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PREFACE

Elizabeth Wilson, the author of a series of wonderfully atmospheric, intricately plotted, vividly characterised thrillers set in post-war Britain and continental Europe, once said to me that she could not see the interest of serial killers: ‘They just kill people.’ I knew at once what she meant. The complexities of motivation, the shifting perception of character, the sense of a social microcosm, characteristics of the best works of detection, spying, mystery and suspense, and not least Wilson’s, evaporate in the face of murders motivated by nothing more than the desire to murder and to do it remorselessly, boringly, over and over again. Many others have raised an eyebrow when I have said that I was writing about serial killers. Why on earth? What follows is an attempt to explore the interest of a phenomenon so rare in reality as barely to warrant attention that is nonetheless not just massively popular but also commonly taken to tell us something about ourselves, about human or male nature, about the conditions of modern life, and in particular the appeal and significance of repetition, as a perceived important symptom of that modern life, as the overt basis of much contemporary art, from mass reproduction to highbrow minimalism, and the actual basis of practically all art and behaviour.

Many have drawn my attention to titles (of writings as well as films) and/or tracked down copies, and for this I’d like to thank Gunnar Almèr, Geoff Andrew, Louis Bayman, Sara Brinch, Jane Caplan, Ed Gallafent, Sabine Hake, Martin Hodgson, Chris Holliday, Jan Erik Holst, Katerina Krtilova, Łukasz Maciejewski, Lawrence Napper, Samuel Nowak, Martin Villares Ogaza, Shelagh Rowan-Legg, Daniel Santell, Sarah Street, Matthew Sweet, Michael Tapper, Anna Taszycka, Alissa Timoshkina, Leshu Torchin, Belén Vidal, Ginette Vincendeau, David Wagner, Martin Wagner, Helen Wheatley, Michael Williams and Elizabeth Wilson. My thanks also for inestimable encouragement and help at the editorial stages to Rebecca Barden, Louis Bayman, Sophia Contento, Belinda Latchford and Jenna Steventon. I have taught this topic at the Universities of London (King’s College), St Andrews, Stockholm and Warwick, and I’d like to pay tribute to the ideas and responses of students on these courses over the years. I have also given talks on various aspects in Antwerp, Bergamo, Bloomington (Indiana), Bremen, Chicago, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Hull, Leeds, Liverpool, London, Manchester, Melbourne, Naples, Newcastle-on-Tyne, Paris, Rome, Salerno, Southampton, Vienna and Weimar; I should like to thank those who invited me and who came and discussed the issues with me.

On its first use, I give a film title in the original language followed in brackets by the way I shall refer to it thereafter. The latter is either a literal translation or how the film is widely known in English-language distribution. Generally where the English title departs wildly from the original, I have nonetheless used it (e.g. Blood and Black Lace instead of Six Women for the Killer for Sei donne per l’assassino). However, there are a few cases where the English title is such a radically misleading betrayal of the original that I have preferred to use my translation: The Girl Who Knew Too Much (rather than The Evil Eye) for La ragazza che sapeva troppo, The Monk with the Whip (rather than College Girl Murders) for Der Mönch mit der Peitsche, To Wear Short Trousers All Life Long (instead of The Child I Never Was) for Ein Leben lang kurze Hosen tragen.1 I have used the original-language title in those cases where this is how the film is better known in English-language territories (Angst, La Bête humaine, Baise-moi, Les Bonnes femmes, Le Boucher, Drôle de drame) or where the original is so close to English as to make translation superfluous and thus something of the flavour of the original can be retained (L’Affaire des poisons, Amoklauf, Anatomie, Antropophagus, Das Cabinet des Dr. Caligari, Champagnegalopp, Los crímenes de Petiot, Os Crimes de Diogo Alves, Deliria, Enigma rosso,2 Femina ridens,3 Flic Story,4 Le foto di Gioia, Frontière(s), Hitler: Ein Film aus Deutschland, Kontroll, Nexxt, Profondo rosso, La residencia, Rote Lippen Sadisterotica, Scènes de crime, Tenebre, Das Testament des Dr. Mabuse, Le Trio infernal, Le Vampire de Düsseldorf). Where films are mentioned only in passing or in lists, I have generally not included translations.

