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This is the place
And I am here, the mermaidwhose dark hair
streamsblack, the mermanin his armouredbody
We circle silently
about the wreck
we dive into the hold
I am she: I am he . . .
('Diving into the Wreck':Rich 1973,p. 24)

Were Adrienne Rich to dive again today into the wreck- of history, of collective
memory, of identity - she might be surprised to find Polly Jean Harvey already
there, feasting in the depths on plots and symbols, greedily stuffing her storytelling
sack. Like Rich, with her dual-sexed narrator('I am she: I am he'), Harvey enjoys
playing at multiple selves, and in doing so, she tells stories that are fuelled equally
by the fires of female and male, hetero- and homosexual desire. In the final stanza
of her celebratedpoem, Rich createsanothermemorableconundrumof syntax:'We
are, I am, you are/by cowardiceor courage/the one who find our way/back to this
scene' (Rich 1973, p. 24). With her suggestive pronoun games, Rich calls for a uniting of forces in the excavationof a troubledpast. This seems to be Harvey's conviction as well. Hers is a musical dramaticstage upon which multiple characters,in
combined voices and disparate musical styles, act out disorientingand sometimes
disturbingtales of identity, sexuality and power.
In her remarkabledebut album,Dry (1992),Harvey put her repertoryof stories
to imaginative use in the making of a concept album, a narrativesong cycle that
offers a thoroughmeditationon the subjectsof desire and creativity.BarbaraO'Dair
describes Dry as 'eleven hard-headedsongs about a girl [that] comprise a visceral,
living diary writ large of growing up female' (O'Dair1997, p. 544). The idea of a
living diary suggests narrativein general,but such a characterisationcan be taken
a step hlrther,beyond the solipsistic level. Indeed, O'Dairmay have such a step in
mind when she refers later to Harvey's work as a 'sensual mythology' (p. 547). As
O'Dairsuggests, it is the mythic, epic quality of Harvey's storytellingthat provides
Dry with its particularforce.
Providing the skeletal frame for Dry is one of the more ubiquitous stories in
art by and about women: that of the woman who, once chaste (or regardedas such),
experiencessexual desire and, as a result of acting upon this desire, is drowned, by
431
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a man or by herself.This story representsa conflationof several interrelatedartistic
themes. To begin, there is its use of water symbolism, which pervades stories by
and about women in generalfor obvious reasons- among them an associationwith
the womb and birth. More pointedly, among stories using water imagery, many
feature drowning as a central narrativeelement. Finally, there is the figure of the
virgin-whore in general, a figure who need not be drowned, nor even killed, in
order to function properly as a symbol.l And while some women who drown or
are drowned are best characterisedas representingone side of the virgin-whore
dichotomy or the other (for instance, in the traditionalAmericanballad, 'My Darling Clementine', we have the accidental drowning of an innocent female child),
there is clearly a group of tales in which the woman meets a watery fate specifically
as a result of her transformationinto a sexually experiencedbeing.
With its inherentmoral ambivalenceand a symbolic-thematicrange spanning
from nature to religion, sexuality to creative autonomy, the drowned virgin-whore
model has been serving storytellersfor centuries.One of my aims in this article is
to contextualiseHarvey's Dry within this artistictradition.Another aim is to offer
some commentaryof Harvey's musical depiction of the tale, for the ambivalence
that characterisesHarvey's work on a thematiclevel is matched by a musical style
equally difficult to pin down. Sheila Whiteley has recently commented on this
relationship:
[U]nlike the upfront vocals of riot grrrl,Harvey's songs are more often characterisedby a
sense of ambiguity. Her lyrics, for example, often lie low in the mix and are not provided
on the album sleeves, while the sex/gender of the 'you' in her songs is never specified.
Combinedwith her idiosyncraticspeech-basedsinging style and the extremesof her timbral
range, individual words and phrases are often hard to pick out. Such ambiguity is further
obscured by the extreme deliberationof her guitar style with its hacking riffs. (Whiteley
2000, p. 210)

I want to elaborateon Whiteley's perceptive comments and suggest that Harvey's
music-stylisticsignature - a style diverse enough to compel critics to invent their
own conflationsof music-stylistictraditionsin order to characteriseit, as in Barbara
O'Dair's apt phrase, 'progressivepunk blues' (O'Dair1997, p. 548) - is inherently
tied to both specificallynarrativeand more abstractthematicconcerns.
Finally,I aim in this articleto propose some avenues for the interpretationof
Dry. In particular,two issues concern me. The first involves Harvey's much discussed relationshipwith sexuality. Harvey's work is patently feminist, and while
criticshave disagreed at times on the particularappeals of her work, there has been
little dissent as to her general perspective.But while some would state that 'Harvey's perspective translates consistently into metaphors and symbols that are
uniquely female' (Santoro1993,p. 716), others regardher work as more ambiguous
in its symbolism. Indeed, more than anything, Harvey's work seems to foreground
the untidiness of gender and sexuality. Her androgynouspersona- capturedin her
evocative album art (which I will address presently) and her use of PJ in place of
her given name - lends her work a pointedly revisionist character,as does her
penchant for obscuring facile categories of sexuality in her depiction of human
relationships.
This, of course, is nothing new. As Simon Frithhas pointed out, '[s]inceDavid
Bowie and early 1970s glam-rock, the aesthetics of British popular music have
changed. Pop stars became valuable for their plasticity and so their sexuality too
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becamea matterof artificeand play, self-inventionand self-deceit'(Frith1985,p.
165).In tappinginto this tradition,Harvey'soutputas a whole canbe understood
as an attemptto envisionways of transcendinga long-standingsystemof gender
dichotomies.The woman'sencounterwith waterat the end of Dry, then,may be
understoodin termsof a rebirth- out of the world of dichotomisedgenderand
intoa realm,as yet unrealised,freeof suchrestraints.
(Andgiventhisinterpretation,
it is worthnotingherethatthe firsthermaphrodite
was bornin water,in the union
of Salmacisand Hermaphroditus
in Ovid'sMetamorphoses.)
My secondavenueof interpretation
concernsthe subjectof creativity,particularlythe issueof women'screativeautonomyin popularmusic.MusicologistPeter
Mercer-Taylor
hasrecentlyexaminedthissubjectwithrespectto theall-femalepoprockband,the Bangles.He demonstratesthatthe patriarchal
machinations
of the
musicbusinessfunctionedas obstaclesto thecreativeenergiesof theband,andthat
the band's ultimatedemise was a directresult of a 'forfeitof autonomy[that]
seemedto emergeas a preconditionfor the Bangles'entryinto the centreof the
industrymainstream'(Mercer-Taylor
1998,p. 189).Mercer-Taylor's
thesisvis-a-vis
the all-femalebandis provocative.He arguesthatthe workof suchbandsconstitutes 'a musicalfabricwhichis, so to speak,femalein everydimension',and thus
raises'issuesquitedistinctfromthoseof the solo artist'(p. 189).Themorewomen
makingmusic,in otherwords,the moretrouble.
