Extracts: Critical Reading
Setting and Nature:

With a few exceptions, nature in the stories is a cold and unwelcoming place that exists at the point at which human civilisation stops. Nature in Carter’s stories can be interpreted as the physical world itself or as the physical world used as a symbol or sign. 

The climate is as much a feature of the natural world and setting as the landscape in these stories, and most are set in the coldest parts of the world in the coldest seasons…The way human behaviour is shaped by a harsh and bleak environment is a theme Carter uses frequently. 

The distance from civilisation, or how far society is from being truly civilised, is symbolised by the emptiness of the landscape. 

The fairy-tale forest is physically unwelcoming and alluring at the same time. The metaphor of the forest – so central to the imaginative landscape of the fair-tale and the Gothic – is the depiction of the unknown or the threat of wilderness beyond human civilisation. For Carter, could civilisation mean independence, voice and control given back to women? Might the wild, untamed and inhospitable forest represent her feminist perception of society and how it is for women. Perhaps the fact that the protagonist of ‘The Werewolf’ overcomes the forest is symbolic of Carter’s hopes. 

Voice:

The Independent Woman: 

The Message: 

The wolf represents different dangers Carter perceives in modern society

In warewolf the threat is a female?

perhaps females who do not challenge their roles and positions in society but simply follow what Carter perceives as phatriachal tyrrany – 

freud – wolf as danger?

