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1 Dr Ingibjorg Agustsdottir (University of Iceland)

Dr Ingibjorg Agiistsdéttir is Senior Lecturer/Associate Professor in
English Studies at the University of Iceland. Her main research
interests are in historical fiction and contemporary Scottish
literature. She has published on Scottish writing, historical novels
and fictional representations of the Tudors and Stuarts in literature
and film. Her current research is focused on women’s historical
fiction and rewritings of women’s history, representations of the
Arctic in Scottish literature, and Scottish women travellers in

Iceland.

Selkie transformations: Trauma, memory, and
environmental exploitation in C. J. Cooke’s 4 Haunting
in the Arctic Panel 6

In C. J. Cooke’s novel A Haunting in the Arctic (2023), the selkie
myth is woven into a multilayered narrative that explores themes of
trauma, memory, gender-based violence and environmental
exploitation. Set primarily in 1901 aboard a Dundee whaler, the
story follows the harrowing experiences of a young woman who is
abducted and subjected to repeated sexual abuse. As one of the crew
members begins to refer to her as his ‘selkie wife’, she eventually
begins to transform into a selkie. This transformation serves as a
powerful metaphor for the protagonist’s psychological and emotional

trauma.



As a Gothic historical novel, 4 Haunting in the Arctic follows the
genre’s recent trend of rewriting and reinstating marginalised
experiences in history, particularly those of women. By centralising
the suffering of women subjected to sexual violence, Cooke’s novel
uses the selkie myth to reflect on trauma and the ways in which it
can be processed and understood. In addition, the novel draws a
parallel between the protagonist’s transformation and the
exploitation of the natural environment, emphasising the destructive
impact of patriarchal dominance on both women and nature. The
protagonist’s observations on the ‘rape of the ocean’ (p. 334) reflect
her own victimisation, suggesting that gender and environmental

violence are interlinked.

Cooke’s stated intention to examine how ghost stories can explore
memory and trauma is evident in the novel’s multilayered narrative
structure, with a contemporary storyline involving a haunting linked
to the abused woman'’s suffering. This structure highlights the
nonlinear nature of memory and the haunting presence of past
traumas in the present. This paper argues that the selkie motif in 4
Haunting in the Arctic is employed to reflect individual trauma,
broader societal issues of gender-based violence, and environmental

exploitation.

2 Shabnam Ahsan (University of Hertfordshire)

Shabnam Ahsan is a postgraduate researcher at the University of
Hertfordshire. Her PhD project is on representations of otherness

and national identity in British-authored fairytales from 1878 to the



present. Her research interests include folk and fairy tales, difference
and otherness in children’s literature, British South Asian voices in
literature, and postcolonial diaspora identities. Shabnam is also a
creative writer and has published work in anthologies produced by
Bradford Libraries and Nottingham Writers’ Studio. She has had her
work exhibited as part of Leeds2023 and runs creative writing

workshops for young people in West Yorkshire.

Transgression and transformation: Mer-human
relationships in the tales of Ruth Manning-Sanders Panel
22

Keywords: mermaids, mermen, otherness, race, gender, hybridity,

liminality, postcolonialism, Ruth Manning-Sanders

Folk and fairy tales featuring mermaids are often vehicles for
anxieties about border-crossing, hybridity and relationships with the
Other. This includes fears about race and gender, as mermaids
challenge established power dynamics. As a result, stories about
mermaids and other hybrid water-beings frequently operate as
warnings against human unions with hybrid creatures who are seen

as ‘other.’

This paper seeks to understand how mermaid tales can also imagine
the ways in which such relationships might work successfully. The

mermaid tales of Ruth Manning-Sanders implicitly challenge the



idea of mer-human relationships as transgressive. Instead, her stories
present the possibility that these relationships are transformative and
even mutually beneficial, as in her Cornish tale ‘The Mermaid in the
Church,” which initially represents the mermaid as an outsider, and

then as a way of realising human desires for companionship, security

and freedom.

In A Book of Mermaids, Manning-Sanders retells tales from around
the world which portray mermaids and mermen as distinctly ‘other,’
both in their appearance and character - their portrayal ranging from
dangerously seductive to vulnerable and innocent; cruel and
heartless to cheerful and friendly. In selecting tales which subvert the
more well-known tropes of merpeople as simply beautiful or
dangerous, Manning-Sanders encourages readers to think of them

differently and with sympathy.

Using a postcolonial framework and theories of liminality and
hybridity, I argue that venturing into the in-between space occupied
by mermaids carries a risk, but it can also be a space of
transformation and authenticity where humans can be freed of the
constraints of society, and conceive of new ways of being and

relating to the human and non-human Other.

3 Andrin Albrecht (Friedrich Schiller University
Jena)

Andrin Albrecht is a writer, composer, and lecturer in American

literature at Friedrich Schiller University Jena, Germany. They



previously studied in Zurich, Colorado, and Singapore, and are
defending their PhD thesis ‘Tyrannous Eyes: Performances of
Romantic Genius in the Wake of Moby-Dick’ in spring 2025. They
have published peer-reviewed articles in the field of the Blue
Humanities, as well as on Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves,
Kubrick’s The Shining, and rurality in the works of Nathanial
Hawthorne. In summer 2024, they spent three months working in the

Public Diplomacy section of the US Embassy to Berlin.

Sirens in the city: On river spirits, politics, and the
collapse of spatial limitations in Ben Aaronovitch’s
Rivers of London series Panel 10

Keywords: water, rivers, London, genius loci, spatial studies,
agency, gender, transgression, Tyburn, urban studies, blue

humanities

One of the more remarkable constants in imaginations of mermaids
and related aquatic beings in Western folklore is their spatial stasis.
Like fish to water, they tend to be tied to a specific location or, at
most, the borderline thereof—a river, a well, a lagoon—towards
which they lure humans who can themselves unimpededly move
through land and sea. Case in point, in Hans Christian Andersen’s
fairytale The Little Mermaid and its many permutations, the central
conflict revolves around the protagonist desiring to walk on land,
and being punished for that desire. Frequently, the spatial boundaries
re-asserted through such narratives fall along gender binaries,

perpetuating notions of mobile masculinity and static femininity, in



which the male maintains all agency to prevent or give in to his own

doom.

By contrast, my talk examines an example from recent speculative
fiction in which the spatial limitations of aquatic femininity are
collapsed: In Ben Aaronovitch’s bestselling Rivers of London-series
(2011-ongoing), the genii loci of English waterways take on the
appearance of humans and effortlessly walk on dry land, participate
in London high society, and generally feature among the most
mobile and powerful players in the series’ multi-species political
system. | argue that this puissance—both within the diegetic world
and as narrative catalysts—is directly related to a subversion of
traditional mermaid paradigms, in which the aspects of femininity,
natural power, and supernatural allure are maintained, but the
corresponding spatial limitations are discarded. Ultimately, this
results not just in a re-examination of this folkloric archetype, but
also in a complex engagement with water’s role in urban spaces. Far
from being a mere backdrop or transport way, the domain of
mermaids permeates politics, private homes, legal and economic
systems, history, social identity, and, ultimately, the very future of

the metropolis.

4 Dr Antonio Alcald Gonzélez (Tecnoldgico de
Monterrey, Santa Fe Mexico City)

Antonio (Tony) Alcala is founder of the International Gothic
Literature Congress (which is held biennially in Mexico City),

and chair of the Humanities Faculty at Tecnologico de Monterrey in



Santa Fe, Mexico City. He has co-edited special journal issues on
Nautical Gothic (Gothic Studies) and the legacy of H.P. Lovecraft in
the twenty-first century (Aeternum). He also co-edited the critical
collections Doubles and Hybrids in Latin American Gothic and
Lovecraft in the 21st Century Dead, But Still Dreaming (both
published by Routledge). He has published articles and book
chapters on creators such as H. P. Lovecraft, Algernon Blackwood,
D. T. Neal, J. R. R. Tolkien, Ivan Albright, Carlos Fuentes and Juan
Rulfo as well as the connection between the Gothic tradition and the
lyrics of Underground Metal music bands. He is currently preparing
an edited critical collection on the connections between the Gothic

and the Anthropocene.