It is a fascinatingsuggestion,and Mercer-Taylor's
analysisof the Banglesis
illuminatingand convincing.Butthe subjectof women'screativityis not limited,
of course,to such bands.Harvey,for instance,has made it clearthat her music
functionsin the same way thatMercer-Taylor
envisionsthatof the Bangles:as 'a
forum for articulatingissues relatingto their creativeexperienceas women'
(Mercer-Taylor
1998,p. 189).Moreover,insofaras she alwaysfunctionsas the leading creativeentitywithinthesphereof an otherwiselargelymale-dominated
collaborativeartistry,one might understandher work as an even more heightened
exampleof a womantryingto forgea musicalself in the musicbusiness.Not only
is she a womanaskingpredominantly
maleexecutivesto listento herartisticvoice,
but she is a bandleaderaskingthe men in herbandto trusther musicalskillsand
instinctsand to subordinatetheirown.
All of this is to say thatDry constitutesa startlingact of representation,
one
repletewitha confidentmusicalvisionand,giventhatHarveywas onlyin herearly
twentieswhenshe madeit, an unusuallymaturesensitivitytowardconstructions
of
gender.And one sensesbeneaththe narrativefafadeof Dry a realvoiceaimingto
alertus to the effortsof womenartistsin excavatingthe wreckof women'sidentity.
Fromthisperspective,Harvey'staskis analogousto thatof thenarrator
in Adrienne
Rich'spoem,who museson the distinctionbetweenrepresentation
and reality:
the thing I came for:
the wreck and not the story of the wreck
the thing itself and not the myth. (Rich1973,p. 23)

Dry functionsbothas a self-consciously
byzantineactof storytellingand a pointed

commentaryon the realconditionsof womenin rock.It providessimultaneously
both the myth and the thing itself. But it obscuresboth behinda raucousand
imaginativemusicalsurface.Indeed,Harvey'sslipperinessas an artist,both on
technicaland metaphorical
levels,has frustratedcriticsas she has developedsince
Dry.
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Stuckon punk:Harveyand her critics
With the release of Dry in 1992 on the Indigo label, and an accompanying tour,
Harvey quickly gained notoriety in both British and American independent rock.
A major-labelcontractand mainstreamsuccess were not far behind. Criticsacross
the board acclaimed her debut as one of the best albums of the year, regardingit
as one of the most powerful statementsby a woman in the punk traditionsince the
early work of Patti Smith. Indeed, comparisonsbetween Harvey and Smith were
common during the period when Harvey's firstseveral albums were released.Lucy
O'Brien, for instance, describes Harvey as 'the nearest thing in the '90s to Patti
Smith's authoritativeandrogyny' (O'Brien1996, p. 168). But while the receptionof
Harvey's early, more overtly punk-inspiredwork was highly favourable,the critical
reactionto Harvey's more recentwork, in particularher 1998release,Is ThisDesire?,
presents the flip side to the story of Harvey's early success.
Upon the release of Is This Desire?,critics who had grown to expect a more
'authentically'hard-hitting style from Harvey complained that she was moving
toward a more self-consciously artistic approach, in which the preponderanceof
up-tempo and loud songs was abandoned in favour of slower tempos, softer
dynamics, and more experimentalstudio sound manipulations.Gina Arnold, for
instance,whose writing on Nirvana (Arnold 1993)demonstratesher own allegiance
to a more 'pure' punk aesthetic,found the music of Is ThisDesire?to be 'less provocative' than Harvey's previous work. The subtlety of its emotional messages
forced Harvey to betray her punk roots, and the album, Arnold complained, was
pretentiousas a result:'At one place in the CD booklet (which has printed Harvey's
own handwrittenremarkson it), she notes to herself "soften and beautify":forget
it: catharsisand uplift are not part of the paradigm here' (Arnold 1998,p. 63).
Arnold has not been alone in her opinion that punk's spirit of catharsisis to
be found only in more visceral punk idioms. Reviewing one of Harvey's live
appearancesduring the Is ThisDesire?tour, criticEricWeisbardwrote in Spinmagazine that 'Is This Desire?offers subtle charactersketches that require headphones
and a close reading of her first-everlyric sheet. But "mature"art song is a lesser
genre than Harvey's earlier, undefinable punk' (Weisbard 1999). Here, again,
Harvey is accused of the age-old charge of contaminatingan otherwise potent rock
tradition(in this case, punk) with its eternalkryptonite,'art'.Moreover,in singling
out the album's reliance on headphones and lyric sheets - two strong signifiers in
rock historiographythat speak to the traditionof what WilfridMellers once called
'listening music' (Mellers 1973, p. 86), a movement linked to the beginning of the
'concept album' tradition with the Beatles' Sgt. Pepper'sLonelyHeartsClub Band
(1967)- Weisbardis tapping into a long traditionof criticismthat has deplored the
idea of art-rockand, by association,the concept album (see, for instance, Rockwell
1976).2While there has been a strong movement in recentyears, on the part of both
journalists and academics, to re-legitimise the art-rock tradition (Covach 1997;
Macan 1997;Stump 1997;Martin 1998),the problem of 'art' remains centralto the
problematicsof rock reception.
Thereis a significantirony in all the fuss surroundingHarvey's alleged transformation into an artist, and Weisbard's comment brings it out best. The 'art'
elements he singles out for criticism- the added studio sound effects, the mixing
up of tempi and dynamics, the composerlysensibility, as opposed to the resolutely
amateurish aesthetic more commonly attributed to punk- are precisely those
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elements that made Harvey's earlier work 'undefinable'.From the beginning, her
music has used a certain punk-inflectedstyle only as one element of her compositional palette (a tool, in the same way that Sting, for instance, consistently uses
country, reggae, blues and gospel as expressive devices in his inventive songs).
Indeed, Dry satisfies as sensitive a listening experienceas Is ThisDesire?By excluding her lyrics from the CD booklet for Dry, Harvey maintainedsome distance from
the art-rocktraditionand kept the critics'faith.3They responded by lauding Dry's
rancour,its in-your-facepotency, and Harvey was shuffled quickly into the ranks
of the 1990s most high-profilemusical protest group: the angry women rockers.As
such, her experiments on Is This Desire?were seen by many fans and critics as
inappropriate.
Harvey's stance toward art has been of concernnot only to mainstreamcritics.