In what follows I have often had to write about who the killer is or how surprises are manufactured. Please accept this as a spoiler alert for the book as a whole.

Notes

1.I have, however, used the misleading The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo (rather than Men Who Hate Women) for Män som hatar kvinnor, since it is such a successful title.

2.‘Rosso’ = ‘red’.

3.This Latin original translates as Woman Laughing, at variance to the title in English-language distribution The Frightened Woman.

4.‘Flic’ = ‘cop’.
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THE PHANTOM MENACE

Very rare, everywhere

Actual serial killing is a phenomenon so rare as to be worth remarking only for its curiosity value. Yet not only is it everywhere in Western culture (and not only), from the highest to the lowest brow and in every medium, it is also widely taken to be indicative of its time and place or else of abiding features of human, or specifically male, existence. It is this apparent paradox – something so extremely marginal and uncommon taken to be something typical and representative – that is the starting point for this book.

In Copycat, Helen Hudson, a world authority on serial killers, tells the audience at a lecture at the start of the film: ‘The FBI estimates that there could be as many as thirty-five serial killers cruising for victims even as I speak’.1 These are weasel words: ‘estimates’ can be a fancy way of saying ‘guess’; ‘as many as’ might mean twenty or five or none; ‘could’ further qualifies the figure, perhaps with proper academic caution, perhaps using the rhetoric of academic caution to ease the ushering in of exaggeration. Besides, considering the numbers as a percentage of the population, Professor Hudson should really have said ‘as few as’. Even if her figure of thirty-five is taken as correct,2 these killers still only represent 0.00005 per cent of the eligible male population of the USA in 1995.3

Calculations of the numbers of serial killers differ widely. The highest figures for the USA tend to have been proposed in the 1980s, with talk of an epidemic;4 in the following decades, criminologists have brought the numbers down. Holmes and De Burger in 1988 gave a figure of 3,500 to 4,000 people slain by serial killers in the USA each year (1988: 19). O’Reilly-Fleming in 1996 points out that this would mean 144 such murders per killer a year, a patently absurd number, he suggests with an exclamation mark (1996: 13). Even if it were correct, taking the year as 1988, Holmes and De Burger’s figure only represents 0.0001 per cent of the female population of the USA. O’Reilly-Fleming himself proposed (ibid.) that a ‘more reasonable estimate’ would be 100 victims a year ( = 0.00007 per cent). Hickey (2002: 241) proposes a 1975–95 victim rate in the USA of 0.02 per 100,000 (= 0.000001 per cent) and a current rate of 9.6 per 100,000 (= 0.00048 per cent), observing: ‘Inversely proportional to the nominal risk of falling prey to serial murderers is the amount of fear and public awareness of this phenomenon.’5

Determining the numbers of serial killers is, besides, dizzyingly tricky. There is no universal agreement about what constitutes serial killing; killings whose motive has not been determined may be deemed ‘motiveless’ and possibly presumed to be serial; geographically and temporally distant murders may be wrongly connected or not be connected when they should have been; there are divergent governmental, police and press policies on public reporting and on access to data. Calculations per head of the population – which in terms of the sense of threat and prevalence is what counts – are seldom undertaken. They tend to produce numbers so minute, involving so many decimal places as to defy grasping. In some periods it may be felt to be in the interests of the forces of law and order to play down or hush up altogether the numbers of killers, in order not to spread panic; in others, it may be in the interest of such forces, to say nothing of criminologists and crime journalists, to talk them up. (The latter is Philip Jenkins’s argument in his discussion of ‘the social construction of serial homicide’ [1994].) All of this becomes even more fraught the further back you go.