Tlaloc and Chac Mool over Mexico City: The haunting
of Aztec water deities on Mexico City Panel 5

Keywords: Aquatic Gothic / Mexican Gothic / Haunting from the
past / Water and identity

Mexico City experiences heavy rains during more than 6 months
every year. Although the city is located in the centre of Mexico, its
rainy identity is connected with the presence of tropical storms and
hurricanes on both the Pacific and Atlantic oceans. This occurs
because the country lies in a subtropical area, plus the fact that it has
coast on both east and west. The short stories ‘Chac Mool’ (Carlos
Fuentes, 1954) and ‘Tlaloc sin Velo’ (José Ricardo Chaves, 1997),

set in Mexico City and named after Aztec deities of water, present



first-person narrators that feel themselves as outsiders, trapped inside
the monstrous city they inhabit. Both narratives rely on the presence
of rain and water to emphasise the solitude and disenchantment that
mark the lives of these protagonists. Contrary to the fact that water is
in permanent movement, their existence is confined within the
monotony of urban life. Besides, through the connection with said
deities of water, the two texts raise concerns about the identity of
Mexico as a hybrid construction that originates from its colonial
past. These anxieties are deeply connected with the ones experienced
by the protagonists themselves. Considering Bachelard’s and Illich’s
reflections on water as matter in constant flux in the introduction, the
purpose of this paper is to read Fuentes’s and Chaves’s narratives
from an aquatic gothic lens in order to study how the authors
scrutinise the role of the gothic haunting from the indigenous past of

Mexico over its present, and its connections with rain and the coast.

5 Allison Allen-Byrd (Independent scholar)

Allison Allen is passionate about education, history, mythology, and
the study of theology and ancient texts. Born in America, she has
lived and travelled extensively throughout Europe and the UK. She
especially enjoys exploring ancient sites, fortified towns, Neolithic
burial grounds, and megalithic structures such as menhirs and

dolmens.

Much of her time is devoted to traveling and reading. She is
currently residing in Cornwall, England, to study the terrain and

begin writing a book on the land’s connection to Celtic mythology.



Allison is presently researching ancient sites related to Neolithic

feminine cults. Nine years ago, she moved to France and discovered
that her town, Chatelaillon-Plage, is said to have been both built and
destroyed by the mythical Mélusine. Since then, she has travelled to

every town in France connected to the Mélusine legend.

The metaphysics of Melusine: A tale of alchemy and
initiation, reclaiming the Goddess  Panel 19

Keywords: Mélusine, folklore, mythology, archetypes, symbolism,

siren, Neolithic

M¢lusine embodies the archetypal divine feminine in her tale as a
siren. She is multifacted- fairy, Aphrodite and Venus, a chthonic
water goddess connecting the visible to the invisible. Deciphering
this ancient tale and its deep symbolism is important for
understanding the people of this time and region, and their unique
relationship to the divine world, particularly sacred waters and water
spirits. Despite it being a popular myth in France and Europe, most
people only regard it superficially- overlooking the true meaning and
purpose of the text, and the knowledge hidden within its layers.
Evaluating the story, particularly Jean D’ Arras’ version, alongside
history and how to interpret fairy tales through Jung, Marie-Louise
von Franz and others, to understand her through an archetypal lens.
Through Pierre Gourdan’s work, we can see how she represents the
Mother in mythology. Mélusine’s tale is about the underworld, death
and rebirth, courtly love, the cult of fertility and feminine

archetypes, and the relationship between a divine being and a mortal.



Research shows us that the story is based in Neolithic Pagan rites of
initiation in its layers of allegory. These mythological tales continue
to live through Christianity and what we now see as fiction in fairy
tales. These stories represent something much deeper and real than
what is seen through a modern perspective. If you can understand
these tales, you can learn how to engage with this enchanting world,
connect with higher powers, or simply admire this deeply magical
world. It also shows us how important the feminine was in ancient
cults- shown in the practices and worship of the feminine in
Neolithic matriarchal cultures. By reframing how we view this truly
stunning and profound work of art, we can change how we think and

choose to engage with the natural and unseen world.

80 Dr Francesca Arnavas (University of Tartu)

Francesca Arnavas is a Research Fellow and Lecturer in
Comparative Literature and Literary Theory at the University of
Tartu. She works within the research group Narrative, Culture, and
Cognition. She has researched and published on fantasy fiction,
Victorian literature, cognitive narratology, and literary Victorian and
postmodern fairy tales. She is the author of Lewis Carroll’s ‘Alice’
and Cognitive Narratology: Author, Reader and Characters (De
Gruyter, 2021), and Uncanny Fairy Tales: Hybrid Wonders in the
Mirror (Routledge, 2024).

Dark and watery metamorphoses: Mermaids, dystopian
fiction, posthumanism Panel 8

10



Mermaids are hybrid creatures around whom a rich lore has grown
and proliferated for centuries. There exists the edulcorated side of
mermaids, when they become pretty Disneyfied beings and feature
in commercial movies such as Disney’s The Little

Mermaid or Splash, and then there is the dark, mysterious, uncanny
side of mermaids (we could perhaps say the more authentic one?) —
one that we find in cultural manifestations from Homer’s Odyssey to
Guillermo del Toro’s The Shape of Water. Taken in this last sense,
mermaids are carriers of our own essential ambiguity (Easterlin) and
they take us into a realm of uncertainty and uncanniness. I would
like here to focus on one of these darker (and richer) fictional
appearances, a recent speculative fiction novel, Laura

Pugno’s Sirene (Mermaids in Italian language), where the figure of
the mermaid is associated with an unsettling dystopic climate
catastrophe. What we read is a dark fairy tale with influences
ranging from Greek mythology to Japanese manga. The hybrid

genre of the text matches the hybrid nature of the mermaid.

What I want to concentrate on in this talk is how the mermaid
becomes a cultural signifier of a post-apocalyptic scenario where the
darkest side of humanity manifests: horrendous diseases,
exploitation, cannibalism, are all elements that Pugno inserts in her
novel. While the mermaid leads us to the uncomfortable exploration
of a dark dystopian scenario, it is also true that through the
mermaid’s hybridity and liminality Pugno pushes us to reflect about
environmental transformations where water is involved, our own

relation with water, and the possibility (and the implications) of a

11



posthuman dimension — the novel is embedded also with correlated
feminist and political consideration. The mermaid and her watery
essence display a deconstruction of stable, anthropocentric and

earth-centric ethical and categorical structures.

6 Dr Barbara Barrow (Lund University)

Barbara Barrow received her PhD in English and American
Literature from Washington University in St. Louis in 2014. She
came to Lund as an Associate Professor of English Studies in 2022.
Her research on the environmental and blue humanities has appeared
in Victoriographies, Ecocene: Cappodocia Journal of Environmental
Humanities, CUSP: Late 19"/Early Twentieth Century Cultures, and
elsewhere. She is currently at work on a monograph, The Queer
Coastline in Anglophone Literature, 1840-1920, under contract with
Edinburgh University Press. She is a member of the Lund
Environmental Humanities Hub and supervises both MA and PhD

projects on ecocriticism.

Water, desire, and crisis in the Southern Bayou: Alice
Dunbar-Nelson’s ‘Natalie’ as a modern mermaid tale
Panel &

Keywords: Alice Dunbar-Nelson, mermaid, bayou, race, class,

shoreline, water, flooding, Undine

In Alice Dunbar-Nelson’s short story ‘Natalie’ (c. 18987?), the title
character, a young, brown, Creole woman in Mandeville, Louisiana,

meets a visiting white tourist from New Orleans, Olivia, with whom

12



she forms a close, queer bond. Their first meeting, and subsequent
relationship, takes place in the space between land and sea, a space
known to locals as ‘Natalie’s kingdom’ due to her facility with water,
a place ‘where the lake kisses the shores...or mingles with swamp
and bayou’ (153-54). The story’s climax, too, takes place near the
shore, when deadly floods send Natalie to rescue Olivia and her
mother, securing Olivia’s mother’s grudging consent to their
relationship. My paper will argue that ‘Natalie’ is a modern mermaid
story that mingles themes of queer desire with concerns about

environmental stewardship.

Gloria T. Hull has traced the influence of the sea on Dunbar-
Nelson’s mermaid novel 4 Modern Undine (c. 1901-03), showing
how that work reveals an interest in worlds beyond the visible
anchored in her mother’s Obeah beliefs (xIv), while Francesca
Sawaya argues that the novel mingles aspects of mermaid stories
from the African diaspora with elements of Baron Fouqué’s Undine
(1811). Building on these critics, I will show how Dunbar-Nelson’s
short story queers the story of Undine, revising the heterosexual
myth to tell the story of interracial love between women of different
social classes, while relocating the story to the Southern bayou, a
region vulnerable, then and now, to deadly flooding. Ultimately,
‘Natalie’ rewrites the Undine encounter as a powerful affirmation of
queer love and of the water-based knowledges of the bayou’s local

communities.