MusicologistJudithPeraino,for instance,has recentlyargued that in the song 'ManSize Sextet'(RidofMe, 1993),Harvey combines 'a criticalstance toward masculinity'
and 'a spoof of classical or, rather, "elite" twentieth-centurychamber music, and
rock artistswho turn to the idiom of "elite"music as a means of elevating the genre
of rock or making claims for their own erudition' (Peraino1998, pp. 47-8). Peraino
interpretsthe song as an 'intrusionof elite music' in an otherwise hard-hittingrock
medium. But while 'Man-Size Sextet' does stand out among the others on this
album, the song is not an anomaly:'Plantsand Rags' on Dry, for example, includes
similarstring arrangements(also by drummerRobertEllis),which are used in quite
another context than those of 'Man-SizeSextet'. While I think Peraino is right in
reading more into the specific terms of artistryalluded to in 'Man-SizeSextet',then,
I would also want to stress that Harvey seems in general to embrace her role as
composer and artist. Many elements of her work- the sound effects (for instance,
the whale's call in Is This Desire?'s'The Wind'), the end-of-tracknoise that concludes several of the songs on Dry, even the guitar revs that punctuateso many of
her more aggressive songs - show her to be thinking about text painting and other
expressive compositionalstrategies.
All speculationabout Harvey's stance toward 'elite' culture aside (and speculation is really all it is, though we do know that she is the daughter of a sculptor
and that she herself attended art school in England),the whole of her work, even
when it is ferociously rocking out, is imbued with an artisticsensibility that places
it far closer to those 'artisticallyinclined' rock artists- Elvis Costello, for examplewhose work Perainoenvisions as the antithesisof Harvey's.Fromanotherperspective, then, Harvey appears not at all to abhor art-inflectedrock. Indeed, given the
narrativeofferedin her debut album,it seems she would die for the cause of creativity - if only symbolically.

Dry'sinheritance:the wet historyof good women gone bad
Beforemoving on to a detailed discussion of Dry, it will be useful to survey some
other treatmentsof the drowned virgin-whorein literature,film and music, if only
to demonstrate the pervasiveness of the tale and to suggest that Harvey's music
can be more thoroughly appreciatedand understood with this tradition in mind.
One of the more obvious examples is Shakespeare'sOphelia, a characterwho continues to hold great fascinationin the popular culture of our time. For one thing,
Ophelia has become a symbolic figurehead for the tribulationsof contemporary
adolescent girls: to wit, Mary Bray Pipher's 1995 bestsellerRevivingOphelia:Saving
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the Selvesof AdolescentGirlsand Sara Shandler'smore recent OpheliaSpeaks:AdolescentGirls WriteAbouttheirSearchfor Self (1999).We find Ophelia equally hard at
work in contemporarypopular music as well, lending her themes of gender and
madness to such mainstreamrecordingartists as the Indigo Girls (SwampOphelia,
1994)and Natalie Merchant(Ophelia,1998).While these albums are not necessarily
thematicallyunified in the way a more self-consciousconcept album would be, still
the presence of Ophelia imbues the storytelling of these artists with a mythical,
melancholy and literatesensibility in general.
If these female recording artists attempt to draw on one fictional drowned
woman's symbolic power, the perspective of one contemporarymale recording
artist, Eminem, is quite another story. On his critically acclaimed The Marshall
MathersLP (2000), two songs, 'Stan' and 'Kim', play out a horrifying scenario of
murder and self-destruction.The two songs, separated by twelve tracks, form a
mini drama played in postmodern reverse.The chronologicalbeginning of the tale
is the second song, 'Kim', in which Mathers angrily confronts his wife about her
act of adultery, tortures her psychologically, slashes her throat in the woods and
drags her body to the trunk of the car. In the song's sequel, 'Stan' (which comes
earlier on the CD), an obsessed fan writes numerous letters to his idol, the rapper
Slim Shady (Mathers'alterego),but, gaining no response,decides to 'honour'Shady
by tying up his own pregnant wife, locking her in the trunk, and driving the car
off a bridge into the water.4To add to the warped chronology, the cover of the
rapper'sprevious recording,TheSlim ShadyLP (1999),depicts a scene evocative of
both songs: two feet jut out of an open car trunk;the car is parked at an angle on
a dock;Mathersand a small child (the child plays an importantrole in 'Kim')stand
a few yards away, leaning over the dock's white railing,contemplatingthe distance
between them and the water below.
Eminem'sbrutal drama has its own precedents in two examples from American film. The first is Hitchcock'smost famous 'good-woman-turned-bad',Marion
CranefromPsycho(1960).While everyone knows that Marionis stabbedby Norman
Bates, we also must remember that after the fact he wraps her naked, mutilated
body in the plastic shower curtain,places it in the trunk of her car, and sinks the
car in a pond. And while both the car and Marion's body are recovered by the
police at the end of the film, the point is still made: women who transgresssocial
norms are severely punished (Marion'stransgressioninvolves having sex out of
wedlock in the film's opening scene and, shortly thereafter,stealing money from
her male boss and fleeing), and water always plays a crucialpart. After all, where
was Marionbrutally murderedbut in the shower? (Incidentally,this may go some
way in explaining the referenceto BernardHerrmann'smusic for the shower scene
in Psychothat both Greg Kot (1993) and Judith Peraino (1998, pp. 60-3) hear in
Harvey's 'Man-SizeSextet'.)
Those familiarwith David Lynch's extraordinarytelevision programmeTwin
Peaks(1990-1) might notice a connection here. The first episode begins with the
dead body of LauraPalmer,wrapped in plastic,being pulled from the river.Laura,
too, has made some unwise choices: she is a teenage cheerleaderby day and a
cocaine-addictedprostituteby night. Laura'sproblemsare the result of her father's
having been possessed by a spirit who leads him both to molest her and, ultimately,
punish her for her whorish ways. He kills her in an abandoned train car after
removing her, unconscious, from the scene of a backwoods orgy in which she had
been participating.5
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Not all male accounts of the drowned virgin-whore are as brutal. Consider,
for instance,the story of the MountainMaid, a cycle of poems by nineteenth-century
Norwegian poet Arne Garborgthat was set to music in the 1890sby his compatriot
Edvard Grieg. Here, the solitary life of the shepherdess is interruptedby the boy,
with whom she falls in love. However, after their first passionate meeting, the boy
does not returnfor their planned second meeting, and the distraughtmaiden finds
her only solace by recommuning with nature, drowning herself in the babbling
brook. On the one hand, given that the portrayalof a woman's lovesick grief in this
cycle is told from a man's perspective, we can understand this version of the
drowned virgin-whorein similarterms as we would those of Hitchcockand Lynch.