Bearing in mind all of that and the extreme uncertainty of any statistical claims one may make, and to consider some European figures, it still seems that the numbers involved are minuscule. Using the most rudimentary calculations, and erring on the side of overestimation, in the past 100 years serial killers represent 0.001 per cent of eligible English men, 0.0008 per cent of Italian, 0.0004 per cent of French and German and 0.0001 per cent of Polish, while their victims represent 0.001 per cent French and German women, 0.003 per cent of English and Italian and 0.0004 per cent of Polish women.6 The figures for the USA are 0.005 per cent killers and 0.01 per cent victims. Even if you doubled these numbers to allow for undetected killers (which would be a generous overestimation), they are still literally next to none. Although the imponderables and crudities of these figures make them almost meaningless, they do illustrate how negligible the numbers are. In Britain, rather than being the victim of a serial killer or even ever having met one, you have a much greater likelihood of winning something in the national lottery (ridiculously unlikely) or of being killed in a car accident (very slight and impressively declining in probability) or by a spouse, lover, parent or child (borderline possible).

Yet not only is the incidence of serial killing overestimated, the phenomenon is also perceived to have become more common in the past 100 years or so. Both Jack Levin and James Alan in 1985 and Joel Norris in 1988 referred to the Growing Menace of multiple murder, Copycat’s Professor Hudson in 1995 to ‘spawning in ever greater numbers’. It is of course almost certainly the case that there are more serial killers now than there were before, but then there is more of almost everything human. There are exponentially more people, more pollution, more traffic, which makes all the more remarkable the relative decline in much of the world in murder and violence (and traffic accidents) (cf. Pinker 2011).7 Moreover, by virtue of mass communications, we also know about serial killings, which makes it seem there are more of them. We know more in two senses. First, killings in widely different places, that might be treated as isolated incidents, can be connected by virtue of knowledge of them: from printed police bulletins and the telephone to databases and the internet, it is easier for investigators (police, journalists, anyone) to identify separate killings as serial. Second, popular mass media – newspapers, radio, television, the web – mean that anyone can know that the activity of a serial killer has been identified; avid readers, listeners and viewers may be able to uncover many cases ongoing at any one time, and even the less committed will usually be aware of a high-profile case every few years, or even months. We also have a term. Even though there may always have been serial killers, until recently there was no term as such because they were considered, as Jean-Pierre Coursodon puts it, ‘an aberration too exceptional to merit its own category’ (1996: 87). A category can organise a range of varied and sometimes unconnected phenomena into a known, identifiable, apparently definite single phenomenon. If the category ‘serial killer’ does not actually bring into existence people who kill repeatedly, it does bring the possibility of such persons into public consciousness and the previous absence of a term can make it seem that there were no such persons before.

So there are more serial killers in hard numbers, more identified, more widely known about, more nameable as such – but this does not alter the fact that there are statistically hardly any at all and percentage-wise probably no more than there ever were.