7 Dr Karl Bell (University of Portsmouth)

13



Dr Karl Bell is Associate Professor in Cultural and Social History at
the University of Portsmouth, and co-director of the university’s
Centre for Port Cities and Maritime Cultures. He is also course
leader for the MA Victorian Gothic: History, Literature, and Culture.
Much of his research explores the relationship between the
environment, supernatural beliefs, the fantastical imagination, and
the functions of storytelling in the nineteenth- and early-twentieth
centuries. His books include The Legend of Spring-heeled Jack:
Victorian Urban Folklore and Popular Cultures, The Magical
Imagination: Magic and Modernity in Urban England, 1780-1914,
and, most recently, The Perilous Deep: A Supernatural History of
the Atlantic. He can be found on Bluesky at @karlbell.bsky.social

Remaking the mermaid: Comparing nineteenth-century
depictions at sea and ashore Panel 15

Keywords: Mermaids, hybridity, Victorian, folklore, omens,

disenchantment, advertising, representations

As seen in famous taxidermy hoaxes such as the Feejee Mermaid,
and in ‘live’ exhibits at aquariums, the nineteenth-century mermaid
was as much an imaginative creation of land-based cultures as
maritime ones. While reflecting on the mermaid as a potent figure of
hybridity, combining the human and animal, allure and fear,
enchantment and disenchantment, this paper focuses on the
distinctions between maritime and terrestrial notions of merfolk in

nineteenth-century British culture.

14



The paper divides into two parts. Firstly, it explores the way
maritime folklore granted mermaids dangerous supernatural powers
and viewed their appearance as omens of good or bad fortune. Yet
while mariners’ stories often emphasised the aquatic otherness of
mermaids, their descriptions of such creatures did not always
resemble the alluring beauties depicted by land dwellers. The second
part of the paper explores these terrestrial depictions. The best-
known figure of marine folklore ashore, the reality of mermaids and
their role in evolution informed ongoing scientific debates, while
they were also appropriated into art, literature, and various types of
Victorian advertising. As such, the terrestrial imagining of the
mermaid contained elements of enchantment and disenchantment, of

disbelief and the suspension of disbelief.

Unlike some mariners’ accounts, the Victorian mermaid created
ashore was knowingly engaged with as a fiction. While Victorian
painting may have still alluded to the deadly mermaid, in advertising
they became more titillating than terrifying, watering down a once-
powerful symbol of the ocean’s allure and anxiety into a safe
spectacle. Such depictions suggest a sea change in Victorian
attitudes, for even as the ocean was being disenchanted by the
bullish power of steamship technology, it was also being reimagined

as a remote, fantastical space.

8 Fredrik Blanc (Manchester Metropolitan
University)
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Fredrik Blanc (He/Him) is a PhD researcher and Graduate Teaching
Assistant in English at the Manchester Metropolitan University
(MMU), currently writing his thesis on Hybridity, Thalassophobia,
and Transcorporeality in modern and contemporary Weird fiction.
His research interests include the Weird, Blue Humanities, and the

eco-Gothic.

The mercreature as metonym: Suspension and onto-
epistemological resistance in the Blue Weird Panel 1

Keywords: Blue Humanities; The Blue Weird; Hydropoetics;
Hybridity; Onto-Epistemology; H. P. Lovecraft; William Hope

Hodgson; China Miéville; Rivers Solomon; Edouard Glissant.

The mercreature illustrates a transcorporeal and porous reality where
the human and the nonhuman come together in the hybrid imagery of
enmeshed scales, gills, and fins, thereby functioning, along with the
tentacularity of the cephalopod, as a central metonymy of the Weird’s
imagery and affect. The mercreature, with its abhuman liminality,
moving between visible shores and invisible watery depths, between
the discrete and the multiple, underscores the centrality of ontological
anxiety in the modern subject (Hurley, 2004). In the weird fiction of
H. P. Lovecraft and William Hope Hodgson, the ontological
uncertainty of aquatic hybrids creates unease and ambivalent
revulsion, yet their watery bodies also epitomise the liminality and
liquidity of the Weird mode itself. At the same time, the mercreature,
in its protean fluidity and grotesque liveliness, embodies a suspended

onto-epistemology, a boundary-defying refusal of ontological
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certainty. In their re-appropriation of the Weird, authors such as China
Miéville use aquatic hybridity as a metaphor for political freedom in
The Scar (2002), while Black Weird authors such as Rivers Solomon
confront the memory of colonial atrocities through its posthuman
potential. In Poetics of Relation (1989), the Caribbean philosopher
Edouard Glissant underlines the colonial project as necessarily
underscored by hegemonic processes of transparency that require the
unveiling of the world and the flattening of difference into a binary
and reductive clarity. In calling for a ‘right to opacity’, Glissant argues
for the necessity of the unknowable and the unclear as an act of
decolonial resistance (Glissant, 1989). Thinking weirdly through the
liminality of the mercreature is to envision its suspension in between
bodies and in water as an act of ontological resistance as part of an
array of en-weirded hydropoetics, wayward and opaque, unmoored
and unknowable, underscoring the centrality of the mercreature within

the ‘Blue’ Weird.

9 Dr Tina Burger (Heinrich-Heine University of
Diisseldorf)

Bettina Charlotte Burger is a lecturer at the Heinrich-Heine
University of Diisseldorf in the field of Anglophone Literary Studies
and Literary Translation. Their research interests are varied and
include popular literature and culture with a special focus on
speculative fiction, such as fantasy literature, sci-fi, gothic and
horror. They are also interested in regional literatures such as

Australian or Scottish literature as well as generic subsets such as

17



Children’s and Young Adult Literature. Additionally, they are
currently focusing on queer representation in many of their research

projects.

The constant selkie and the changing sea: Fluid queer

identities, interspecies kinship and ambivalent seascapes

in Molly Knox Ostertag’s The Girl from the Sea Panel
23

Keywords: Queer interspecies kinship; visual narrative; queer

identity; fluidity; ecocriticism

Molly Knox Ostertag’s The Girl from the Sea presents a queer
rewriting of folkloric Seal Wife tales, which tend to reenforce
patriarchal oppression, as “the male captures the female against her
will, coercing her into sexual, domestic and childbearing roles” (Le
Couteur 68). Ostertag’s selkie, a young girl called Keltie, is granted
considerably more agency, choosing not only to save Morgan, the
graphic novel’s human protagonist, but also willingly letting her
have the sealskin. Keltie also has motivations of her own and uphold
her connections to her seal family, thus highlighting her role as a
liminal being, belonging both to the land and the sea. Despite the
ease with which she changes her form from seal to human (and back
again at the end of the narrative), Keltie tells Morgan that she is “the
true shapeshifter” (83) because she behaves differently depending on
who she is with, keeping aspects of herself carefully hidden, while

Keltie is always fully herself.
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The graphic novel suggests that, in order to accept her queer self,
Morgan needs to accept that identity is always fluid — like Keltie’s —
rather than “tucked neatly into boxes” (5). Visually, the way the sea
is depicted also emphasizes fluidity, as several sea-centric double
spreads are either completely borderless or the sea is filling the
gutters between panels, illustrating that the overall connectedness of
the sea trumps the little boxes — the panels — in which Morgan’s life

usually takes place.

In The Girl from the Sea, the loyal selkie figure Keltie and the
changeable sea function as catalysts for Morgan’s journey towards

queer self-acceptance and a less compartmentalized life.
Works Cited

Le Couteur, Peter. “Slipping Off the Sealskin: Gender, Species, and
Fictive Kinship in Selkie Folktales.” genderforum 55.1 (2015): 55-
82.

10 Dr Daisy Butcher (University of Hertfordshire)

Dr Daisy Butcher has recently been awarded a PhD in English
Literature from the University of Hertfordshire. Her thesis focused
on Plant-Women and Female Mummies as femme fatales and
monsters of (in)fertility. She is particularly interested in
representations of female monstrosity and body horror during the
long nineteenth-century and modern film/TV. She has presented at
many national and international conferences, served as a visiting

lecturer at the University of Hertfordshire and guest lectured at
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another university on one of her research areas. Her publications
have included topics such as the monstrous feminine and parasitism,
and she has edited two anthologies for the British Library’s Tales of
the Weird collection. As part of promoting these books, she has
featured on local and national radio, local news and launch events at
local bookshops. Most recently, her writing includes chapters on
Netflix’s Stranger Things (ed. Simon Bacon), and the anthropocene

and Hans Christian Andersen’s sea witch (ed. Simon Bacon).

