way that we deal with road traffic” (Garland 2, 
qtd in Wilson 10) – a risk that has infiltrated domesticity which so far has 
been construed as safe, secure, peaceful and uncontaminated. Mark Seltzer 
discusses the entanglement of the public worlds of the professional experts 
and private spaces of lay persons in the risk society. Following Stuart Hall, he 
points out that criminal series, criminology reality shows and documentaries 
reveal the structure of contemporary public sphere: “events and issues only 
become public in the full sense when the means exist whereby the separate 
worlds of professional and lay person, of controller and controlled, are brought 
into relation with one another and appear, for a time at least, to occupy the 
same space” (Hall 145 qtd in Seltzer 40). CSI shows are premised on the work-
centered life, observes Seltzer, and further remarks that:

CSI is, of course, crime scene investigation—the acronym, as with PTSD 
(posttraumatic stress disorder), ADHD (attention deficit with hyperactivity 
disorder), or OCD (obsessive – compulsive disorder) in the DSM (Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) indicating that expert, professional 
work is going on, that it has located its “object”—and black-boxed it. The black 
box here is the crime scene itself, the ritualized demarcation of physical space 
as information zone and the technical processing of physical evidence, which 
is nothing but that which can be technically processed. The technical media 
determine the situation, allowing the moral neutrality of the media technician 
itself to be moralized. (14)
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The space of a crime laboratory functions like a paradoxical simulacrum 
of domesticity. The team of forensic technicians and investigators constitute 
a family-like community, coalescing around a father figure, the director of the 
laboratory. In CSI: Las Vegas Gil Grissom is the father figure. He is “a white 
and distinctly unethnic man” in contrast to the team which “contain[s] a di-
versity of racial, ethnic and gender identities” (West 123). Admittedly, “[w]hite 
hegemony presides over a cosmopolitan coalition (123),” yet, rather than being 
modeled on the white middle class family, the laboratory team is conceived of 
as a community bound together by professional commitment to inquire into 
and fend off encroachments on the security of individuals at home and in the 
streets of the city. The team is more reminiscent of a foster family, where foster 
children may have been victims of abuse and survivors of traumatic events 
with criminal records of juvenile delinquency. Indeed, impeccable profession-
als as they are at present, all crime investigators employed in the laboratory 
had their own brush with trauma, violence, death, lawlessness, abuse and 
addiction in the past.

Fittingly, in contrast to traditionally understood white, middle-class do-
mesticity carefully separated and guarded from perils and chaos of the world 
outside, the simulacrum of laboratory domesticity is founded precisely on 
constantly crossing the boundaries between the inside and outside, the pure 
and the tainted, security and threat, as well as crossing the lines of social po-
litical, racial and gender divisions due to the nature of scientific protocols and 
procedures of evidence collecting. Yet, crossing the lines does not necessarily 
entail transgression. Crime scene investigators return from their excursions into 
the wilderness and chaos of the life in Las Vegas, a city founded by gangsters, 
back to the routine, order and predictability of the laboratory, where, however, 

“liberal difference” is tolerated “so long as it is framed […] by the hegemony 
of white, patriarchal identity” (West 123). Here, the Derridean uncanniness 
of domestic violence is transformed into familiarity. Violence is familiar from 
work at crime scenes or personal history of the team members, and appears 
to be reckoned with in the functioning of the foster family of professionals, 
rather than resulting from the return of the repressed.

Yet, in the end of the day, as in Glassner Lee’s Nutshells, it is the uncanni-
ness of different cultural suppressions, such as the truth about a class, gender 
and racial structure of the society, that transpires in the CSI: Las Vegas crime 
laboratory. Again, the violence of the intruding outside matches the inherent 
violence of domesticity. While “living with crime” has been assimilated by both 
the public and domestic sphere, the uncanny violence of the repressed aware-
ness of class, gender, and race constructions seeks expression in the flashes of 
the return of the repressed – also in the home space of the crime laboratory. 
Yet, because the interiority of domesticity has been replaced by the exterior-
ity of the professional management of hazard, in no circumstances will class, 
gender, and race constructions undergo transformation. The national war on 
crime and profiling will actually enhance them.

Frances Glessner Lee was an heiress of the fortune amassed by founders 
of the International Harvester Company, a U.S. manufacturer of agricultural 
machinery, construction equipment, trucks, and household and commercial 
products from 1902 to 1985. Married at the age of 19 to Blewett Lee, she left 
her husband and children “to pursue her talent for building and visualization, 
and her interest in criminal investigation” (Miller 199). Her friendship with 
her brother’s classmate, George Burgess Magrath, later the Chief Medical 
Examiner of Suffolk county, Boston, led to her involvement in criminology. 
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In 1931 she endowed Harvard University’s Department of Legal Medicine 
and was instrumental in organizing Harvard Associates in Police Science 
seminars (1945-)  4. However, as Laura J. Miller points out, The Nutshell Stud-
ies of Unexplained Death facilitated an escape from the confinements of her 
identity initially shaped by her genteel origin, financial comfort, and Victorian 
upbringing because “[a] crime scene or the morgue were hardly spaces for ladies 
of good breeding and fine manners to discuss, not to mention appear” (202). 
Ironically, in creating miniature interiors, she “evidently never [left] the very 
space she hoped to transcend” (202). It might thus seem that “leaving behind” 
domestic space for the public sphere only reinforces the very boundaries that 
serve to make the interior a space of confinement. Instead, Glessner-Lee 
forged her own brand of forensic analysis which emphasized the porosity of 
boundaries between interiority and exteriority and pursued her own version 
of a career, simultaneously questioning gender stereotypes in the profession 
of forensic investigation (202).