What there are, in profusion, are serial killer folk stories and urban legends, plays, operas, musicals, ballets and dance works, rock music, short stories, written and graphic novels, ‘true crime’ books, historical, criminological, literary and cultural studies. There are episodes about serial killing in television series and serials, and entire ones dedicated to it (e.g. The Bridge, Cracker, Criminal Minds, Dexter, Millennium, Profiler, Touching Evil, Whitechapel, Wire in the Blood); there are one-off television documentaries and documentary series; there are made-for-TV and straight-to-video movies, and board and video games.8 And there are films, documentary, animation, experimental and, the focus of this book, feature fiction films. Of the latter there are at least 2,000.9 This includes a number of hugely successful films in box-office terms, including Basic Instinct, Le Boucher, Dirty Harry, The Lodger, M, Profondo rosso, Psycho, The Silence of the Lambs and The Spiral Staircase (1946), as well as the many slasher franchises (e.g. Friday the 13th, Halloween, Nightmare on Elm Street, Psycho). It also includes films made by directors considered canonical in film studies and cinephile exhibition, some of whom return repeatedly to the topic: Pedro Almodóvar (Matador, Kika), Vicente Aranda (Fata Morgana), Dario Argento (passim), Bong Joon-Ho (Sarinui chueok [Memories of Murder]), Luis Buñuel (Ensayo de un crimen), Claude Chabrol (Les Bonnes femmes, Landru, Le Boucher, Le Scandale, Les Fantômes du chapelier), Věra Chytilová (Ovoce stromů rajských jíme), Constantin Costa-Gavras (Compartiment tueurs, Le Couperet), Claire Denis (J’ai pas sommeil), Clint Eastwood (Blood Work, Sudden Impact, The Changeling), Alfred Hitchcock (The Lodger, Shadow of a Doubt, Psycho, Frenzy), Kon Ichikawa (Tenkawa Densetsu Satsujin Jikan [The Noh Mask Murders]), Shôhei Imamura (Fukushû suru wa ware ni ari [Vengeance Is Mine]), Nagisa Oshima (Hakuchû no tôrima [Violence at Noon]), Nicolas Roeg (Don’t Look Now), Robert Siodmak (Pièges, The Spiral Staircase, Nachts wenn der Teufel kam), Lars Von Trier (The Element of Crime). It is also a staple of what is variously termed trash, B, Z and cult cinema, with titles prized for how gross they are (Antropophagus, Lucker the Necrophagous, Mil gritos tiene la noche, Violent Shit), or fun (The Dark Eyes of London, Sweeney Todd, the Demon Barber of Fleet Street), tacky (Aimilia, i diestrammeni), sleazy (Baby Doll Murders, Cover Girl Killer, Screaming Mimi), camp (Abbott and Costello Meet the Killer, The Bat, La bestia uccide a sangue freddo, Lo strangolatore di Vienna), smart (Sexykiller, morirás por ella) or just radically incompetent (The Antwerp Killer).

There are many reasons why serial killing proliferates in culture at such extravagant variance to its incidence in reality. While the tastes for sensation and prurience have always existed, there has been a considerable relaxation of attitudes, including censorship, on this front in the past century, especially in the West. This permits, in mass circulation, the copious audiovisual presentation of the atrocity of serial killing. The format of the serial killer film is also relatively surefire in terms of success, because it promises much sensation and many occasions for prurience. It guarantees more nastiness for your buck. In Agatha Christie’s 1936 novel The ABC Murders, Hercule Poirot and Captain Hastings discuss what the ideal crime would be, if one could order it ‘as one orders a dinner’. Poirot observes that Hastings is not content with just one killing: ‘You would like, not one murder, but a series of murders.’ ‘I admit,’ says Hastings, ‘that a second murder in a book often cheers things up’ (1996: 20–1). This is a mild version of the sense that, with serial killing, you can anticipate lots of murders and usually gruesome ones at that. The significance of it being serial killing begins to come into focus, the significance of quantity, expectation, repetition, of more.

Serial killing is also often supremely nasty. Instrumental homicide – to get your hands on wealth, to get rid of someone you loathe – most often aims to be quick and effective, whether planned or spur of the moment. Killing for gain or out of hatred is a means to an end, but serial killing is its own end, and for this reason is often extended and elaborated, the stalking, capture, torture and build-up as important as the moment of killing itself. There is usually so much more on offer than just murder.