However, despite the fact that the MountainMaid is constructedas a woman who
cannot go on living without a man whom she has known only briefly, the female
character'ssuicide can neverthelessbe interpretedas a conscious choice of freedom.
At the very least, the cycle's narrativedoes not involve a man's brutal murderof a
woman. The composer's decision to use the final song as a battlegroundbetween
the majorand minor modes - representingtranscendenceand defeat, respectivelyis one of many indications that the implications of this woman's suicidal act go
beyond the surface of the lyrics.6
Indeed, when we turn to versions of the tale written by women, we see that
murderis commonly replacedby suicide, and these suicides are meant to be taken
in quite a different light. For instance, there's the 'No Name Woman' in Maxine
Hong Kingston's The WomanWarrior(1975).Here, a woman in a Chinese agricultural village has an affair while her husband is away, becomes pregnant, and
drowns both herself and the hours-old (presumablyfemale) infant in the family
well in order to free herself and the child from the inevitablebacklashof her community. This comes close to Harvey's version of the tale, but it is the memorable
story of Edna Pontellier,the main characterof Kate Chopin's TheAwakening,that
appearsto be most centralto a richerunderstandingof Dry.Chopin'snovella, something of an anti-Bildungsroman,
relates the spiritual transformationof a repressed
wife and mother in late nineteenth-centuryNew Orleans,whose ultimate decision
to act upon her desire for a younger man leads to a suicidal de'nouement
in the same
style as Garborgand Grieg's Mountain Maid. Foreseeing the many disgraces that
her actions will elicit, Edna embracesher fate - that the only way her sensual desire
can truly be fulfilled without undue social repercussions is through communion
with nature - and, in the haunting final scene, frees herself of patriarchalbinds by
immersing herself in the cold waters of the Gulf of Mexico, where she had only
recentlybeen taught to swim by her young lover. (As we shall see, there is a striking
similaritybetween the concludingpassage from Chopin'snovella and the final song
on Dry.)
The distinction between murder and suicide, of course, is central to the way
in which we interpret the act of representation.The many creators of such tales
have demonstratedan arrayof positions on their female protagonist'scharacterand
the implicationsof her death. In stories in which a woman is murderedat the hand
of a man, for instance, we see the tale told according to the male gaze: his virgin,
tainted by the sexual activity that he demands of her, is now seen as whorish, and
her punishmentbecomes the means necessaryfor him to erase her from his experience. A woman's suicide, however, can be understood as a transcendentappropriation of the virgin-whore archetype.Here, the woman's death might be regarded
as an act of freedom from both the immediate backlash of her community and
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a woman'ssuicidemightstillbe
Alternately,
morelong-standingsocialconstraints.
in Wagner'sFlyingDutchman
understoodin termsof traditionalpowerstructures:
(1843),for instance,a pure and devotedwoman'sleap into wateris the act that
redemption.
deemspossiblea malecharacter's
Dry: title and image
In orderto situateHarvey'sDry in this context,let us now takea closerlook at it.
Beyondthe musicand lyrics,two furtherelementsof Harvey'swork,the album's
title and the CD packagingart, are integratedinto the narrativestructureof the
drownedvirgin-whore.Given the theme, the title itself of Dry is provocative.
on Harvey's
Initially,'dry'bringsto mindthe subjectthatso manycommentators
work have touchedupon:her propensitytowarddegradingthe femalebody. As
Reynoldsand Presshaveput it: 'Ifsomefemaleartistsdreamof escapingthe cage
(Reynoldsand
of thebody,othersstagea kindof prisonriot,a carnalinsurrection'
Press 1995,p. 337). The single word 'dry' conjuresup images of discomforting
physicalfeatures:the crackedlips and chappedskinon the CD'scover(madeso in
part,we assume,by the lipstickon theback,thephallicobject,one powerfulsymbol
of women'ssubservienceto malestandardsof beauty)and,by association,the dry
vagina.But'dry'also refersto the album'snarrative.Thedry womanneedswater,
and her fate is thus set fromthe beginning:she is doomedto find it. On the other
hand,withoutknowingthe narrativeoutcome,the titlealso maysuggestthe woman's ultimatetranscendenceover her predicament:she remainsdry despite the
societyto subsumeher.Thepointhereis thatboth
repeatedattemptsof patriarchal
narrativequestionsand lead the listenerto
raise
title
its
and
cover
the album's
recognisethata multiplicityof meaningsis a centralaspectof Harvey'saesthetic.
In termsof herCD packagingart,Harvey'sreferenceto the drownedwoman
is far moreexplicit.Indeed,over the courseof her firstfive albums,she recounts
visuallythe progressionof the woman'sfate, suggestinga thematicunity to her
have discussedsome
workas a whole,beyondDry. Whilevariouscommentators
of theseimagesin turn(see,for instance,Reynoldsand Press1995,pp. 337-8;Peraino 1998,p. 50), no one has linkedthe imageswith our particulartheme.As I
mentionedabove, the frontcover of Dry shows a close-upof crackedlips and,
perhaps,a cold-sorenose.(I mightalsoventureto suggestthatthe imageraisesthe
spectreof physicalabuse.)It is the back cover,however,that containsthe first
inklingof hertale.Here,whilethe imageis farfromclear,Harveyherselfis photographedlying naked,breastsexposed,in water.But she is certainlynot dead:
instead,she has a complacent,if perhapsslightlymischievous,look on herface.A
challenge?
Thecoverof her secondalbum,Rid of Me (1993),featuresHarveyonceagain
with somethingof
wet - only thistimeshe is standing,herhairflungdramatically,
Crane,she has
Marion
of
fate
the
Defying
her
face.
on
look
or
tired
bored
a more
made it out of the showeralive. But the defiancerepresentedboth visuallyand
musicallyon Rid of Me leads, inevitably,to punishment- just as Harvey'smove
towarda moreovertlyartisticmusicled to criticalcontempt.On the backof the
next album,4-TrackDemos(1993),Harveyis wrappedin plastic,a la Hitchcock's
MarionCraneand Lynch'sLauraPalmer.And on the coverof To Bring YouMy
Dorothy
Love(1995),she is floating- in colourfor the firsttime,likea transformed
finallylandedin Oz - eyes closed,lips slightlyparted,perhapswitha dyingbreath.
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(Fromthe perspectiveof Harvey'sconcernfor themes of sexuality,one might
imaginethatshe is alludinghere,with herfirstcolourcoverphoto,to the centrality
of the 1939filmTheWizardofozin queerculture.In a relatedvein,this photoalso
evokesAdrienneRich's'mermaidwhose darkhair/streamsblack'.)
