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 INTRODUCTION



Close your eyes and think of Delilah. Whom do you see? What does she look like? For many contemporary readers, the name Delilah evokes a jewel-toned tapestry, whose multihued threads stitch together a woman’s presence – dark smoky eyes, delicious lips, whispered secrets, intimate smiles, the sparkle of a razor not quite concealed.1 We will not, however, find these images presented explicitly in Judges 16; instead, we lap them up from the many cultural retellings of this biblical narrative performed in literature, music and the visual arts. Within these retellings, Delilah shines as leading lady; shamelessly seductive, she is the quintessential femme fatale, whose intoxicating sexuality compels and repels our gaze. As J. Cheryl Exum notes, Delilah’s cultural afterlives have become emblematic of the dangerous allure of the untamed female body.2

What is more, images of Delilah as the archetypal fatal woman also make a ubiquitous appearance in the interpretive traditions surrounding Judges 16. Biblical scholars frequently identify her as a sexually treacherous character, whose erotic allure proves too powerful for even the mighty Samson. Filling in the gaps that pervade this biblical text with their own imaginative readings, they sculpt various interpretive afterlives for this elusive character,3 which, more often than not, follow the lines and contours of the classic femme fatale.4 From the early Christian writings of Augustine and Ambrose to more contemporary interpretations of this biblical story, Delilah is relentlessly portrayed as a treacherous and licentious destroyer of godly men, whose uncanny narrative presence both electrifies and horrifies her audience.5

Why does Delilah attract such imaginative responses from both biblical scholars and the creators of her cultural afterlives in music, literature and the visual arts? The inspiration for these interpretive choices lies, perhaps, in Judges 16 itself, in that this narrative offers the creative reader a temptingly blank canvas with which to work. Exuding clouds of ambiguity and scattered with tantalizing narrative gaps, this biblical tale provides only the vaguest pencil sketch of Delilah’s character. It is a text ‘fraught with background’,6 which fails to reveal anything definitive about her circumstances, her personality, her motivations or her emotional world – all the things that could disclose her literary persona. It therefore provides readers with a ‘multi-layered system of realized and unrealized potentialities’ that they can engage with imaginatively to construct their own afterlives for this inscrutable figure.7 And, more often than not, they choose to fashion these afterlives in the form of a dangerously seductive femme fatale – a woman whose erotic (and often exotic) allure can knock even the strongest man to his knees.8

Yet why should this be? What is it about Delilah’s narrative presence that inspires readers to ‘see’ her as a fatal woman? In the following chapters, I suggest that creators of Delilah’s interpretive and cultural afterlives are guided as much by the socially constructed discourses of gender and sexuality prevalent within their own cultural milieus as they are by the biblical text of Judges 16. These discourses draw together various ideologies, attitudes and practices pertaining to masculinity, femininity, sex and sexuality, knitting them into a fabric upon which people can trace familiar patterns and decipher their own experiences, thoughts and beliefs.9 Consequently, discourses not only direct readers’ responses to a text, but also construct their wider understandings of and relationships with the world.

Within the whorls and patterns of these gendered discourses, we often catch a glimpse of the femme fatale’s distinctive form. This iconic figure is a recurring sociocultural invention, whose body is encoded with multiple truth claims about women’s social and sexual presence.10 As such, she is a potent emblem of the ways sex, gender and power are inextricably interwoven in many cultures across space and time.11 As I establish in subsequent chapters, she is conjured up as a symbol of the conflicts and insecurities arising during periods of social crisis, when dominant discourses of gendered power and identification are perceived to be under threat.12 In particular, the femme fatale serves as a societal scapegoat, a convenient and easy-to-spot target onto which her audiences can shoot their poisoned arrows of social discontent, anger and despair. For her attributes are identified as all that is considered unsafe and undesirable about women: their social and sexual autonomy, their negotiations of power and their encroachment upon traditionally masculine territories of authority, violence and sex.13

Moreover, although the femme fatale is always a product of sociocultural discourses – fashioned, curated and displayed by the dominant fears and fantasies of the age – she is often regarded as the embodiment of a social reality or truth, a ‘clear and present danger’ to the cultures and contexts within which she is located. Instilling in her audience a nagging sense of chaos and unease, she serves as a ‘cautionary tale’ about the elision of gender difference, manifesting a not-to-be-tolerated otherness.14 Thus, as an (oft-unwitting) ‘carrier’ of discourses pertaining to female sexual treachery, her pervasive cultural presence impacts popular expectations and presumptions about real women’s social and sexual significance within a gendered world.