Serial killer films also touch on something sensational that is also apparently real in the society in which they are made and consumed. The sense that serial killing is common is also what makes it frightening. The more it is thought to be widespread and on the increase, the more threatening it seems. And if serial killers are everywhere and more and more, then anyone – or any woman – can be a victim. Since their choice of victim is ‘arbitrary and unpredictable’ (Young 2000: 75) and because they look like anyone else, they could strike anywhere, any time, here, now. The Killers among Us (Wilson and Wilson 1996) and Killers among Us (Egger 1997), themselves recalling the original title of M, Mörder unter uns,10 catch the sense of anxiety, one round every corner, ever more, that the assumption of commonness induces. This might-be-me tension is on a par with people persisting in throwing money away on lottery tickets and governments mobilising the machinery of surveillance incrementally in the wake of terrorist attacks. And if serial killers are a presumed and ever present, ever growing danger, they can readily be taken as symptomatic of the world and times we live in, can go on being compelling, not only as entertainment but also as a meaningful figure in the social landscape.

Exceptional, representative

There are ways in which representations of serial killers situate them beyond the pale of normality, as exceptional, extraordinary. Ideas of monstrousness have separated them off from the human, while notions of the genius, the artist and the Übermensch have placed them above the common run of humanity. Yet, notably in European cinema, all these perceptions have repeatedly been vulnerable to the suspicion that serial killers are, alas, typically human.

The various frameworks deployed to understand and explain serial killing (discussed in Chapter 5) can identify it as something radically other. Folk notions of monstrousness and sobriquets like vampire and werewolf link serial killing to the non-natural and thus, by a no means indisputable logic, the non-human. Learned terms like psychopath, schizophrenic and mental illness, as well as demotic ones like mad, sick and freak, have the potential to place the killer apart from normal psychological functioning. This is, however, seldom secure. The suspicion of a continuity with ordinary behaviour, albeit understood as a logical extension or extreme pitch, limns the representation of monstrous, mad and sick serial killers, allowing us, sometimes at one and the same time, to keep ourselves at a distance from them and see ourselves in them. As Elliott Leyton, an agenda-setting writer on serial killers, notes (2001: 249): ‘However much we may wish to dismiss him [the serial killer] as a freak, an aberration, or an accident, his tastes and desires are part of the human repertoire, the human experience, and the human capability.’

Serial killers may be presented as exceptional in another sense than preternatural or crazy, namely in terms of their being superior to other men, literally extra-ordinary. Even here the line between exceptionality and representativeness wavers. In The Subject of Murder, Lisa Downing examines the way that notions of ‘something intrinsically different, unique, and exceptional’ (2013: 1) inform much of the discussion of murderers since the eighteenth century. Whether in the form of the Sadeian superior being, Romantic and Decadent analogies between the Murderer and the Artist or criminological and psychological notions of abnormality in the work of Esquirol, Nordau, Lombroso and Krafft-Ebing, writers and theorists repeatedly sought to place, cordon off or celebrate the habitual, repeat or perceived-to-be motiveless killer.

Yet such discourses are constantly invaded by suspicions to the contrary. Sade views the lust to kill as natural: ‘Can [nature], when she created us, have placed in us what would be capable of hurting her? Ah! Were murder not one of the human actions which best fulfilled her intention, would she permit the doing of murder?’11 This implies that exceptionality lies in resisting the social prohibition on killing, not in the impulse itself. Krafft-Ebing too sees the ‘lust murderer’ as an exaggeration of ‘the naturally occurring “aggressive character” that is held to account for male dominance and violence’ (ibid.: 17).12 Notions of the murderer-as-artist are shaded with irony and play in, for example, Thomas de Quincey and Oscar Wilde, while the endless need to change psycho-criminal paradigms betrays their failure to make ideas of utter difference stick, something evident in the obsessive propagation of categories of serial killer.

