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Mara Reisman’s article provides a compelling and persuasive examination of how
McGrath situates scientific discourse and Gothic conventions with grotesque imagery
to explore the hierarchies (both social and biological) that inform the protagonist’s, Sir
Hugo Coal, experiences. Reisman begins by situating her article within popular
conversations about Gothic literature and how the postmodern content involves
transgressions and a destabilization of identity.- From this approach, she reads Hugo’s
tale as unreliable and positions his perspective as one of eroded boundaries and
contradictions. To establish claims for genre juxtapositions, Reisman structures her
article into three sections that articulate how McGrath “uses nature, science, and the
grotesque” to “destabilize the social and class hierarchies” that underpin the
protagonist’s authority (132).

The first section explores how Hugo’s ideologies about “science, social
relations, and power” shape his complicated worldview while the second segment
stmtlarly highlights how the supposedly negligible “biological and social forces”
influence his decline in status (133). This part focuses on how Hugo’s class/identity
deterioration leads to his awareness of the natural grotesquery of the altered landscape.
Lastly, Reisman explores Hugo’s new perspective of the grotesque via examinations of
the “house and gardens”, which, she argues, demonstrates a shift toward social equality
(133). With this three-section structure, Reisman situates 7he Grotesque as a narrative
that represents a perpetual transformation of social, biological, and ecological
processes.

The introduction foregrounds Hugo’s ambivalent scientific identity. While he
supports Charles Darwin’s beliefs and insists that “disease, infection, rot, filth, feces,
maggots are all part of life’s rich weft and woof”, Hugo adheres to the Social Darwinist
position of the superiority of large, predatory animals and, likewise, the elite class to
which he belongs (133). This contradictory dynamic is central to the article’s argument
that the protagonist's scientific rhetoric is used to conceal his need to preserve strict
social hierarchies. His refusal to psychologically, socially, and scientifically conform,
informs his downfall. Reisman, then, effectively establishes how Hugo’s contempt for
“small” beings reflects his negative approach to individuals he views as socially inferior
(133). This is seen in his dismissal of characters such as Fledge and Sidney whose
behaviors disrupt the structured order of Crook house.

Building from this foundation of scientific discourse and conflicted social
expectations, Reisman’s investigation shifts to focus on the areas of metamorphosis and
indeterminacy. Here, she is compelling in her analysis of the mold-coated
Phlegmosaurus Carbonesis, the dinosaur remains that undermine Hugo’s assumptions
about natural dominance and the hierarchy of humans. Covered by small "eukaryotic
organisms", the skeleton of the once powerful creature challenges Hugo’s belief that
size signifies significance (143). Reisman, then, demonstrates how this image parallels
Hugo’s own apparitions of decay — especially his dream of merging with the
decomposing house — which indicates the beginning of his unwilling shift in
perspective. These moments, as Reisman indicates, reveal how the grotesque becomes
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a form of psychological and biological destabilization that forces Hugo to encounter
alternative modes of power structures.

Shifting the analysis to the social grotesquery of other characters, Reisman
shows how Fledge’s identity transformation, from his new clothes, different behavior,
and an ability to function in any setting, threatens Hugo’s patriarchal and class authority
by exposing a flexibility that Hugo lacks. Likewise, Sidney’s refusal of traditional
courtship rituals, and the eventual discovery of his cannibalized remains, demonstrates
the fragility of the social structures and boundaries that Hugo depends on. Through
these two characters, Reisman argues that McGrath emphasizes how the supposed
“negligible forces”, whether organisms, insects, servants, or marginalized individuals,
disrupt the established systems of privilege (132). The grotesque, as presented in this
form, not only functions aesthetically, but also as a mechanism that dismantles social
hierarchies.

Finally, Reisman analyzes the garden scenes that conclude The Grotesque to
demonstrate how they represent a culmination of the novel’s social and ecological
concerns. The garden’s transition from a domesticated structure to an untamed space
becomes a literal depiction of the text’s grotesque logic. In this transformation,
boundaries dissolve, species intermingle, and the bot-fly, once despised and confined
by Hugo, is allowed to fly freely. Similarly, Hugo’s self-identification as “a grubby
little caterpillar” portrays his tentative acceptance of a more fluid and accepting
perspective (145). Reisman argues that his final vision of George, who ascends “ten or
twelve feet” into the air and emits a “silvery radiance”, represents a grotesque sublime,
a moment in which Hugo surrenders his hierarchical beliefs and imagines a world
governed by fusion and flexibility rather than rigid distinction (146).

In conclusion, Reisman argues that McGrath’s novel, when read through both a
grotesque and scientific Darwinian lens, offers an inclusive interrogation of the
structures that define human identity and social order. Her article makes a meaningful
contribution to the fields of literature and science by demonstrating how evolutionary
theory and ecological imagery shape Gothic narrative form. By tracing how seemingly
negligible forces destabilize the systems Hugo believes to be immutable, Reisman
highlights the novel’s argument that identity, like nature itself, is dynamic and always
shifting. Ultimately, this article enriches current discussions of how scientific
paradigms inform and influence literary representation, revealing McGrath’s The
Grotesque as a novel where biology, psychology, and narrative technique converge to
reimagine the relationship between power and adaptability.
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