TheCDartof Is ThisDesire?- an albumthatalsofeatureswaterin its narrative
scheme(as does her most recentrelease,Storiesfrom the City, Storiesfrom the Sea
[2000],whosefinalsongis entitled'WeFloat')- showsHarveyfurthertransformed:
splitintotwo, standingnextto the river.On the left side,she facesthe water,while
on the right she is turningaway. This split image representsboth the ultimate
transcendence
of the woman(andthe womancreator,for as we haveseen,Is This
Desire?marksHarvey'smostunabashedlyartisticcreation)and the inevitabledisorientingeffectsof patriarchal
societyon women'sconsciousness.
Moreover,on the
backof the CD booklet,we see a photographof a fallenwhite-greybird,another
twist on the fallenwomantheme,one that recallsher confession,as reportedin
Reynoldsand Press(1995,p. 340),that she has been obsessedwith flyingfroma
young age. (Perhapsthe fallenbirdalso subtlyevokesHitchcock'sMarionCrane
as well.)
Theseimagesspan Harvey'scompositionalcareerover eightyears,but it is
on her firstalbumthatshe most explicitlydelvesinto the themesof gender,sexualityand power.Whatfollowsis a play-by-playof Dry, a discussionof eachsong
in termsof the album'snarrativestructure.The album,originallyreleasedin the
UK as an LP (on the Indigolabel)breaksdown clearlyinto two sides. The track
listingon the backof the CDjewelbox retainsthe LP'stwo-sidedstructure.Side1
beginswith 'OhMy Lover'and side 2 with 'Sheela-Na-Gig'.
Dry: side 1
'OhMy Lover'beginswith a sonicburstof guitar- a flowering,a dramaticcurtain
raiserthatleads directlyinto a thinlyaccompaniedvocal line in whicha woman
appealsto her lover:'Ohmy lover/Don'tyou know thatit's alright/Youcanlove
her/Youcanlove me at the sametime'.Fromthe beginning,the issue of sexuality
is foregrounded.Neitherthe singer'snor the lover'sgenderis clearlyexpressed.
The singer'smotivationis also unclear:perhapss/he is subservient,perhapsa
believerin love withoutties.Moreover,we cannotdiscernwhetherthisrelationship
is hetero-or homosexual.Suchambiguitiesremainthroughoutthe album.Whileat
timeswe are led to assumethatthe relationshipis betweena man and a woman
(forinstance,in 'Dress','Sheela-na-gig'
and 'Hair'),othertimesmayeasilybe heard
otherwise.Harveyis especiallycoy in 'Joe':when StellaMarie'slover gains an
identity,the nameis potentiallyandrogynous.Here,however,'Joe'is likelyto be
takenas themalecorollaryto 'Stella':thebiblicalJosephandMary,who arealluded
to laterin the album,and whoseimagesgracethe packagingartof herfifthstudio
album,Is ThisDesire?
'OhMy Lover'also establishesHarvey'smusical-stylistic
signatureas a selfconscious'artist'.Theeffectis subtle(it is bestheardon headphones),andit comes
onlyat the end of the song.Aftera cadenza-like
finalerichwithvocalcounterpoint,
we hearthe faintsoundsof the musiciansputtingtheirinstrumentsdown.Harvey
employsthisgestureseveraltimeson Dry (on 'Dress',for instance,and 'Plantsand
Rags')and eachtimeit servesto underscoreheridentityas a recordingartist.With
thesesounds,on the boundariesof the song itself,we areaskedto rememberthat
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theseare musicianslabouringto createtheirart.Thedisembodiedmusiccomesto
a halt,and the musicians,as they wouldin a live performance,
re-gearfor the next
track.
In 'OStella',thepartner,in Harvey'svoice,providesus withthefirstnarrative
clue to the virgin-whoretheme:his/her lover'sname, 'StellaMarie'.Justas the
narratorof 'Oh My Lover'had placedhis/her lover on a pedestal,so too does
the loverhave a hyper-romanticised
imageof his/her own objectof desire.She is
constructedas a chastevirgin,'Ave MariaStella',the VirginMary.Harveyplays
with pronounsin the song'sfirsttwo lines:'StellaMarieyou'remy star/Standon
groundlook up at her'.Thechangefromsecond-to third-person
pronounsmarks
the woman's identity as elusive; the narratoris forced to shift perspective
uncomfortably
in the effortof corrallingthe womanas an objectof desire.
In terms of its musical characteristics,
'O Stella' featuresone significant
elementof Harvey'swork:the abruptshiftfromsoft to loud dynamicthat,at least
sincethe workof the Boston-based
Pixiesin themid-late1980s,hasbeena common
featureof post-punkrock.7Here,Harveyputs her own twist on the manoeuvre,
prioritisingthe voice and text with a singlea cappella line, 'StellaMarieyou'remy
star',beforethe entranceof the underplayedguitarriff.Whenthe guitarsound
finallyopens up, the narrativeis set into motion.Indeed,'O Stella'clearlyestablishes the albumas a narrative,not only with its shifts of perspectivefrom one
characterto another,but with Harvey'sconfidenttext painting,her musicalrepresentations
of 'scenes'depictingthe evolvingrelationship.
Theline 'pinyou to my
chest',for instance,is accompaniedby a violentguitarpunch,and as the guitar
wails we imaginethe two loversin a car,on theirway to the datethatis the scene
for the followingsong.
In 'Dress'(track3), we again inhabitthe imaginationof the album'sfirst
singer.8Bynow, the two loversareon theirdate,andwe witnessa woman'sphysically and emotionallydiscomfortingexperienceof dressingto please.'Dress'featuresone of Harvey'smoreovertgesturesof textpainting.In the song'sinstrumental introduction,
the guitarand snaredrumareplacedintorhythmicjuxtaposition,
each with syncopationswhose combinedeffect perfectlyillustratethe woman's
awkwardentrance.Whenthe steadydrumbeatskickin, we can imagineher man
stealingup behindher (perhapshe'sbeenparkingthe car)and usheringherforcefully ontothe dancefloor.
In termsof narrativedevelopment,the woman'simminent'fall'is prefigured
in the finalverseof 'Dress',whichagaindemonstrates
Harvey'spenchantforusing
pronounsto highlightthe unsurestatusof the woman'sidentity.Here,the firstpersonnarratorultimatelygives up herconfidentsenseof identity('I')in favourof
a depersonalised,
objectifiedsense of self ('it'),and providesthe firsthint thatshe
may ultimatelysuccumbto her lover'sattemptsto destroyher:
Filthy tight, the dress is filthy
I'm falling flat and my arms are empty
Clearthe way, better get it out of this room
A fallen woman in dancing costume

The title aloneof the next track,'Victory',leavesus with no doubtas to the subsequentdevelopmentof plot:the nighton the townleads,as manypotentiallovers
would expect, to sexual activity,and the chaste woman is therebydegraded.