Many of Downing’s cases show how ready contemporary discourses were to perceive killers to be of their time: Pierre-François Lacenaire and ‘the perceived values and dangers of Romanticism’, ‘Jack the Ripper’ ‘called to personify fin-de-siècle degeneration-theory-bound concerns about European societal concerns’, and Myra Hindley as ‘a cipher for reactionary fears about the effects of the 1960s “permissive society” on morality in the UK’ (ibid.: 30). The sense of a conflict between ideas of exceptionality and representativeness in approaching serial killers is registered in a commentary in the Journal de Paris in 1835 about Lacenaire. Lacenaire was noted less for his crimes (thieving, the killing of two people, the attempted murder of another) than his dandyish style13 and insouciant lack of concern over what he had done, and what this was taken to represent (Romantic and Republican rebelliousness, an indictment of society). The Journal protested:

The press has jumped on the trail of Lacenaire to incriminate either contemporary society or power. Some attack the corruption of the century, others what they call the immorality of the rulers. It would be more reasonable to regard Lacenaire as a terrible exception, of the kind that have appeared under all regimes and periods, but happily for humanity, at rare intervals.14

The writer affirms the exceptionality of the remorseless, pointless killer, but in the face of what is perceived as a widespread perception of the latter’s symptomatic character.

In film the idea of the serial killer as superior being is embodied in the character who has become the defining representative of the serial killer, Hannibal Lecter. Leyton subtitles his 2001 study Inside the Minds of the Real-Life Hannibal Lecters and discusses him in the preface, albeit to stress that real serial killers are not at all like him; Serge Chazal (1997: 73) calls Lecter ‘the archetype of the serial killer in the American collective imagination’, Nicola Nixon (1998: 234) ‘the quintessential serial killer’. When Michael Martens, the policeman at the centre of Antikörper (Antibodies), first meets the notorious Gabriel Engel in gaol, he obviously looks disappointed. ‘What were you expecting – Hannibal Lecter?’, says Engel. Yet in many ways Engel is like Lecter, less intellectual and aesthetic, but relishing his acts, almost supernatural in the film’s opening scene in his ability to outwit the police, kept in a cell very reminiscent of the one for Lecter in The Silence of the Lambs and above all menacing to the wellbeing of the hick policeman Martens.

Lecter-like figures, terrifying not only to their victims but also in the challenge they pose to law enforcement, are rare in European cinema. Apart from Engel, there is Charles Subra in MR 73, physically imposing, horribly and brilliantly manipulative, and in a mise en scène owing much to another agenda-setting US film, Se7en; but that’s about it. While killers may sometimes be sympathetic (Town on Trial), pitiable (M), even engaging (Drôle de drame, Landru), they are seldom terrifyingly superior in terms of charisma, intelligence, physical strength and mental hold over others, much more often ordinary or wretched.

Even Antibodies’ Gabriel Engel is only different in degree from other men in the film. He provokes Martens into exploring Engel’s own kind of violent sex, first with prostitutes, then with his wife. He plants in Martens’s mind the idea that it was the latter’s son Christan who killed Lucia, a young girl on Martens’s patch some years past (even though it was in fact Engel), and this is made plausible by the fact that Christan was interfering with Lucia sexually and probably has been killing dogs (a common sign of incipient serial killing tendencies). There is also a hostile father-in-law who shoots Martens’s and Christan’s dogs just to be nasty. Engel is worse than all of these, but not in kind. Similarly Lord Blackwood in Sherlock Holmes seems a superior being, who appears to rise from the dead and to set a man on fire by pointing at him. He is, however, revealed in the end by Holmes merely to be using a knowledge of physics and chemistry. Perhaps ambivalence about superiority lingers, since only Holmes has knowledge to match Blackwood’s, but the portrait of Holmes as dishevelled, chaotic and sexy makes him less of a cold genius, more like other people than in many portrayals. This Holmes not only demystifies Blackwood’s magic but also brings his astonishing knowledge down to size.