The Wolf Internal
Angela Carter presents a modern approach to fairytales in her book, The Bloody Chamber, and her short story, “The Werewolf”, is a variation on Little Red Riding Hood. Caroline Bynum explores the role of werewolves in Carter’s tales, but dismisses this one with an oversimplified synopsis within a single sentence, recommending “In the Company of Wolves” for a “more feminist reading” of Red Riding Hood. Although this story is very short, it is dense enough to develop transformations that uncover the predatory nature already inherent within humans. Carter’s monster is a hybrid with human body and bestial cunning; her werewolf is a metamorphosis in women’s social identity, and Bynum is incorrect in her swift disregard for this text.
This short story differs from other werewolf texts in that, unlike Bisclavret or Lycaon, the werewolf grandmother is not a man, and her transformation does not represent her consistent personality—either loyalty or blood thirst—in all shapes. In fact, her personality is non-existent in this text, because the aged woman is not recognized as possessing a fully human consciousness. It also differs from the classic Red Riding Hood Tale in the theme not being about a good girl (virgin) who must stay on the path (follow directions) to avoid being eaten (raped); the little girl in this tale is not passive or naïve.
“The Werewolf” is a sinister tale of ageism, sexism, cunning, and greed. This short story is an anachronistic fairytale; though the setting creates a once-upon-a-time feeling, the motifs are as contemporary as digital media. This hybrid of timeless/modern within the tale illuminates the constancy of ageism and sexism through history, and reminds the reader that society has not transformed past “the old days” when women were objectified or ostracized. The first sentence of this tale, “it is a northern country; they have cold weather, they have cold hearts,” (Carter 108) serves to direct this tale to a very specific place. The “northern country” with “cold weather” that Carter refers to is her native England; the “cold hearts” are the hearts of her countrymen who would worship youth or take advantage of an old woman. Though her tale is place specific, its cultural implications travel across Western culture.
The first indication that Carter is decrying the veneration of youth and sexuality is within the setting of the homes; the “crude icon of the virgin behind a guttering candle” (108). The “virgin” references the Virgin Mary, mother of Jesus Christ, and the “guttering candle” infers a votive. These little details represent worship of youth and maidenhood; the Mary is almost always depicted as young girl (even in works of art where she is holding the crucified, thirty-ish body of her son) and consistently referred to as a virgin, despite producing children with Joseph in the conventional manner. Carter’s choice of the word “icon” signifies the universality of worshipping youth, and clinging to a virgin myth and the word “crude” denotes Carter’s opinion of the practice—it is vulgar. The sole value of a woman is her sexuality, when she can no longer leverage this asset she is useless. The use of the virgin and candle also implicate religion in institutionalizing ageist and misogynistic practices; this is made more explicit when the grandchild “crosses herself” (109) before alerting the neighbors of the horror she has discovered. Placing a privileged value on youthful virginity requires an oppositional counterpart to marginalize, and Carter has old women playing this part.
The explicit werewolf in this tale is the grandmother, but the only evidence of her being a wolf is the wart on her index finger and her granddaughter’s word. These are arbitrary indicators of guilt. The value of the granddaughter’s word is based on a cultural bias for youth, and the wart is a matter of convenience. The witches in this tale are discovered through inductive necessity. Old women become suspect by having their cheeses ripen or their cat follow them (not essentially indicative of magic, but common occurrences imbued with paranormal meaning and attached to disliked women) and are searched for marks of proof. As almost everyone would have a telltale wart, mole, or birthmark to prove as a “supernumerary nipple” (108), making the witch or werewolf label is universally applicable; but only bestowed upon old women. Old widows are most vulnerable because they no longer resemble the virgin, and don’t have the physical strength and protection of their husbands. The metamorphosis of old woman to werewolf is not an actual, physical transformation of human to beast. It is the transformation of identity, where age is the equivalence of monstrosity—in this manner, the child does free her grandmother from her unpleasant, transformed state. The myth that this pseudo transformation exaggerates is that age is a transformation to avoid.
The grandmother in “The Werewolf” poses no actual threat; she is sick in bed and possesses valuable property. She is a burden to care for, a child must venture a “five miles trudge through the forest” through “winter and cold weather” (109) to bring oatcakes and butter. The long distance that grandmother lives at is indicative of the current tendency to place old age at a distance, often in nursing homes. This text does not suggest that the grandmother take a place within the family home. The obligation to care for the old woman is not a task the child takes on without bidding, which is a reflection of a cultural desire to abandon responsibility toward the elderly. And Granny is frightening. Carter writes her as “squawking and shrieking like a thing possessed” (109). The word “thing” emphasizes the dehumanization of this character. So long as the old woman isn’t recognized as human, it is acceptable to dismember, stone, beat and kill her. Women’s aging, then, serves as full transformation from a being worth veneration to a non-human being, or as Bynum states in her Metamorphosis and Identity, she “goes from an entity that is one thing to an entity that is another” (30).
The true monster in this tale is the grandchild, and Carter depicts her as a wolf in sheep’s clothing, “the child had a shabby coat of sheepskin to keep out the cold, she knew the forest too well to fear it but she must always be on her guard” (109). The “coat of sheepskin” does reference a cliché; it also emphasizes the artificially innocent appearance of the child. Her sheepskin is superficial, but her cunning is innate. The shabbiness of the coat and her need to “keep out the cold” speak to her motivation for implicating her grandmother; the child has no wealth or shelter of her own, and her grandmother’s property is easy enough to claim. The phrase “she knew the forest too well to fear it” aligns her with the “wild beasts in the forest” that Carter describes on page 108, and being “on her guard” is an indication of keen awareness of her surroundings.
The grandchild’s cunning is exposed on page 109, as she approaches her grandmother’s house, “soon it came on to snow so thickly that the path and any footsteps, track or spoor that might have been upon it were obscured.” This child, who is put out by the long journey to care for her grandmother, and in want of her own property, sees this opportunity to take what she desires. Carter does not intend the reader to believe that the grandmother is a wolf or a witch. The snow is a cover for the child’s deception. The phrase “might have been upon it” implies that there should be doubt to the girl’s story; to denote honesty, Carter could have used “were upon it” instead. The options for “footsteps, track or spoor” (which means animal tracks) also tend toward an ambiguous interpretation; this phase makes it unclear who, what, or even how many creatures entered the home. The child sees an opening for an indisputable story, and creates the forest wolf attack to excuse her making a bloody stump of her grandmother’s arm. She is certainly able to accomplish the task, the text describes her as strong, and knowing how to wield a hunting knife; and it doesn’t take much strength to overpower a sick, old woman. The guilt of the child is clearly implied with her taking the house as her own and prospering in it. She just had to remove an inconvenient barrier.
The girl as a monster is not an incidence of her transforming shape, or even consciousness. She is a monster of hybridity, as Bynum explains, she is an expression of natures that are “contradictory to each other, encountered through paradox” (30). She has the delicate, venerable appearance of a young girl, the instincts of a wild beast of the forest, and the strength of her father’s hunting knife. The young girl is certainly a wolf in sheep’s clothing. However, Carter’s story also implies that femininity is an unstable state of transformation. The female in this tale may start her life as on object of idolatry, nearing godhead, but she will end her life in a state of bestial or supernatural rejection; her worth is directly proportional to her youth and usefulness.
Although the labeling of old women as werewolves, in order to take advantage of their vulnerability and property, may seem like an ancient practice, it is very relevant. Caroline Bynum is correct in asking that we reconsider our feeling “that these are hardly myths of our time” (Metamorphosis and Identity pg.176) How easily can a close family member say that their aged matriarch is senile, suffering from Alzheimer’s disease, or otherwise incapacitated to maintain her power of attorney? How frequently are the aged sent far away to nursing homes to die neglected, the journey to visit being too burdensome for family to bear? Angela Carter’s story may express the hybrid of the human with a wild beast’s nature, but it is also a plea for a metamorphosis toward more compassion for the elderly.
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