Thoughwe may perhapsinterpretthe referenceto the 'fallenwoman'in the pre-
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vious trackas an indication that the sexual act has taken place (this, for instance,is
Peraino'sinterpretation),it seems to me only a foreshadowing - a supposition on
the part of the woman that she will inevitably fall. 'Victory'is also interesting in
that the woman is equated with a ship in the lyrics ('Get it at sea/Take a ship/I'd
christen her victory she'd make it') a metaphor that leads us to wonder whether
she will float or sink as her imminent encounterwith water draws near.
Side 1 concludes with 'Happy and Bleeding', one of the album's most selfconsciously artisticsongs, a composition that takes us definitively out of the realm
of punk and places us in the sonic world of such contemporarywomen recording
artistsas ToriAmos. Indeed, the song's polyphonicvocal coda is highly reminiscent
of Amos's frequentuse of multiple vocal lines in her own songs. Given the nature
of the song's theme- the title can refer, at least, either to the woman's realisation
that she is bleeding from the sexual encounterduring which she lost her virginity,
or from her relief that she is menstruating(and not pregnant) - it would not be
going too far to suggest that these multiple female voices representa larger community of women for whom Harvey speaks. Indeed, her statureas a solo artistmay
have something to do with her wish here to allow the communityof women, otherwise absent in her work, to share their voices. In any case, the effect is startling.
That Harvey places all of this at the end of the album's first side, directly after the
woman's fall, is purposefully dramatic:it provides a musical-narrativequestion
mark as to this female character'sfate.

Dry: side 2
The frank exposure of the woman's biology expressed in 'Happy and Bleeding' is
carried to an almost unbearablelevel in 'Sheela-na-gig',the first song on Side 2.
'Sheela-na-gig'is the high point of the album, containingits richestfund of imagery
and associations, and forming the beginning of a high-octane, three-song set - a
sonic plateaurepresentingthe heightenedemotions of the two lead characters.Here
the woman's transformationin her lover's eyes from virgin to whore is complete:
no longer called 'StellaMarie',she is instead equated, in the most violent of terms,
with the Celtic fertility icon of Sheela-na-gig,a figure who squats and pulls open
her vagina.9Not only is the woman given a forcefuldramaticcharacterin this song,
but her lover - in this song, unmistakablymale - takes on a ferocioustone. Harvey's
sense of musical dramais highlighted again by her inventive use of the Pixies-style
dynamic gesture:here, the shift occursat the entranceof the villainous male character, who recoils in disgust from the woman. Given the context of the previous song,
'Happy and Bleeding', we are led to understand that she has not yet 'cleaned up'
afterthe sexual act. He calls her an 'exhibitionist'and commandsher to 'Washthose
breasts, I don't want to be unclean'. (I interpretthe photograph of Harvey on the
back of Dry in part as a referenceto this song. We also find Harvey in a modified
Sheela-na-gigpose on the front of BarbaraO'Dair's TroubleGirls: the Rolling Stone
Bookof Womenin Rock.)

It is not merely the presence of two distinct charactersthat provides 'Sheelana-gig' its special richness:the woman's consciencealso makes an appearance,and
in the same manner as the vocal polyphony that concludes 'Happy and Bleeding',
the woman and her consciencesing a duet as she grapples with her degraded situation:
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Gonna wash that man right out of my hair
Just like the first time, said he didn't care
Gonna wash that man right out of my hair
Heard it before, no more
Gonna take my hips to a man who cares
Turn the corner,anotherone there
Gonna take my hips to a man who cares
Heard it before

Few listenersshouldmiss Harvey'sevocationof the characterof NellieForbushin
Rogersand Hammerstein's
SouthPacific.
Harvey'sappropriation
of this line in the
contextof post-punkrock,with the runningcommentary
of her splitsubjectinterjectingat every turn,lends the lyrica sinistertone thatdistancesit notablyfrom
the blithecontextof the Americanpost-warBroadwaymusical.
Thereis another,moresubtle,subtextin this song as well, madeevidentin a
referenceto Shakespeare's
most completevillain,Othello'sIago.Whenthe male
character(portrayed
by Harveyherself)singsthe line 'Putmoneyin youridle hole'
to a sinistermelodicline with a descendingminorseventh,we mightrecallIago's
repeatedline, 'Putmoneyin thy purse'fromthe famousextendedmonologuethat
concludesAct I of Shakespeare's
play. In this scene, Iago senses that his friend
Roderigo,becausehe desiresOthello'swife Desdemona,mightbe instrumental
in
Iago'splot to destroythe Moor.Harvey'sversionis all the more sinisterfor its
reversal:while Desdemonahad no clue,at leastat this earlystage,of the plotting
againsther (she, incidentally,is a smotheredvirgin-whore),Dry's StellaMarieis
being told to her face that she is a whore.Thus,Harvey's'idle hole' is the thing
itself,thevagina,forwhichthe 'purse'servesas Shakespeare's
symbol.10
Moststriking of all is the fact that Iago'ssoliloquyis a reprimandto Roderigofor being
cowardly:in the linesleadingup to the 'putmoneyin thy purse'speech,Roderigo
threatensto drownhimselfif Desdemonadoes not returnhis favours.Iagoassures
Roderigoin this scene,then, that drowningis a fate suitablefor 'catsand blind
puppies',but not for men.
HaroldBloomoffersa clue suggestiveof why Harvey'sShakespearean
reference holds particularpower.Iago,accordingto Bloom,represents'Shakespeare's
largeststoryof ontotheological
absence... His war is againstontology'.Because
he is definedin termsof his militaryrank- whichfunctionsas the essenceof his
identity- by destroyinghis superior,who holdsthe rankthathe himselfcovets,he
is destroyinghis own very essence(Bloom1998,p. 435).By employingIagohere,
then,Harveyoffersthe suggestionthatby degradingwomen,as the malecharacter
does so violentlyin 'Sheela-na-gig',
men areonly destroyingpartof themselves.
Indeed,in the nextsong, 'Hair',a womanactsto teacha manjustthislesson.
Theman'sviolentreactionto the womanis reversed,with the powerful,but ultimatelyduped,Iagotransformed
intothe equallypowerful,yet foiled,Samson,and
theSheela-na-gig
broughtto lifeas a vengefulDelilah.Intheunusuallyshortsilence
between'Sheela-na-gig'
and 'Hair'(the CD masterer,possiblyon the instruction
of Harveyherself,left little time in betweenthese two tracks- to commanding
musico-dramatic
effect),thestylemovesfromsinisterto seductivein an exhilarating
flash.The scornedwomanstrikesbackswiftly,in a buoyant5/4 groove,and the
effectis jubilant.Harvey'sevocationof thearchetypalstoryof a woman'sretaliation
is matchedby equallyepic-soundingmusic- the rhythmsectionworkinghardto
lay down one of the album'smost drivinggrooves.Butthe effectis disorienting.