If serial killers in European films are seldom seen by the film as superior, sometimes killers are seen to believe themselves to be so, to be, as Coursodon puts it (apropos of US killers like Lecter), ‘an exceptional being convinced of being different and superior (superior because different, other)’ (1996: 88). But the films don’t buy it. Hoover, the serial killer in They Drive by Night, says that the suspect Shorty can’t be the killer, because such killing requires a superior mind, but the film portrays Hoover himself as decadent and epicene (reading dirty magazines, using pretentious words, interested in Modern Dance [pretentious and prurient], and played by the grandly queer Ernest Thesiger), and he is quite easily routed. The unnamed protagonist of Angst tells us in voiceover that he had ‘a perfect plan’ for his killings, and when he is caught he says, ‘Now everyone’s going to be scared to death. Now everybody is afraid of me. I’m famous.’ Yet the film consistently contrasts this belief in himself as a supreme killer with his actual incompetence. Physically unprepossessing, making it up messily as he goes along, soon caught, he is, suggests Steven Jay Schneider (2001), an ‘anti-Hannibal Hannibal’.

Discourses of monstrosity, pathology and superiority can be found in European filmic treatments of serial killing, sometimes separating the killer off from the normal run of humanity or men. Yet often that claim to utter difference, by experts or the serial killer himself, is called into question, for, despite their extraordinary rarity, serial killers are also seen as representative.

The exceptionality of the serial killer is hard to maintain in the face of the proliferation of imagery and discourse about him. As Karen Boyle and Jenny Reburn (2014: 1) put it, ‘whilst the serial killer is widely constructed as a unique individual, this has itself become formulaic through its repetition in both factual and fictional accounts’. Once there is a category, which is everywhere in the media and presumed to be equally so in life, the individual serial killer becomes one in a kind.

The perception that serial killing may be representative rather than exceptional also relates to a tendency in the modern era in the West to resist seeing extreme rarity in humans – the rich, the royal, the gifted – as indicative of radical human difference. Magazines like Hello! suggest that few would take the view that the rich are different and seem rather dedicated to demonstrating that they just have more money. Royal families have learnt to present themselves as families like any others, their dysfunctional elements characteristic of all families rather than a product of the extreme oddity of being born or marrying into unquestionable position and prestige. The extremely gifted – except perhaps in mathematics – are increasingly regarded as just better at something that is nonetheless broadly within anyone’s grasp, given application, luck and really really really wanting it.

Notions of human nature, evil and masculinity posit serial killing as representative of universal, enduring, essential features of existence. However, the sense that it is representative of something distinctively modern is also very widespread. There is even a common view that serial killing did not really exist before the nineteenth century, finding its defining form in the Whitechapel murders. These were very widely seen as symptomatic of their time, a view summed up by the Southern Guardian in 1888: ‘We are face to face with some mysterious and awful product of modern civilisation.’15

This contrasts with the case of Joseph Vacher, even though he was swiftly given the same sobriquet in French as the Whitechapel murderer, Vacher l’Éventreur. He had murdered at least eleven people between 1894 and 1897 and was guillotined in 1898. Yet, although ten years after the Whitechapel murders, the social reading of his case seems to have had much less purchase. On the one hand, it was caught up in the competing psychological and juridical discourses of emergent criminology, something touched on in Le Juge et l’assassin. On the other hand, Vacher’s crimes were mainly carried out in rural areas, his victims mainly shepherdesses. Not only did this make him someone outside of modernity, he could also be viewed as tantamount to outside of society, an enemy rather than a product of it. This was the view expressed by Abbot Chevrolet, who oversaw the monastery to which Vacher belonged for a couple of years of his adolescence. Asked by the journalist Albert Sarraut of La Dépêche de Toulouse what to think of Vacher’s sanity, the key issue at his trial, he replied: ‘It doesn’t matter if he is found degenerate or not. It is necessary to rid society of whatever threatens it. There is no choice but to cut off his head.’

Vacher was found to be sane and responsible for his actions. The disturbing implication of this was voiced by Albert Sarraut: ‘is he conscious of what he does, is he in possession of his reason? For the honour of the humanity that he at least physically resembles, we must hope for the contrary.’16 Yet it is an implication that does not seem to have much ruffled the discourses of the time. The preservation
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