Tentacular Defiance: An exploration of Hans Christian
Andersen's Sea Witch and female sexuality in ‘The Little
Mermaid’ (1837) Panel 13

‘The Little Mermaid’ (1837) is perhaps Hans Christian Andersen’s
most well-known and enduring tale. It tells the tragic story of a
young mermaid who falls in love with a human prince and offers her
voice to the Sea Witch to transform into a human. The character of
the Sea Witch is generally understood to be as libidinous as she is
repulsive. She serves as an early nineteenth-century manifestation of
a much older misogynistic archetype of the witch character, bound
up with hagsploitation and used to depict female sexuality as
something inherently disgusting, diseased and abject. In this paper, I
will explore the ways in which tentacular symbolism is used to
position the Sea Witch as an embodiment of transgressive female
sexual pleasure and monstrous female agency, and how she is

deserving of redemption.
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11 Dr Anna Casablancas-Cervantes (Universitat
Autonoma de Barcelona)

Anna Casablancas-Cervantes is an Associate Professor of Literature
at the Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona (Spain), where she teaches
Literature of the Romantic Period and Victorian Literature. She
completed her PhD on English Literature in 2016 with a dissertation
on the representation of motherhood in the work of Doris Lessing. Her
main areas of research are gender studies, the modern novel, and

Jungian and Lacanian psychoanalysis.

She has published several articles in School of Literatures, Languages
and Cultures. She is the co-translator of La Duchesse de Langeais and
Ferragus by Honoré de Balzac, and the translator of Theérese
Desqueyroux by Frangois Mauriac. Casablancas-Cervantes regularly
gives lectures on literature in several libraries and institutions in the

Barcelona area.

Habitat-fluid and water-bound: metamorphic characters
in Merce Rodoreda’s ‘The Salamander’ and ‘The River
and the Boat’ (1967) Panel 10

Keywords: Mercé Rodoreda; hybridity; metamorphosis; liminality;
myth; archetype

My proposal puts together two short stories by the Catalan writer
Mercé Rodoreda (1908-1983), “La salamandra” and ‘El riu i 1a barca’,
published in the collection La meva Cristina i altres contes (1967) and

first translated into English as ‘The Salamander’ and ‘The River and
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the Boat’ in 1984. Both tales are representative of the mid-period of
this author while she plays with fantastic elements to address themes
of individuation and collective pressures on it. Remarkably enough,
Rodoreda, whose main production was realistic, relied on
mythological and folkloric motifs to depict the individual’s escape
from hostile situations in a period when she herself experienced

oppression and exile under the Francoist dictatorship.

‘The Salamander’ (1967) narrates a woman’s transformation: first into
the village’s witch (a role attributed to her by the community where
she lives) and later her physical change into a salamander, which
allows her to escape the scapegoating she is being affected on. Border
crossing from civilisation to nature, from humanity to animality, takes
place in a Gothic atmosphere of myth and archetype which challenges
the separation between reality and fantasy. An amphibian that has
always been heavily connoted in the world of alchemy and occultism,
the salamander is a highly ambiguous creature itself. The outsider
status that the protagonist had in its human form seems strangely to
prolong itself in its underwater condition, told in the last pages of this

disconcerting story.

‘The River and the Boat’ (1967) also explores liminality between the
human and the natural realms, the earthly and the aquatic. The male
protagonist’s lifelong attraction for water separates him from society
and reveals the lack of communication with his own kind. Therefore,
his later metamorphosis into a fish makes manifest those latent aspects

of his own identity in a clear Ovidian fashion. Most of the tale focuses
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on the actual process of metamorphosis along with an exploration of
the surface/depth and life/death dichotomies, turning this tale almost

into the reverse image of the former one (‘The Salamander”).

12 Dr Monika Class (Lund University)

Monika Class is Associate Professor in English Literature. She
holds a doctoral degree in English Literature from the University of
Oxford (awarded 2009). After appointments at King’s College
London, Konstanz University, and Mainz University, she joined
Lund University in September 2022. She currently researches
contemporary water poetry in English. Her recent publications on
phenomenology, embodiment, and the environment include the guest
edition of the special issue ‘Embodied Approaches to the Novel in
English in the journal English Studies (2023). She authored a
monograph (Coleridge and Kantian Ideas in England, Bloomsbury
Academic 2012) and various articles on the Romantic Period,
including an essay on Ann Radcliffe’s The Romance of the Forest

and Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey.

From sea horror to queer grief: Representations of the
sperm whale and the colossal squid, 1851-2021 Panel
9

Keywords: sperm whale, (colossal and giant) squid, sea monsters,

queer grief, posthumanism, ecofeminism

Rosamund Taylor’s elegiac poem ‘From Sperm Whale to Colossal

Squid’ versifies the multi-species entanglement between the largest
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invertebrate and largest vertebrate on earth. In the poem, a starving
sperm whale laments the squid’s fatal poisoning with spilled fossil
fuels: ‘I mourned you/ My hunger grew’ (Taylor 2021, 88). My
paper proposes that the expression of grief for the colossal squid
from the posthuman perspective of the whale marks a significant
deviation from dominant fictionalisations in English of these deep-
sea dwellers as sea monsters. Accounts of gigantic squids can be
traced back to Nordic mythologies, including the sixteenth-century
Danish legend of so-called ‘sea monks’, half cuttlefish and half holy
man flowing scarlet robes. Building on the burgeoning field of queer
death studies (Radomska, Mehrabi, and Lykke 2020), the paper
compares Taylor’s poem mainly with Herman Melville’s Moby Dick,
or the Whale (1851) and with two popular fictions that demonise the
gigantic squid and/or the sperm whale as killing machines: Jules
Verne’s 20 000 Leagues under the Sea (1000 Meétres au-dessous de
la Mer, 1870) and Peter Benchley’s Beast (1994). I will use these
examples to think about the remediations of kraken and sperm whale
tropes and their potential to further or block our understanding of
‘more-than-human vulnerabilities and precarities’ (Radomska,

Mehrabi, and Lykke 2020, 82).
References:
Benchley, Peter. 1992. Beast. London: Arrow.

Melville, Herman. 2017. Moby-Dick, or, The whale. London:
Vintage.
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13 Dr Maria-Silvia Cohut (Brunel University
London)

Maria Cohut is a researcher specialising in 18th- and 19th-century
literatures, the Gothic mode, feminist theories, and different aspects
of Otherness in Gothic, horror, and weird fiction. Her doctoral
thesis, Before and Beyond the Glass: Women, 'Mirrored' in
Nineteenth-century Literature and Visual Art (University of
Warwick, 2018) explored the cultural significance of the interplay
between reflective objects and female figures in the long 19th
century. After a few years’ break from academia, during which she
worked as a journalist and pursued her writing career, publishing
creative writing on themes of identity, displacement, and belonging,
Maria has now begun to resume her research efforts — particularly
research on different iterations of the Gothic. Recently, she has been
teaching women’s movements and feminist literature at Brunel

University.
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The Sirens’ silence: Uneasy matriarchy in Lucile
Hadzihalilovi¢’s Evolution  Panel 19

Keywords: feminism, horror, monstrous mother, monstrous

feminine, male gaze

In 2016, the French-Bosnian director Lucile HadZihalilovi¢ released
Evolution, an uncanny film set in a matriarchal world inhabited by
mermaids (or sirens) taking a novel form — that of starfish — and
‘farming’ young boys as reproductive vessels. This is a largely silent
film, where few words are spoken, and the tension is typically
inferred from actions — a set-up recalling one of Franz Kafka’s ideas
from The Blue Octavo Notebooks: ‘the Sirens have a weapon more

terrible than their song, namely, their silence’.