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The music is not quite danceable:the woman's musical identity plays foil to the
more normative4/4.
Thefever pitch of 'Hair'continuesin 'Joe',a tour-de-forceof speed punk, syncopated kicks, and metricalmanoeuvring- a lamentablecry of desperation,in which
our ill-fated heroine reinforcesthe unbreakablebond between herself and the man:
'Joein you, my buddy be/Stay with me when I fall and die'. Squealsof guitar feedback unmistakablyrepresentmale rage - the result of the woman's extraordinary
burst of violence in 'Hair'.Most interesting here is the presence of drummer Rob
Ellis's voice, singing deep in the mix, as if overwhelmed by the warlike cacophony.
(Thisgesture is given a twist on Harvey'snext album, RidofMe:in the song 'Hook',
Harvey's voice is completely overwhelmed by the mix, and at one point she sings,
'Daddy,your maid, she can'tsing/She can'tfeel, she's no queen',suggesting thatthe
patriarchalnoise has threatened,if not destroyed,her artistictalents.)
'Plantsand Rags' is the album's most unabashed 'artsong', with its dissonant
cello part (composed by Ellis), its acoustic guitar, and its evocation of the domestic
sphere. Indeed, from the opening sound of someone keeping time by tapping on a
table, we are made aware that the male-dominatedworld of the side's first three
songs is now being left behind. We are enteringthe home, the woman's world (and
perhaps, given the themes of artistry and creativity,the salon). The title alone of
'Plantsand Rags' gives us some indicationof her conflictedself-image:she is useful
in her reproductivitybut ultimately disposable. And this leads her to begin the
difficult yet ecstatic journey toward recommunionwith nature. She dreams, 'Ease
myself into a bodybag', evoking such fictionalwomen as Verdi's Gilda, Hitchcock's
MarionCrane,and David Lynch'sLauraPalmer,all of whom find their ways into
bodybags of one sort or another.
The final two songs lead us toward the conclusion that, by now, we expect.
'Fountain'opens with our narratorstill trying to rid herself of the man and yet
obeying his earlier command to wash herself ('Standunder/Fountain/Cool skin/
Washed clean/Wash him from me'). But she is soon left to take fate into her own
hands ('Completely naked/What to do/When everything's/Left you'). In 'Water'
she takes the plunge, and in one of the most pointed referencesin the lyrics, finds
her solace in the same manner as Kate Chopin's Edna Pontellierin the last pages
of TheAwakening.Harvey'slyric reads:'Leavemy clothes on the beach/I'm walking
down into the sea .. . Now the water to my ankles/Now the water to my knees'.
Now consider the following from Chopin's 1899 novella, in which several of the
same images - the naked body, the whiteness of the virgin's skin, the water's gradual enveloping of the body - are present:
How strange and awful it seemed to stand naked under the sky! how delicious!She felt like
some new-borncreature,opening its eyes in a familiarworld that it had never known.
The foamy wavelets curled up to her white feet, and coiled like serpentsabout her ankles.
She walked out. The water was chill, but she walked on. The water was deep, but she lifted
her white body and reachedout with a long, sweeping stroke.The touch of the sea is sensuous, enfolding the body in its soft, close embrace.
She went on and on. (Chopin 1985,p. 1,102)

At the end of Dry, as in TheAwakening,we are left wondering about the woman's fate:has she survived, been reborn,resurrected,transformed?She continuously
remarksthat she is 'walking on water', suggesting again the character'sandrogyny:
both Stella Marie and her son share this miracle. Moreover,the lyrics of the final
verse, recallingby name the woman's 'pre-awakening'identity as StellaMarie,sug-
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gest simultaneouslythat the woman has drowned and survived: 'Mary,Mary hold
on tightly/Over water/Under the sea'. Finally, it is not only in the lyrics that such
questions are raised: the song is in 5/4 time, the same metre used to portray
Delilah's vengeance in 'Hair'. These are the only two songs on the album in this
metre, which is at least somewhat unusual in rock in general and certainly even
less common in punk-inspiredrock. The 5/4 metre, then, acts as a musical symbol
for both woman's othernessand her power. It is in these two songs that the woman
acts most freely.

On 'wantingnot to be': Harveyand her artisticforebears
I have saved a discussion of one version of the drowned virgin-whore for last,
because it leads back to the centralissues of this essay - those of women's sexuality
and creativity. This version concerns Sappho, the poet of Lesbos, and a lesserknown strand of her history. The primarymeans of this legend's transmissionhas
been through Ovid's Heroides,whose fifteenth book contains an imaginary epistle
written by Sappho to an absent lover. Sappho, the story goes, fell in love with a
youth, Phaon, who had been transformedby Aphrodite from a common ferryman
on Lesbos into a state of youthful perfection.While at first Phaon was responsive
to Sappho's advances, and their love was consummated,he was quick to abandon
his lover and move on to greener pastures (so to speak) in Sicily. Humiliated by
the rejection,Sappho sought solace (and, perhaps,redemption)in the sea by leaping
to her death, on the advice of a Naiad, off the cliff at Leucas.
It becomes clear from discussions of Ovid's poem that Harvey and Sappho
(or, better, Ovid) certainly share one thing: a fondness for the sexually explicit.
Howard Jacobsonnotes that of all the epistles that comprise Ovid's Heroides(all
written by mythical or legendary women to their absent lovers), Sappho's is the
most laden with sexuality (Jacobson1974,p. 292). And MargaretWilliamson,interpreting scenes depicting Sappho and Phaon on painted vases, suggests that these
images show Sappho 'breaching the social codes governing gender roles'
(Williamson1995,p. 10). Sappho plays the pursuer,and a feminised Phaon (a little
plump, beardless, and younger than Sappho) is depicted as the objectof desire. In
this way, Sappho inappropriatelyinhabits the space reserved for men: in similar
depictions of homosexual relationships,it was always the older man who lusted
after the young boy.
Beyond the issue of sexuality, one notices an equally telling connection
between Harvey and Sappho in terms of creativity.Again, Sappho's suicidal leap
has been discussed in this regard.Ovid's account of Sappho's crisis tends to focus,
according to Jacobson,on her failed artistic ambitions, to such an extent that 'the
chief damage done Sappho by her relationshipwith Phaon' seems to be neither a
broken heartnor a wounded ego, but rather'the paralyzingeffect it has had on her
art' (Jacobson1974, p. 288). Jabobsongoes so far as to interpretSappho's story in
terms of the dictum that 'poetry demands "leisure"'.And it is with this idea that
the connectionsbetween Sappho and Harvey become especially important,for here
is where the latter's appropriationof the drowned virgin-whore theme may be
linked to creative autonomy. To be truly free as an artist, the argument goes, one
is destined to be alone, and even death, if necessary, is a worthy price to pay for
such freedom.
