
FIRSTYEAR SEMINAR: VICTORIAN MONSTERS AND MODERN MONSTROSITY

CULTURAL ANIMAGI ASSIGNMENT

“I wanted—it was the only thing I wanted—to find out the extreme limit 
of plasticity in a living shape.”

—Dr. Moreau, The Island of Dr. Moreau

For every group that calls one kind of behavior “deviant,” another terms it “normal” or accepted. In The Island of Dr. 
Moreau, we are asked to look through the eyes of Prendick—a man of leisure, a useless gentleman (“useless” in the 
sense that he can’t even make a raft; he’s that much removed from having skills that might have a kind of use-value). 
Through Prendick’s eyes, what Dr. Moreau has made of the animals on the island is definitely a deviant practice that 
has resulted in the establishment of a deviant society: vivisection to turn animals into humans is (at first) presented 
as horrific, and the resulting Beast Men construct a society that is neither human (they persist in living in dens) nor 
animal (they speak English). Thus, the Beast Men are true animagi: they are half-human, half-animal, able to exist in 
both realms and not fully a part of either.

In turn, the figure of the animagus in Dr. Moreau and elsewhere becomes a symbol of cultural potential as well as one 
of cultural regression. Unlike the vampire, the animagus might be seen as progressive rather than backward: after 
all, a half-human, half-animal creature might be the next level on the evolutionary scale. Of course, it might also be a 
creature that is taking steps in the other direction—moving away from civilization and its discontents and back into 
the pure, immediate desires and fears of creatures without memory or conscience. The important thing is this: an 
animagus is a symbol of change, of transformation. It is a symbol of pushing at the boundaries—as Dr. Moreau says above, 
he’s interested in seeing if he can find the “extreme limit of plasticity in a living shape.”

For this assignment, then, I’m asking you to write an assignment that is about change—specifically, that is about 
considering how deviance as an idea and as a practice initiates cultural change. The changes that get initiated as 
a result of deviance may be coded by a society as “bad” (polyamory, eyeball tattooing), or may be coded as “good” 
(again, polyamory, eyeball tattooing). This assignment isn’t interested in moral evaluations that come down on one 
side or the other when it comes to deviant practice. Instead, this assignment needs you to keep the good and the 
bad—and the in-between—in suspension, rubbing up against each other. Remember that this assignment is about 
change: you are to write change.

But how do you “write change”? And what in the heck are you supposed to write about that’s changing, anyway? 
Read on:

Here’s the good news: you already have a topic for your Cultural Animagi Assignment: it’s the topic that you 
researched for your Cultural Deviance Assignment. Woot woot! You don’t have to search around for a topic! Now, 
what you’ve researched thus far is how your topic is seen as “deviant,” culturally speaking—but this assignment 
wants you to turn the tables on that and re-see this topic as normal or accepted. In other words, you have to flip 
what you’ve already discovered and try to re-read your topic, to re-see it, as its opposite. 
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Now, that said, this assignment actually isn’t about binaries or oppositions. Instead, this assignment is about keeping 
“deviance” and “normal” in conversation with each other—about creating an animagus in language, a paper that is 
not-this and not-that.

I know; you’re still scratching your head (or you’ve wandered off to check your Facebook site or microwave a pizza). 
So let me be clearer. Here’s what I need to see in everyone’s Cultural Animagi Assignments:

1. With Dracula, The Island of Dr. Moreau, and your library research, you’ve been reading a number of different 
kinds of “documents”: newspaper articles, telegrams, journals, letters, ship’s logs, lost-and-found manuscripts, 
scholarly essays, and critical books. So the first thing I want you to do is to choose three of these forms to 
weave together into your Animagi paper. Your choices shouldn’t be random; form should follow function. How 
do you know which forms to choose? Well— 

2. Your paper should be about a “cultural animagus”—specifically, the symbolic representation of a figure that 
engages the “deviant” practice(s) you researched for your annotated bibliography. Even more specifically, I 
want you to write a paper that isn’t about the inside psychology of a specific character; instead you’re 
presenting a symbol, a larger cultural idea as expressed through a visual, bodily image. Ideally, your paper 
will grapple with the actual moment of change—when your animagus is betwixt and between, neither this nor 
that but both. In re-creating this symbol, you need to present it to your reader through three different texts: 
hence the three different forms. And note that none of these texts can be told through the eyes of the 
animagus symbol itself. At least one of these forms should be “objective” (a scholarly article, a newspaper 
piece), and at least one should be “subjective” (a letter, part of a journal). In addition, one of these forms should 
portray your animagus as “deviant,” another as “normal,” and the third as both-and (like Pendrick, who waffles 
between horror and fascination, rational acceptance and emotional outrage, this third pair of eyes should be 
“mixed” on how it views your creature); 

3. On the page, I want you to make sure that you “show” the intermixing of your genres by choosing different 
styles (fonts, formats) to fit the genres you’re using. It’s up to you whether your paper comes in three separate 
parts or if your paper toggles back and forth among all three kinds of documents; 

4. You are required to quote directly from all five of your annotated bibliography sources within the body of your 
Animagi paper; when you quote from these sources, make sure that you use MLA in-text citation style and that 
you execute that style correctly as well as include a Works Cited page (without annotations) at the end of your 
paper; and

5. You are also required to show exactly how your animagus is a symbol of an idea above and beyond what he 
or she (or it) is as a “character.” Specifically, as I said above, you need to make this paper about a cultural 
animagus—not an individual one. I should be able to understand exactly how your animagus is operating as a 
symbol of a larger cultural idea—and see how your paper is trying to represent the complexity of this symbolism.

Here’s more good news: in class, we’ll model this assignment by looking at plastic surgery and the way it functions, 
in the United States, as a symbol of the power of the animagi. We’ll discuss, as a class, how we would take this 
“culturally deviant” topic and turn it into this “normalizing” paper. Thus, you’ll have a concrete example to work 
from as you write your own Animagi Assignment.