The Nutshells Studies of Unexplained Death have been used for the instruc-
tion in forensic techniques ever since, even if the miniature interiors crafted by 
her “exhibit moral assumptions embedded in the act of seeing space, absorbed 
from many contemporary discourses” (Miller 202). The dioramas simultane-
ously question those moral assumptions by re-interpreting the domestic space 
as a crime scene. They open domesticity to the external gaze of inspection by 
professionals rather than a housewife and thus provide an interstitial, liminal 
space “located between the seemingly rigid, proprietary spheres of public 
and private, inside and outside, and masculine and feminine” (199) as these 
categories were defined and—Miller emphasizes—also challenged in Glessner 
Lee’s lifetime (199). Yet, Miller finally admits that attempts to “resolve the 
Nutshells’ evidence in light of the circumstances of Glessner Lee’s life” (208) 
reveal a contemporary myth, on which CSI shows thrive: that our visuality can 
be penetrating and objective and that eventually it will expose the truth (208). 
Aptly, Natalie, the Miniature Killer, challenges patriarchal and epistemological 
hegemony of the laboratory chief by meeting him on his own turf—that of 
crime scene investigation. However, she replaces the rationality of scientific 
analysis—which is a domain of crime scene investigators—with manual skills, 
dexterity and fondness for touch associated with the feminine occupation of 
doll-house making.

Natalie learned her skill in crafting miniature models from her foster father, 
devoted to building models of trains and the landscapes they traverse. He 
protects Natalie, the only foster child he was emotionally close to, by admit-
ting to committing the murders she was guilty of, and when communicating 
it to the investigators on Skype, commits suicide. Deprived of emotional 
ties to the only person she loved, Natalie plans to avenge her foster father by 
striking at Sarah, the person the fatherly figure of the laboratory foster fam-
ily is attached to, thus inflicting pain both on the director of the laboratory 
and on the woman. Natalie crafts a miniature model of a car crash in which 
Sarah is to be merely wounded but will be left to die in the desert. Ironically, 
The Miniature Killer’s mimetic obsession and meticulousness, perfectionism 
in rendering her dioramas exactly like the would-be models, i. e. future crime 
scenes, help to apprehend her by scrutinizing her contacts with the arts and 

4	 2015 Frances Glessner-Lee Seminar in Homicide Investigation The last to date Frances 
Glessner Lee Homicide Investigation Seminar was held at the Office of the Chief Medical 
Examiner, 900 West Baltimore Street in Baltimore, Maryland, October 26 – 30, 2015.
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crafts community and businesses providing miniature makers with tools, raw 
materials and prefabricated parts.

Mark Morris emphasizes the material excess of crafted models. Due to 
their materiality they exceed their referential function and express “something 
more and something else than what might be identified with the referent” (65). 
Morris further observes that: “Miniatures play to a fantasy of distance,” yet, 
the distance implied by the small scale of the miniature “signals both a spatial 
and temporal gap” (125). Indeed, the miniature re-creation of would-be murder 
scenes as well as murders committed subsequently by Natalie are triggered by 
a memory of the experience of strangely distanced—miniature—perspective 
on a body of her four-year-old sister pushed by Natalie to death from a tree-
house. This led to the rejection of the girl by her father and placing her in 
foster care. He then replaced the dead daughter with a clay-biscuit doll-puppet 
and pursues the career of a ventriloquist. In each miniature built by Natalie 
there is a fragment of a picture of a bleeding clay-biscuit doll. Natalie’s double 
coded models allegorize the inherent violence of domesticity by paradoxically 
telling a story of violence and crime destroying domesticity from the outside.

Susan Stewart observes that “[t]he miniature, linked to nostalgic versions 
of childhood and history, presents a diminutive, and thereby manipulatable, 
version of experience, a version which is domesticated and protected from 
contamination” (69). Conversely, Natalie’s miniatures thrive on contamina-
tion—they preserve a loss that has already taken place (murdering of the sister) 
and the losses to come (not yet committed murders). These scale models of 
homicide scenes rehearse and repeat the non-domesticability of loss and the 
impossibility of protecting home from corruption.