My paper will look at how HadZihalilovi¢’s film reinterprets the
mermaid as asexual echinoderm to question ideals of motherhood
and challenge the industrial, ‘production-line’ order of patriarchal
systems. The paper will argue that Hadzihalilovi¢ borrows the horror
trope of the ‘monstrous mother’ (based on Barbara Creed’s ‘archaic
mother’, The Monstrous-Feminine) only to question and subvert it,
interrogating the role of the ‘mother’ in society. When she
reproduces asexually, artificially inseminating the germ of
patriarchal culture — symbolised by the young boys — to produce
offspring in her own image, is she still a mother? What kind of
society does she engender? These are some of the questions I will
touch on. I will argue that Hadzihalilovi¢’s asexual mermaids,

interested in the infinite reproduction of the self, hint at a Sapphic,
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naturalistic society that is intrinsically threatening to the heavily
industrialized world whose existence is briefly revealed at the end of
the film. These novel, asexual mermaids reject the male gaze (Laura
Mulvey, Visual and Other Pleasures). Finally, I will interrogate the
message transmitted through the film’s ending, which sees the main
young male character escaping this island of echinoderm-mermaids
for the industrial world, asking if this naturalistic, matriarchal
society contains a seed of self-destruction or if, on the contrary, its
survival depends on the refusal to mirror the mechanisms of

patriarchal societies.

78 Ann Conmy (Technological University of the
Shannon)

Ann Conmy is an artist living and working in Co Mayo, on the West
coast of Ireland. She makes practice-based research art- works in
the areas of performance to camera and textiles. She is currently a
PhD researcher at the Limerick School of Art and Design, Technical
University of the Shannon. Her work is concerned with exploring
feminisms. As she mediates her surroundings and self into the
symbolic shape of the unknown and unknowable drawing on both
intuitive and learned and vernacular knowledges. The edges of
everything, the dialogic tensions of a modernity cloaked and bound
in the past can inform and unfold new understandings and

approaches to location and belonging.

A littoral rubicon betwixt and between Panel 14
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The sea in Selkie folklore stories can be understood as a
metaphysical zone; outside society. It’s a wild, uncivilised,
dangerous place and if the Selkie woman returns to the sea by
putting her seal skin back on- she may not come back to live on land
again. Her hybrid body is symbolic of her transgression and desire to
transgress. This implies a binary demand that the Selkie woman
must accept her subjugated role as captive wife on land; or be cast

out of society forever.

When the Selkie woman, now married and bound to her land life is
silent/ refuses to speak in some telling’s of the story; she is tortured
by her husband or his relatives by throwing boiling water on her. We
see this in stories of the Selkie collected in Co. Clare. The woman’s
silence through a feminist lens could refer to intersections of
queerness / neurodiversity/ gender and ethnicity or simply with
unhappiness at her coercion and control. The Selkie story may have
been a vernacular attempt to discuss the implications and dangers of

the desire for and attainment of agency as a woman.

The underlying message is that to belong as a woman is to accept the
boundaries of society such as marriage by coercion. To exist outside
the container of hegemony is to be a liminal othered body, is to be
part animal. To exist on the other side of the threshold or ‘limen’

symbolised as the sea.

The Rubicon between the natural / supernatural, civilised / wild,
belonging / othered is the littoral shoreline marking the exit point

from society where wandering seal women will eventually
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disentangle from nets and husbands and go to the other

unfathomable place.

Through my academic research and my lens based and textile fine
arts practice, I am exploring folklore and the narratives within it of

wandering woman as a vehicle of relation to time, place and agency.

14 Dr Joseph Crawford (University of Exeter)

Joseph Crawford is an associate professor of English Literature at
the University of Exeter. He is the author of five academic
monographs: Raising Miltons Ghost (Bloomsbury, 2011), Gothic
Fiction and the Invention of Terrorism (Bloomsbury, 2013), The
Twilight of the Gothic (University of Wales Press, 2014), Inspiration
and Insanity in British Poetry (Palgrave, 2019), and Unruly
Behaviour (Rutgers University Press, 2025). His research interests
include digital cultures, the medical humanities, the poetry of the
Romantic and post-Romantic eras, and the history of popular fiction
from the eighteenth century to the present day, with a special focus
on the interlinked histories of the Gothic and romance genres. His
most recent work includes research on the evolving depictions of
gender and sexuality in the Japanese and American comic book

traditions.

“The girl whose eyes were like the ocean’: Yuri manga
and queer monstrosity in This Monster Wants to Eat Me
Panel 21

Keywords: Mermaids, yuri, manga, queer fiction, romance.

29



Yuri, a Japanese romance subgenre that deals with love between
young women, has long been fascinated with all things aquatic.
Aquarium dates are a longstanding yuri cliché, and many yuri manga
franchises, such as A Tropical Fish Yearns for Snow and Days of
Love at Seagull Villa, make use of Japanese coastal settings as the
backdrop for queer romance narratives. In Sai Nackawa’s This
Monster Wants to Eat Me (2021-present), this fascination with the
seaside as a liminal space of queer becoming is literalised in the
form of a romance between a traumatised girl and a cannibal
mermaid who longs to devour her. Exploring themes of grief,
transformation, and homoerotic desire, Nackawa’s series draws out
the queer symbolic potential implicit in the figure of the mermaid,
which transgresses the boundaries between human and monster,

earth and sea.

In this paper I shall briefly explain the nature of yuri fiction, and its
focus on adolescence as a transitory yet transformational moment in
the lives of its heroines, touching on the recurrent symbolic use of
ephemeral footprints in the sand in yuri manga such as Our
Wonderful Days and A Tropical Fish Yearns for Snow. 1 shall then
discuss the role played by sea creatures, seasides, and aquariums in
yuri media, and the use of the paranormal as a metaphor for queer
experience in yuri series such as Otherside Picnic and Dear Noman.
Finally, I shall discuss how This Monster Wants to Eat Me draws
upon Japanese folklore to pull these threads together in the queered
figure of the mermaid, who embodies the role of the sea as a space

of both death and rebirth.
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77 Claire Cunningham (Lancaster University)

Claire Cunningham is a Postgraduate Researcher in Creative
Writing at Lancaster University. She has a BA in Art History from
The University of California, Berkeley and a Joint Master’s Degree
in European, American and Postcolonial Language and Literature
from Ca’ Foscari University of Venice. She is writing a Gothic novel
set in western Ireland inspired by the works of W. B. Yeats, Lord
Dunsany, and William Blake.

Wet brown graves: Irish Gothic bog bodies in Seamus
Heaney and Miranda Carr ~ Panel 25

Keywords: Irish Gothic, eco-Gothic, bog bodies, Seamus Heaney,

Miranda Carr, trauma

The bog, as a liminal space, is a defining feature of the Irish Gothic.
The bog body — perversely dry despite being preserved in layers of
sodden, ancient peat — is an embodied contradiction in that it is both
abject and exalted. It is a potent metaphor in art and literature for
violence that haunts — a hurt made unending by its submersion in

water.

Much has been said about the way in which the Gothic Irish bog
serves as a collective unconscious for postcolonial violence, as in
Derek Gladwin’s excellent survey on the matter, Contentious
Terrains: Boglands, Ireland, and Postcolonial Gothic. This paper
diverges from that broader framework to focus on the intimacy of

the violent act and the legacy of individual trauma. Specifically, it
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examines how sacrificial murder interacts with the bog’s

preservative and transformative properties.

The analysis draws on Seamus Heaney’s renowned ‘bog poems’ and
recent work by Miranda Carr, a playwright who has placed her work
knee-deep in bog matter since her debut in the 1990s — most recently
in a series of short, sung poems about bog bodies composed in
collaboration with David Fennessay for Bog Cantata, premiering in
spring 2025. While both writers dwell on the bog body’s saturation
with violence, their poetic treatments of the victims differ: Heaney
objectifies and deifies, while Carr humanises. This paper contends
that these differences reflect their distinct perspectives on the

afterlife of the traumatic act.

16 Dr Emma Dee (Early Career Researcher)

Dr Emma Dee is a recent doctor of philosophy, graduating from the
University of Kent in 2024 with a PhD in The Contemporary Novel:
Practice as Research, the creative element of which consisted of a
novel of Gothic themes and proportions. Her poetry and short fiction
has been published in Gothic Nature Journal, Kent Review 4, and
elsewhere. Her research interests include sexuality as disease,
temporal and spatial unreality, and how the text can embody these
themes. When not editing her novel, she can often be found

exploring the coast or at home with her black cat Bram.

Mignonette: The last voyage of The Mermaid and the
cannibal eroticPanel 15
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Keywords: Practice as research, cannibalism, legality, taboo,

transgression, mermaids

‘The sea is a site of transgression as a liminal space where danger
and taboo intertwine. Behaviour that is met with censure and disgust
on land occupies a watery truce at sea. In this sense, the sea often
appears as a place out of time and space, subject to older laws of
nature. To be shipwrecked is to be adrift across oceans of morality.’
Or so I wrote in 2021, for my critical accompaniment to the short
story ‘Mignonette’ for Gothic Nature Journal. Inspired by the real-
life legal case of R v Dudley & Stephen, wherein three men
shipwrecked off the Cape of Good Hope murdered and ate another
of their number, according to the ‘code of the sea’. Revisiting this
text, I am struck not only by the myriad questions of legality,

morality, and gastronomy, but the quivering image of the mermaid.

