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Bodies Matter: The Aesthetics of Murder

ER 2
CERINEE SEEAE F P L

iF &

In the 1989 Batman, the Joker declaims: “I make art until someone dies, see? I am the world’s
first fully functioning homicidal artist.” Murder distastes. Even though spectacles of serial killings
are common in the crime genre, the association between art and atrocity is not. The oxymoron
“homicidal” and “artist” suggests an esoteric subject matter for some aestheticists. Diderot, Schiller,
Burke, and De Quincey suggest that the aesthetics of murder reconciles life and death, vulgarity and
artistry, the beauty and the sublime. But they neglect the body of victims, their kinesthetic
sensations—and the artistic compatibility of the murderer. Addressing that gap, this paper deals
with Erik Larson’s The Devil in the White City, a book that depicts H. H. Holmes, America’s first
serial killer. Some questions include: Can we consider Holmes an artist? If we can, we wonder how
we perceive the body movements of Holmes’ victims. Specifically I will emphasize how Larson’s
rhetorical and stylistic devices in describing the crime scene objectify what Schopenhauer considers

the knowledge of death and the nature of the human—the Will to Live.

Keywords: Erik Larson, Schopenhauer, Holmes, Kinesthetics, Murder
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