However, while on account of their composite nature—they present ele-
ments of various crimes and do not imitate entire factual crime scenes— 
Glessner Lee’s miniatures are artifices  5, i. e. iconic signs whose similarity to the 
referent is imputed, the Miniature Killer in a melancholy gesture conflates the 
sign (miniatures of future crime scenes) and its referent (actual crime scenes) 
by committing thus announced murders. Stewart points out that miniatures 
offer spatial transcendence by erasing “productive possibilities of understanding 
through time. Its locus is thereby the nostalgic” (60). Yet, Natalie mocks the 
ideal home as a locus of nostalgia (from Greek: sickness caused by longing 
for home) by staging posteriority of the future (depiction of the murders to 
be committed) and anteriority of the past (the murder of the sister each time 
resurfaces as a puzzle fragment inserted in crime scene models announcing 
homicides to be committed) thus creating an apocalyptic tableau which of 
course fits well the timelessness of the miniature, but destroys the nostalgic 
harmony of the past.

Stewart notes that “the interiority of the enclosed world tends to reify 
the interiority of the viewer” (68). It might as well be observed that the rei-
fied interior of the miniature maker is reflected in the arrested tableau-like 
inanimateness of the miniature. Indeed, Natalie’s models of crime scenes 
5	 The artifice has been introduced by Roman Jacobson by extending the tripartite system of 

signs proposed by Charles Sanders Peirce (index, symbol, icon) to embrace a sign designated 
as „artifice.” Studying the relationships determining Peirce’s typology Jacobson employed 
Greimas’s semiotic square to show that logically there should exist a class of signs whose 
similarity to the referent is imputed rather than factual: *contiguitysimilarityfactualINDEXI-
CONimputedSYMBOLARTIFICE Jakobson worked on his proposition over years; he discussed it in 
detail with the art historian and theoretician Donald Preziosi in the 1980s. See Donald Preziosi, 
Brain of the Earth’s Body: Art, Museums and the Phantasms of Modernity* (Minneapolis: 
U of Minnesota P, 2003), 143 – 144.
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arrest the external world in replicating it thus reflecting the inanimate world 
of her melancholy interiority—she was turned emotionally dead by an original 
trauma experienced at home in a fit of domestic violence that revealed the 
inherent violence of domesticity.

The Miniature Killer thus tells a double-articulated story. By shattering 
security, safety and peacefulness of domesticity through committing crime, and 
by mocking the nostalgic locus she communicates the impossibility of home. 
Although the miniatures crafted by Natalie seem to function as signifiers for 
the crimes to be committed, as a matter of fact they express more than just 
pointing to their referents. By means of inserted partial images depicting 
a clay-biscuit doll they allegorize in a Derridean vein what the makers of the 
CSI: Las Vegas construe to be an ineluctable and horrifically irrational kernel 
of evil. Natalie inscribes the uncanniness of Derridean violence right in the 
very center of domesticity; domesticity shaped by its own destruction from 
within. Only a foster family structured around scientific rationality is capable 
of facing and containing this violence because in a foster home the knowledge 
of this violence has not been repressed. Violence is recognized as crucial part 
of the porous interstitial space that arises when the boundaries of the domestic 
and the external, public world have been blurred. However, the laboratory 
foster family are not invested with the conscious of other repressions which 
concern the construction of class, gender, and race in the American society.

It perhaps comes as no surprise that the makers of the CSI: Las Vegas 
were inspired by Frances Glessner Lee’s The Nutshell Studies of Unexpected 
Death. It is however compelling to what degree they sanitized the subversive 
power of her dioramas, by mitigating their challenge to gender stereotypes 
when presenting Natalie’s miniatures. Uncannily, Glessner Lee’s models situ-
ate themselves in a space between scientific investigation of criminal evidence 
and awe before rational inexplicability of crime taking place at the center of 
home, the space which is supposed to be a utopian haven offering a respite 
and sheltering from the corruption of the external world. By constructing 
the dioramas of crime scenes Glessner Lee literally crafted her position in 
what might be designated as a foster family of Police Chiefs and Medical 
Examiners, a family coalescing around scientific rationality. By making The 
Nutshell Studies of Unexplained Death she confirmed her “revised nostalgia”  6 
for and a distance to domesticity, whose porous boundaries she explored, and 
corroborated her simultaneous attraction and resistance to the foster family, 
where white, patriarchal identity determines the degree of tolerance for liberal 
difference. Glessner Lee’s dioramas subtly subvert this hegemonic position by 
staging a “dialogue between outside and inside, between partiality and tran-
scendence with regard to authority and authorial knowledge” (Stewart 69). Yet, 
even as sanitized versions of Glessner Lee’s miniatures, the Miniature Killer’s 
models of crime scenes also inadvertently transcend the division between the 
authority of hegemonic scientific objectivity and the subjective affection for 
materiality, traditionally gendered feminine, harbored by the whole miniature 
makers’ community, regardless of their gender identification.

6	 The term “revised nostalgia” was first introduced by James Berger in „Cultural Trauma and 
the ‚Timeless Burst’: Pynchon’s Revision of Nostalgia in Vineland,” Postmodern Culture 5.3 
(1995) : 43. In revised nostalgia, it is not so much an impulse to „seek to return to a site of 
original wholeness; rather, the unrealized possibility of social harmony and justice itself 
compulsively returns, providing an alternative to existing conditions and a motive for 
changing them.”
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