The earliest mermaids are monstrous, depicted on maps to evoke the
unknown, spaces where normal rules and requirements do not apply.
Their bodies reflect a kind of strange duality, and a cannibalistic one,
combining the edible and the desirable. Finally, in Hans Christian
Andersen’s original tale, the eponymous mermaid turns into a spirit
of the air rather than return to the sea, a transubstantial gesture that

echoes the creative practise to turning event into story.

In this practise-as-research paper, I will explore the various
influences that came to act upon the writing of this piece, in
considering retell of Hans Christian Andersen, the challenges of

including a cannibalistic ‘patchwork’ of writing voices and legal
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texts, as well as Georges Bataille’s erotic assertion that ‘a kiss is the

beginning of cannibalism’.

17 Dr Ryan Denson (University of Silesia in
Katowice)

Ryan Denson was awarded a PhD in Classics and Ancient History
in 2023 from the University of Exeter, where he remains an
Honorary Research Fellow. He is also currently an Assistant
Professor at the University of Silesia in Katowice (Poland), working
as part of a research project on Byzantine conceptions of nature that
is funded by the NCN (the Polish national research council). His
other research interests concern cultural conceptions of the
supernatural, the environmental humanities, and imaginary animals
with previous publications on topics such as ghosts, demons, the
Sirens/Harpies, and ecocriticism. His book on the kéfos, entitled 4
Zoobiography of the Ancient Sea Monster is currently in press for

Bloomsbury’s Ancient Environments series.

Wittgenstein’s family resemblances and the hybridity of
ancient sea monsters Panel 1

Keywords: Sea monsters; mythology; marine environments; animal

studies; Wittgenstein

One hallmark of the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein’s later thought
was his notion of ‘family resemblances (Familiendhnlichkeiten)’ to
describe phenomena that are connected, not by a single common

characteristic, but by a series of overlapping similarities. Applying
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this concept to cultural ideas of supernatural beings has recently
been used by other scholars to understand their complex nature,
particularly in relation to other supernatural beings. In this talk, I
will demonstrate how Wittgenstein’s concept can be applied to the
most prominent sea monster of Greco-Roman antiquity, the kétos (pl.
keté), and a creature that is the subject of my forthcoming

monograph.

This ancient sea monster can be conceptualized as predominantly a
blend of associations between piscine, serpentine, and canine
aspects. Yet, this should not be understand as occurring in any
consistent proportions as was the case with other Greco-Roman
figures like the Minotaur (a creature that is invariable half-bull and
half-human). Rather, a kéfos will sometimes appear in ancient art or
literature as more piscine than canine, or more canine than
serpentine, and so on. The construction of the kétos as specifically
the product of a Wittgensteinian family resemblance is crucial for
understanding the construction of such an imagery animal as
possessing definite, although highly variable, features and
characteristics in the Greco-Roman cultural imagination.
Accordingly, the ketos itself is particularly notable for illustrating the
connective threads between the fields of animal studies and

mythology.

19 Dr Andrew Elfenbein (University of Minnesota)

Andrew Elfenbein is Professor of English at the University of

Minnesota—Twin Cities. He is the author of Byron and the
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Victorians (Cambridge 1995), Romantic Genius: The Prehistory of a
Homosexual Role (Columbia 1999), Romanticism and the Rise of
English (2009), and The Gist of Reading (2018).

Burne-Jones’s A4 Sea-Nymph and the displaced mermaid
Panel 26

Keywords: Mermaid, Burne-Jones, Botticelli, art history, myth,

Victorian, narrative

Edward Burne-Jones, 4 Sea-Nymph (1881)

Edward Burne-Jones’s 4 Sea-Nymph (1881) represents a departure

from the painter’s usual focus on Arthurian and Greek mythological
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subjects. Instead, 4 Sea-Nymph violates the conventions of portrait
representation by presenting a portrait that upsets distinctions
between human and animal, land and sea, horizontal and vertical,
beautiful and ugly, and even inside and outside. My paper will
understand such disruptions as Burne-Jones’s revision of The Birth
of Venus by Sandro Botticelli. Both represent a beautiful nude
woman with unconstrained red hair rising from a sea of pointedly
non-realistic waves. Mediating Burne-Jones’s relation to Botticelli is
the famous chapter in Walter Pater’s The Renaissance about
Botticelli. For Pater, the painting represents an artist of the early
modern period confronting classical myth as if for the first time:
“You have a record of the first impression made by it [the classical
world] on minds turned back towards it in almost painful aspiration
from a world in which it had been ignored so long.” Burne-Jones
revises Pater by moving away from the classical world of Botticelli
to one with no obvious ties to any particular culture or story. He
imagines the mermaid as a lonely and displaced Venus, a goddess of
nothing. Whereas Botticelli’s painting presents the origin of Venus
and sets her within an implicit narrative, the mermaid of Burne-
Jones has no obvious story to explain her, neither origin or goal.
Instead, Burne-Jones presents her as an enigma. Most saliently, the
abstracted beauty of her face contrasts dramatically with the violent
energy with which she tosses the monstrous fish around her. This
energy is enough to break the conventional frame: in two places, the
mermaid spills over the painting’s represented frame to transgress

near to the painting’s literal frame. The spillover underscores the
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boundary-violating power of the mermaid, a power that is not

circumscribed by a larger social setting or mythic narrative.

20 Mariateresa Esposito (University of Iceland)

Mariateresa Esposito is a PhD candidate at the University of
Iceland (Reykjavik, Iceland). Her PhD dissertation revolves around
the figure of the nykur, the Icelandic water horse spirit, examining its
presence in Icelandic folklore as a cautionary figure with ties to the
Icelandic environment, and a representation of the evolution of
Icelandic identity in connection with the role of water bodies in the

context of a Scandinavian island society.

Mariateresa has conducted background studies in Scandinavian
medieval literature in Italy, and has then pursued a PhD candidate

career in Iceland specialising in Icelandic and Scandinavian folklore.

At the time of the submission of this abstract, alongside her PhD
studies, she is also part of a research project titled ‘Monsters,
Sorcerers and Witches of Northwestern Europe’, involving several
Italian universities and aiming for the creation of a digitalized corpus

of supernatural occurrences in a variety of medieval texts.

The Nykur: An Icelandic water spirit in folklore and
cultural memory Panel 17

Keywords: Folklore, sea, Iceland, nykur, water horse, kelpie, water

By examining folktales, chronicles, and present-day references, this

paper will attempt to explore the persistence of the figure of the
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water horse nykur within folklore and adaptation into modern
Icelandic identity. It will discuss the beginnings of the nykur
legends, as well as their characteristics and evolution in Icelandic
cultural memory, against the Nordic-European backdrop of water
spirits including the Scottish kelpie and the Scandinavian nekk. The
nykur is an often malevolent character that is present in several
recorded legends from many disparate locations in Iceland. These
tales exemplify the threats posed by Iceland’s harsh natural
environments, serving as a warning image for people and reflecting
the dependence of mankind on water. Unlike previous research that
exclusively document the nykur as a mythological entity, this paper
analyses the water horse through the lenses of folklore studies,
cultural history, and environmental symbolism to offer a fresh
perspective on its enduring relevance. By comparing regional
variations and symbolic interpretations, this paper highlights the
nykur’s role as a bridge between Iceland’s mythological past and its

present-day cultural landscape.

21 Dr Kathryn Franklin (University of Toronto)

Kathryn Franklin holds a Ph.D. from the graduate program in
Humanities at York University. A former Arts and Science
Postdoctoral fellow in the Department of English at the University of
Toronto, she is currently a lecturer at the Centre for Teaching and
Learning and the Institute for the Study of University Pedagogy at
the University of Toronto. Her current research explores the

relationship between glamour and the popularization of the urban
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Canadian middlebrow novel in the 1950s and 60s. Her work has
appeared in The Space Between, Imaginations, International Journal
of Fashion Studies and World Film Locations: Berlin. She also
served as a co-editor for the Canadian literary publication Descant.
Her forthcoming co-edited collection, Toronto Chic: A Locational
History of Toronto Fashion, is forthcoming with University of

Toronto Press.