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One cannot help but think here of VirginiaWoolf, whose A RoomofOne'sOwn
explored, in part, this theme. Moreover, it is difficult not to believe that Woolf's
chosen method of suicide - by drowning - was somehow in reference, even in
homage, to the many fictional women whose stories she had spent a careerpondering. Indeed, in a provocative essay in her book AboutChineseWomen(originally
published in Frenchin 1974),Julia Kristevahas discussed such a connection.Considering the suicides of Woolf and two other female literary figures, Sylvia Plath
and MariaTsvetaeva,Kristevacommentson the pressuresof women artists,writers
who, 'disillusioned with meanings and words', decided to take 'refuge in lights,
rhythms and sounds' and depart 'wordlessly' from the world (Kristeva 1986, p.
157).
For Kristeva,the suicides of these women are best understood not as acts of
dying, but (and here she borrows a phrase from Tsvetaeva)acts of 'wanting not to
be' in a man's world. Such a reading raises provocative questions with respect to
Polly Jean Harvey, who grew up as a rebellious tomboy. The primary influences
that she has acknowledged with respect to her music-making have been almost
exclusively male: 'CaptainBeefheart,Tom Waits, William Burroughs,Nick Cave,
the Pixies, Big Black's Steve Albini' (Reynolds and Press 1995, p. 242). Kristeva
argues that female role models are not only near impossible for the woman artist
to imagine, but even if they were to materialise,they would not be able to offer any
true and lasting safety in the face of deep-seated forces of paternally organised
society. And the result of both the absence of female role models and the inescapable grasp of the patriarchalmodel is a world in which the woman (and, for our
specific purposes, the woman creator)is left with little choice but to cave in or to
flee:
[A] man can imagine an all-powerful,though always insignificant,motherin order to 'legitimise' himself: to make himself known, to lean on her and be guided by her through the
social labyrinth,though not without his own occasionalironic commentary. . . Fora woman,
as soon as the fatheris not calling the tune and language is being torn apartby rhythm,no
mother can serve as an axis for the sacred or for farce. If she tries to provide it herself, the
result is so-calledfemale homosexuality[or]identificationwith virility . . . And if no paternal
legitimationcomes along to dam up the inexhaustiblenon-symbolizeddrive, she collapses
into psychosis or suicide. (Kristeva1986,p. 158)11

Despite the undeniable facts that Harvey has maintaineda high level of creative control in her work and that, over the course of several solo albums, it shows
evidence of a distinct and purposeful artistic progression, her choice of subject
matter demonstratesthat she does not consider the subject of women's creativity
closed. And all of this goes beyond the routine loathing of 'selling out' that so many
popular recording artists have expressed as a priority in their public personae including Harvey, who once made the remark,'I'll never give the people what they
want' (Frost1993,p. 55). For,at least in Dry, Harvey transformsthese commonplace
complaintsinto powerful artisticthemes of threatenedartistryand troubled sexual
identification.
As a careerartistworking in the music business, Harvey surely worries about
the same thing that all creative, talented musicians do: having as much autonomy
as they need to create the music that they want to. Her debut album reminds us
that the question is still open as to what price women continue to pay, if only
symbolically,for such freedom.
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Endnotes
1. Perhaps one of the most famous virgin-whore
depictions in the visual arts is Caravaggio's
'The Death of the Virgin' (1605-6), in which
the Madonna is painted with an enlarged stomach, suggesting that she is pregnant. Indeed,
a scandal erupted over Caravaggio's painting
when it was discovered that he had used a
prostitute as his model (see De Logu 1964, p.
156).
2. For a brief discussion of the art-rock problem
in rock historiography and criticism, see
Mazullo (2000).
3. Harvey's lyrics can be found on the Internet at
http:/ / www.users.globalnet.co.uk/ bigdog /
PJHarvey/ openpage.htm
4. The woman's voice plays a central role in each
song's musique concrete background. In 'Kim',
among the murmurings of the forest, we have
the sound of the woman's throat being slit and
her body being dragged along the road. In
'Stan', as the car careens along the road, the
listener, positioned with Stan inside the car,
hears the muffled screams of his wife in the
trunk.
5. Hitchcock does not give Marion Crane such an
excuse. Indeed, it is almost as if her misguided
actions are the result of a death wish. The connection between Hitchcock and Eminem/
Mathers is illuminating on a number of levels.
In particular, the issue of the rap artist's homophobia might be addressed in terms laid out
by the ongoing debate about Hitchcock's own
homophobia. On this, see Creekmur and Doty
(1995). I would like to thank Barbara Bradby
for pointing out the Eminem example to me.
6. One also thinks here of Schubert and Muller's
drowned miller, and of that composer's own
representations of gender and sexuality in the
song cycle, Die schone Mullerin (1823). The list

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

can be expanded easily. Another important
version that merits mentioning is Hans Christian Anderson's (and Disney's) Ariel, the Little
Mermaid - a figure who does not drown, technically, but rather dissolves into the ocean's
foam after deciding, against her father's strict
orders, to pursue her attraction for a human.
The realm of nineteenth-century opera also
provides a number of important examples,
among them Wagner's Senta (Der fliegendeHollander,1843), Verdi's Gilda (Rigoletto,1851) and
Tchaikovsky's Lisa (Pique Dame, 1890).
This musical effect was a primary feature, for
instance, of Nirvana's music in the early l990s.
Both Cobain and Harvey acknowledged the
Pixies as a strong influence on their work (see
Mazullo 2000, p. 721).
For a more detailed discussion of this song its lyrics, music and culture-critical message see Dibben (1999, pp. 33741).
For information on the Sheela-na-gig, see
Walker (1983, pp. 931-2). We might also read
Harvey as aligning herself here with such
female artists as Sinead O'Connor, in whose
work we also find similar representations of
the virgin-whore.
Hitchcock had his hand in this tradition as
well: Marion Crane is always hiding her envelope of money, stolen from a man, in the symbolic 'wombs' of drawers and purses.
Such a passage helps to elaborate upon the
situation described by Sheila Whiteley in the
introduction to her book, Women and Popular
Music. Whiteley quotes Elaine Showalter: 'each
generation of women writers has found itself,
in a sense, without a history, forced to discover
the past anew, forging again and again the
consciousness of their sex' (Whiteley 2000, p.
8).
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