These socially constructed discourses about the femme fatale sit at the heart of Delilah’s cultural and interpretive afterlives. They shape readers’ responses to her character, often far more than her textual, on-page presence within Judges 16, offering a template that readers inevitably exploit to decode her literary characterization. For, as has become apparent within today’s postmodern milieu, all readers of texts rely on more than the words on the page, or the socio-historical context of these words, in order to negotiate the interpretive process. The traditional claim that we can approach a text with objectivity and ‘studied neutrality’15 is increasingly recognized as little more than an illusion. Rather, the meanings we extract from a text are not only dependent on the linguistic features or historical provenance of that text, but are likewise bound up in and shaped by the dominant discourses at play within our own cultural milieu. As David Rutledge argues, ‘Meaning becomes situated in the contentious realm of conflicting discourses of reading communities, and the authority of any reading of any text becomes no more than a function of the persuasive ideological force with which it is held in place by the readers who produce it.’16 In other words, interpreters of a text are unavoidably and always positioned in the world in front of this text, peering at it through the messy tangle of discourses that grow within their own historical and cultural locations. And, while they may attempt to limit their interpretive vision to the world in the text (studying its literary and linguistic features), or the world behind the text (honing in on its textual provenance and historical setting), their positioning in front of this text will always (wittingly or unwittingly) inveigle its way into the reading process. Like a special effects filter we fit to a camera lens, or an app on our iPhone that adjusts the images we create, our own positioning in space and time inevitably orchestrates the way we see a text and discern meanings within it. As Mieke Bal insists, ‘Interpretation is never objective, never reliable, never free of biases and subjectivity.’17

In the following chapters, then, I consider Delilah’s interpretive and cultural afterlives, exploring the various filters and lenses that their creators have used to fashion her ambiguity-laden character into the sensuous form of a femme fatale. By highlighting the role of the reader in this interpretive process, I make no claims that their interpretations are ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ in relation to the ‘original’ meaning of the text; after all, Delilah’s literary character, as envisioned by the author(s) of this narrative, has been irrevocably lost to us with the passage of time. Instead, I want to demonstrate that, regardless of their ubiquity, the afterlives created for Delilah which mould her into a femme fatale are only one possible way of perceiving her persona. As Josey Bridges Snyder insists, ‘The voices of Delilah are many, and they all deserve a chance to speak.’18 Given the text’s opacity, and the many questions left unanswered about Delilah’s character, I believe that multiple alternative afterlives are viable, each of which invites us to reinterpret and revisualize her ubiquitous identification as a fatal woman. By identifying some of those worlds in front of the text that guide readers to envision her thus, I hope to generate a space in which alternative lenses and filters can be used to view her narrative persona in new and sometimes surprising lights.

To begin creating this space, Chapter 1 traces the history of the femme fatale, focusing especially on those time periods, places and genres where she emerges with particular vibrancy: the literature and arts of the nineteenth-century European fin de siècle; the American hard-boiled literature and film noir of the mid-twentieth century; and the neo-noir Hollywood cinema of the late twentieth century. For each of these periods, I outline some of the defining tropes of the femme fatale, considering the ways that these remain constant over space and time yet also change in rhythm with the cultural contexts in which they are created. I also consider the possible reasons underpinning the femme fatale’s omnipresence at these specific times in history, evaluating her function and significance as a cultural icon (her sociocultural economy, as it were) within the different contexts in which she is assembled. Specifically, I trace her potential function as a symbol or expression of deeply rooted and at times intensely misogynistic sociocultural discourses surrounding female sexuality and gender. Theories pertaining to the social function of the femme fatale are therefore my main concern, as these allow me to consider the impact that this figure has had (and continues to have) on the cultures and contexts in which her presence has been felt.19