A Mari Usque Ad Mare: Phyllis Brett Young’s Undine
and the female grotesque in the popular Canadian
imaginary Panel 17

Keywords: Phyllis Brett Young, Canadian Literature, Undine

legend, grotesque, Gothic, post-war Canadian women

In 1964, the Canadian middlebrow novelist Phyllis Brett Young
published her third book Undine. Young’s novel repurposes the
Undine legend, transforming it into a story of a young woman
grappling with the spectral presence of her new husband’s former
wife. Yet, by relocating the narrative from the realm of water spirits
to the psychological landscape of modern relationships, Young’s
narrative preserves the essence of the mermaid archetype: a being
caught between two worlds, struggling for identity and belonging —
a sentiment that would resonate with an author who made a point of
capturing the rapidly changing culture of modernity in Canada, and
in particular, how these changes affected post-war Canadian

womanhood.
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While the setting of Undine takes place in an unnamed county in
upstate New York, the novel’s themes of mistaken identities and
subservience to stronger personalities speaks to Canada’s often
shaky cultural position in the pre-centennial years. Noticeably,
Young inscribes her text with allusions to Daphne du Maurier’s
Rebecca and Henry James’ The Turn of the Screw; the convergence
of these two Gothic literary texts seemingly haunt her narrative in a
subtle pantomime of the dominance of the UK and US on Canadian

culture.

By situating Young’s work within the broader context of Canadian
literature and mermaid folklore, this paper aims to demonstrate how
Undine suggests a grotesque gothic femininity as central to the

Canadian popular imaginary.

23 Dr Monica Germana (University of Westminster)

Dr Monica Germana is Reader in Gothic and Contemporary
Studies at the University of Westminster. Her most recent
publications include The Scottish Gothic: An Edinburgh Companion
(2018), co-edited with Carol Davison and short-listed for the Allan
Lloyd Prize, Bond Girls: Body, Fashion, Gender (Bloomsbury,
2019), shortlisted for the Emily Toth Award, and a special issue of
Gothic Studies on Haunted Scotlands (March 2022). She has
recently produced a three-part podcast on the Inuit legend ‘Skeleton
Woman’ for the Haunted Shores Network, is the co-organiser with
Dr Ingibjérg Agustsdottir (University of Iceland) of Ice and Water: a
Two-Day Interdisciplinary Event (Reykjavik, 23-24 May 2024), and
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the curator of Vanishing Landmarks: Artivism and Climate Change
(The Soho Poly, University of Westminster) for the 2024 edition of

the Being Human Festival.

‘Becoming with Seal’: Mourning, separation, and kinship
in contemporary selkie soundscapes Panel 24

This paper explores contemporary cultural retellings of traditional
selkie lore to reflect on the environmental messages articulated by
the sonic dimension of seal stories. Earlier studies suggested that the
‘[t]he plaintive-sounding barking of the seal would to primitive man
hardly seem to lack overtones of human emotion’ (Puhvel 1963), to
explain the wide-spread of seal-people legends across northern
Europe. A close inspection of the sonic dimension of contemporary
responses to selkie stories reveals a very nuanced spectrum of verbal
(including dialogue and song) and non-verbal communication
(ranging from silence to animal sounds), which arguably reflects the
ambiguity and complexity of folkloric tales. On one hand, both the
selkie’s elusive silence and verbal communication — and especially
when selkies articulate their own voices — may draw attention to the
boundary that separates the humans’ dry land and the selkies’ water,
whilst questioning anthropocentric views on the environment. On the
other hand, non-verbal communication, significantly performed in
the liminal space that is the shore, frequently offers an attempt to
break down binary human/animal categorical distinctions and,
simultaneously, move beyond anthropocentrism altogether. Among

others, this paper will make references to both verbal and non-verbal
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communication and sounds in Eric Linklater’s short story ‘Sealskin
Trousers’ (1947), Amy Sackville’s novel Orkney (2013), Roseanne
Watt’s poetry in Moder Dy (2019), Hanna Tuulikki’s sonic and
choreographic performance Seals kin (2022), Ellie Schmidt’s video
works Three Selkie Songs (2022), and Nora Feingschidt’s film The
Outrun (2024).

24 Jane Gill (University of Hertfordshire)

Jane Gill is a doctoral student at the University of Hertfordshire.
Her Ph.D. examines the monstrous feminine from an Eco-Gothic
perspective focusing on the female vampire. She is extending her
ocuvre to include mermaid archetypes in nineteenth-century
literature and visual art. Her research interests include nautical
Gothic, botanical Gothic, gender in the nineteenth century, and the
eco-Gothic. She is in receipt of a bursary which sees her affiliated to
the Open Graves, Open Minds Project (OGOM) led by Sam George
and Bill Hughes. The Project extends to all narratives of the
fantastic, the folkloric, and the magical, emphasising that sense of
Gothic as enchantment rather than simply horror. Through this,
OGOM is articulating an ethical Gothic, cultivating moral agency
and creating empathy for the marginalised, monstrous or othered,
including the disenchanted natural world. Jane will be contributing
via symposia and events and by writing research posts on aspects of

nautical and botanical gothic.

The Romantic Lamia and Anne Bannerman’s ‘The
Mermaid’ (1800) Panel 20
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Keywords: Femme Fatale, Lamia, mermaid, monstrous feminine,

Siren, Romanticism, female Romantic writers

The age of Romanticism in art and literature was an era of transition
between the Enlightenment view of the world and the emerging
values of industrial and modern culture. In a similar way to the
changes happening at the end of the nineteenth century, these times
of shifts in social attitudes led to the eruption of female serpentine
monsters in Romantic art and literature: monsters that were a
reflection of the attitudes of their era. The Lamia archetype first
emerged in the Romantic era during these times of seismic cultural
shifts in literature. The Lamia archetype can be explained as any

female human-snake hybrid (including mermaids).

Anne Bannerman’s 1800 poem ‘The Mermaid’ features a femme
fatale who belongs to the Lamia archetypal group. My analysis of
the poem will explore and contextualise this poem in terms of the
monstrous feminine as well as delving into ecophobia and eco-
gender. [ aim to answer the questions: ‘How did this female-authored
Romantic femme fatale differ from the male-authored femme fatales
from Keats in this era?”” By comparing Bannerman’s Mermaid to
other nineteenth-century monstrous females in literature, such as
Keat’s ‘La Belle Dame Sans Merci’ (1819), I will explore shifts in

attitudes to women and nature in the Romantic era.

25 Rebecca Greef (University of Hertfordshire)
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Rebecca Greef is a doctoral student in Literature at the University
of Hertfordshire. Her PhD focuses on the Faustian bargain trope in
young adult fiction, new adult fiction, and the Gothic. Elsewhere,
her research interests include contemporary Gothic, the female
Gothic, folklore and fairy tales, the intersectionality of supernatural
creatures, and the evolving nature of Gothic readership in the
twenty-first century. She has a special interest in witches, fae,

vampires, and demons.

Poor unfortunate souls: The Faustian bargain of ‘The

Little Mermaid’ Panel 13
Keywords: mermaid, Faustian bargain, soul, humanity, immortality

Hans Christian Andersen’s The Little Mermaid (1837) can be seen as
a classic Faustian tale featuring a knowledge hungry protagonist who
makes a deal to escape her nautical existence and become human.
The eponymous Little Mermaid longs to join the human world after
years of collecting trinkets from shipwrecks and obsessing over
human culture. Her main ambition, however, is to achieve her dream
“of human happiness and an immortal soul”. To do this, she must
give up her longer mortal life span in exchange for a soul that will

live on.

This paper aims to compare Andersen’s The Little Mermaid to the
Faustian tales of Christopher Marlowe (c. 1592) and Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe (1808/1832), showing how Andersen’s story

uses the Faustian trope, and similarly plays with the ideas of
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redemption and suffering that the protagonist must face because of
her bargain. Like Marlowe and Goethe’s Doctor Faustus character,
the Little Mermaid refuses to accept the barriers that stop her being
able to achieve what she desires, so she seeks to overcome them.
Andersen’s Sea Witch is more than willing to facilitate a bargain that
allows the Little Mermaid to try and claim her immortal soul,
making the Little Mermaid human in exchange for her voice, and

setting her the task of marrying a prince.