In Chapters 2 and 3, I revisit these definitional tropes of the femme fatale outlined in Chapter 1, noting the ways that they have been drawn upon, modified or subverted by creators of Delilah’s interpretive and cultural afterlives. Chapter 2 focuses on Delilah’s afterlives in biblical interpretation; here, I search through the gaps in the biblical text, discovering that this narrative presents Delilah’s character in a glorious fug of uncertainty. Along the way, I consider how biblical interpreters have crammed these textual gaps with femme fatale–flavoured fillings, thereby creating images of Delilah as an archetypal fatal woman. I also offer a number of alternative fillings for these gaps, which open up possibilities for creating new interpretive afterlives for this biblical character. Chapter 3 advances this discussion by looking at Delilah’s cultural afterlives in literature, art, music and film. Once again, I inquire how creators of these afterlives have responded to the ambiguities in the biblical texts by drawing on the familiar imagery of the femme fatale discussed in Chapter 1. Through a close analysis of these cultural texts, I survey the various discourses around female sexuality and gender that have been woven into their particular visions of Delilah.

Following my exploration of Delilah’s existing afterlives in Chapters 2 and 3, I turn in Chapter 4 to compose some of my own interpretive afterlives for this enigmatic biblical character. Drawing on two contemporary cultural texts that depict – in very different ways – some of the familiar tropes of the femme fatale, I revisualize Delilah through alternative viewing lenses. By shifting my position within the world in front of the text, I want to show that Delilah’s presence in Judges 16 is multifaceted, and that the ambiguities surrounding her narrative presence can be explored from myriad perspectives.

Before I begin, however, a word about my intentions for writing this book. By interrogating Delilah’s afterlives as a femme fatale, I am not seeking to ‘rescue’ her from this designation or deny that she is a fatal woman. To do so would be to acquiesce to those same discourses that identify this female figure as an insalubrious presence deserving our critique. Rather, I argue that the construct of the femme fatale itself needs to be reappraised and destabilized to uncover its misogynistic roots. As I show in the following chapters, the fatal woman is a source of fascination and fear, but more than this, she is the product of innumerable beliefs and ideologies that distort and denigrate women’s sociocultural economy. As such, her presence has served to justify objective and subjective violence against real women, particularly those who subvert patriarchal assumptions of power and who claim, instead, an agency of their own. As a ubiquitous representative of the femme fatale in biblical interpretation and popular culture, Delilah’s literary character participates in this process in significant ways. For, while she may be a sketchy figure in an ancient biblical story, her location in ‘one of the most influential mythical and literary documents of our culture’20 grants her significant influence in shaping the discourses of gender and sexuality embraced by many reading communities. Similarly, whenever she appears as a character in a poem, or the subject of a song, or a jewel-toned figure in a painting or movie, her embodiment of lethal feminine allure within these cultural texts reinforces widespread attitudes and beliefs pertaining to women’s place in the world. Biblical and cultural texts are formidable sites in which social discourses are articulated, authenticated and disseminated.21 The books we read (sacred and otherwise), the movies we watch, the music we listen to and the paintings we gaze upon all offer us a way of looking at the world from a particular perspective. Rarely non-partisan, they present us with their creators’ ideologies (about gender, sexuality, race, politics, class, economy and so much more), and summon us, either implicitly or explicitly, to accept these ideologies. As such, they are locations where their creators have the capacity to construct and shape our cultural realities and everyday lives. And, when the ‘realities’ offered to us in Delilah’s cultural and interpretive afterlives present us with pervasive images of women’s dangerousness and duplicity, they have the potential to sustain and nourish the already prevalent patriarchal discourses that undermine women’s social legitimacy and agency. As Julie Grossman explains, every cultural and scholarly depiction of the femme fatale as an embodiment of dangerous femininity ‘mutually reinforces powerful stereotypes and reveals a systemic failure to deal with cultural ambivalence about female agency and empowerment’.22 For this reason alone, Delilah’s ubiquitous presence as a femme fatale in both biblical scholarship and popular culture deserves to be taken seriously.


1.Some sections of this introduction were developed from an earlier article I wrote: Caroline Blyth, ‘When Raymond Met Delilah’, Relegere: Studies in Religion and Reception 4, no. 1 (2014): 41−63. It is used here with the blessing of the journal editor.

2.J. Cheryl Exum, Plotted, Shot, and Painted: Cultural Representations of Biblical Women, 2nd edn (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2012), 210. Exum’s term ‘cultural afterlives’ refers to those retellings and representations of biblical characters in cultural texts, including literature, music and the visual arts (ibid., 14).

3.I use the term ‘interpretive afterlife’ as I believe that exegetical portrayals of biblical characters can
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