As Marlowe and Goethe vary in their approaches to Faust’s
redemption, contemporary adaptations of The Little Mermaid,
including the 1989 Walt Disney film, have also changed the ending
of her story to reflect different narratives and present alternative
depictions of her character. This paper will explore some of these
adaptations, and how The Little Mermaid fits the classic Faustian

bargain trope.

27 Marci Heatherly (Pittsburg State University, KA)

Marci Heatherly is a graduate student at Pittsburg State University
in Kansas. Marci was a Fulbright Bulgaria English Teaching
Assistant during the 2023-2024 academic year. She attended the
Fulbright Eastern European Media Literary Conference in the fall of
2023. Marci has had literary reviews published in Harbor Review
and The Kansas Association of Teachers of English Journal. Her
research paper ‘Devotion to Destruction: Obsession with the
Miraculous in British Dramas’ was selected for the 2025 Saint’s

English Graduate Conference in St. Andrews, Scotland.
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Femme fatale, occult waters, and siren Silencing in
Louise Erdrich’s ‘Fleur’ Panel 14

Keywords: Native American folklore, feminine agency, magical

disasters, exploitation of sirens

After a near drowning in the icy, mystical waters of Lake Turcott,
Fleur Pillager, the protagonist of Louise Erdrich’s 1986 short story
‘Fleur’, becomes mythic. She is simultaneously miraculous and
devious, a victim and an annihilator, a water witch and an innocent
girl, alien and human,; it is this fluidity she possesses, which results
in ostracisation from her Chippewa reservation. But even when Fleur
attempts to join modern civilisation, in the small town of Argus, she
is othered. Linked to the water devil, Misshepeshu, Fleur cannot
escape her siren hybridity. By observing how Fleur both converts
and subverts to the typical role of the siren in Erdrich's story—such
as through her Chippewa roots and androgyny—an unfortunate
reality is presented. Sirens control their song, but they cannot control
the songs sung and spread about them. As much as Fleur is a femme
fatale, through her killing of men with hiss and smile, she cannot
terminate talk. She commands natural phenomena of water and

wind, but not narrative.

Fleur’s story is told by a third party, and her reputation is bipartitely
distorted. To the populations of both the reservation and city, Fleur is
either an evil or erotic woman, but never a victim, even though she is
repeatedly sexualised and assaulted by men. Fleur and her account

are not tended to by society. Thus, while Erdrich’s story delves into
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indigenous mythology and mermaids, magical realism, and rural
American communities, ultimately ‘Fleur’ serves as cautionary
warning to, not only sirens, but all women: when entering male
dominated spaces, such as Lake Turcott or the card game, even the

strongest, most lethal, women will be trivialised and attacked.

Therefore, this paper explores how Erdrich’s ‘Fleur’ is a
quintessential representation of patriarchy dominating, alienating,
and altering narrative. Fleur—her magic, her power, her intentions—
are reduced to fabrication. Rather than remembered as a feminine
mystic acting and attacking on just vindictive, the accepted myth of
Fleur delineates that she ‘[is] haywire, out of control’, a crazy

woman. But truthfully, she is a silenced siren.

28 Dr Lizanne Henderson (University of Glasgow)

Dr Lizanne Henderson is Senior Lecturer, University of Glasgow.
She is a cultural historian of the Scottish witch-hunts and human-
animal studies, with additional interests in the history of Natural
History, Scottish exploration and Arctic studies. Her first book (with
E. J. Cowan) Scottish Fairy Belief: A History (2001) was a Ratcliffe
Book Prize winner, her monograph Witchcraft and Folk Belief in the
Age of Enlightenment: Scotland, 16701740 was winner of the
Katharine Briggs Book Award 2016, and she is preparing a
forthcoming monograph (Super)natural Animals in the Age of the
Stewarts to the Age of Enlightenment. Her current research projects

are Picturing Polar Bears: Past and Present Semiotic and Iconic
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Perceptions of Ursus maritimus and 19th-century Scottish Arctic

explorers and their engagements with the natural world.

Preternatural phocids: seals, selkies and the imagined sea
Panel 6

Stories featuring pinnipeds (seals) are popular and have captured the
imagination of generations past and present. Tales of seals with an
ability to transform into human shape — commonly referred to in
English as selkies — are widespread across the North Atlantic. There
are, however, multivalent interpretations as to what a selkie was and
how much of a threat, or otherwise, they were to humans. How
selkies are regarded is affected by the traditional storytelling
mediums in which they appear. In folk ballads, for instance, selkie
characters are generally innominate and highly stylised, drawing on
recognisable standard tale-types and motifs. In folktales, the selkie
similarly tends to be heavily stylised but can be given personal
names or other forms of personal touches. A higher degree of
personalisation is afforded to selkies in legends and memorates in
where they can acquire deeper levels of individualisation, connected
to specific geographical locations or family histories. Depending on
the story context and medium, or the gender dynamics at play, the
talerole function of the selkie is inconsistent, presented either as a
risk to human safety or, alternatively, as the victim of human

transgressions.

This paper draws on a variety of historical sources and cultural

comparisons of the selkie story, mainly within North Atlantic
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contexts. It investigates past attitudes towards natural and unnatural
animals, with particular reference to Halichoerus grypus, the Grey
Seal, a member of the family Phocidae (earless seals), and the place
of the selkie within this interplay between ‘magical’ and natural
worlds. Specific attention is given to the ballad ‘The Great Silkie of
Sule Skerry’ [113], from the F. J. Child (1882-1898) corpus of
Scottish and English classical ballads. This ballad, recorded from
Scotland’s Northern Isles, offers a suitable lens through which to
examine the dangers selkies posed (both real and imagined), and to
explore the liminal boundaries between magical and natural animals
and landscapes, concepts of shapeshifting (or therianthropy), as well
as the importance of gender to the overall tone and outcome of the
selkie stories. Seals (and selkies), as creatures who inhabit both land
and sea, are themselves liminal beings that occasionally challenge
the categories of natural and supernatural, and in turn illuminate the

complex relationship between humans and the environment.

29 Dr Charles Hoge (Metropolitan State University
of Denver)

Charles Hoge is a scholar of folklore, film, popular culture, and
literature, specifically monstrosity, vampire studies, dark folklore,
the Gothic, horror, extinction, and Victorian literature and culture.
He has taught literature, film, and composition classes at the
Metropolitan State University of Denver since 1999, earned a PhD in
English literature from the University of Denver in 2015, and

has published on ludology in Doctor Who fanfiction

50



(in Transformative Works and Cultures), medieval folkloric
influences in / Am Legend (in Reading Richard Matheson), phantom
dogs in Under the Volcano (in Malcolm Lowry's Poetics in Space),
the cultural impressions left after the dodo’s extinction (in

the University of Toronto Quarterly), vampiric evolution in What We
Do in the Shadows (Vampire Films around the World), the Victorian
imagination and Jurassic Park’s dinosaurs (in The Science of Sci-Fi
Cinema), and the 2022 monograph The Dead Travel Fast: The

Explosive Evolution of Vampire Films.

When enchantment is made flesh: An exploration of the
Steller’s Sea-ape Panel 15

Keywords: Sea-Ape, cryptid, enchantment, folklore, monsters,

George Steller

Few empirical encounters have been recorded in which a human
being verifiably comes into contact with the sort of enchanted, extra-
natural entity one typically finds in fairy tales and the art and
narratives of fantasy. One such encounter, with a possible mer-
creature later called the Steller’s Sea-Ape, provides compelling and
complicated evidence of how a human reacts when an apparent
manifestation of enchantment appears in the flesh. On August 10,
1741 off the coast of the Shumagin Islands near what is now known
as Alaska, German explorer Georg Wilhelm Steller bore witness to a
furry, human-sized, bewhiskered marine creature which appeared to
be a hybrid between a dog and a shark. It bobbed in the water,

observing him curiously; in response, he shot at it, but missed,
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causing it understandably to dip below the water and
disappear. Nothing resembling this creature would ever be seen
again. Nonetheless, Steller recorded the incident and assigned the

creature a scientific classification, naming it the ‘Sea-Ape’.

This project looks to examine this singular mer-creature encounter in
depth, both the Sea-Ape itself and Steller’s responses to it, through
the lenses of folklore, cultural theory, monster theory, cryptid
studies, and larger notions of how humans respond to Otherness. In
doing so, it intends to discover what can be learned when humanity
finds itself in the apparent presence of the products of its own
imagination. Importantly, can any part of this mer-creature account
be meaningfully re-enchanted? Perhaps Steller’s reaction, to attempt
to kill and later to classify this unique hybrid that would never be
seen again, may be productively a