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Dedication 

 

to Shane 

 

They sat together in a window whose lattice lay back against the wall, and displayed, 

beyond the garden trees, and the wild green park, the valley of Gimmerton, with a long 

line of mist winding nearly to its top (for very soon after you pass the chapel, as you may 

have noticed, the sough that runs from the marshes joins a beck which follows the bend of 

the glen). Wuthering Heights rose above this silvery vapour; but our old house was 

invisible; it rather dips down on the other side. 

–Emily Brontë 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

and  

in memory of 

Harald Becker 

 

Once upon a time, when wishing still helped … 
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Supervisor:  Barry Brummett 

 

Through a study of Twilight literary texts, fangirls’ online discourse, and 

cinematic adaptations, I theorize the rhetorical dimensions of “neo-Victorian 

melodrama,” a pervasive mode of discourse in girl culture. These rhetorical functions 

include the validation of girls’ emotional lives, especially affective responses to coming-

of-age experiences. Through the confessional revelation of interiority, neo-Victorian 

melodrama promotes empathy and intimacy among girls and functions to critique 

restrictive constructions of contemporary girlhood, which has inherited Victorian 

discourses related to female youth. Theorizing these rhetorical dimensions helps advance 

an appreciation for girls’ rhetorical activities and their cultural preferences. These 

preferences have often been derided by ageist and sexist critiques of Twilight, a 

phenomenon initiated by Stephenie Meyer’s young adult vampire romance.  

In order to determine the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama in 

girl culture, I use generic rhetorical criticism. Specifically, Meyer’s Twilight Saga 

appeals to contemporary girls through melodramatic moments shared with Charlotte 

Brontë’s nineteenth-century Jane Eyre. Fangirls’ online discourse certifies this appeal 

while also demonstrating how melodrama qualifies girls’ own speech practices. Thus, 
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generic criticism is complemented by ethnographic approaches to fandom. In addition, a 

focus on narrating voiceover, a sound convention with a legacy in girls’ media, helps 

make sense of the Twilight cinematic adaptations’ translation of neo-Victorian 

melodrama from page to screen.  

The rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture are 

consistent with previous feminist theoretical insights related to the revelation of affect, 

intimacy, and personal experience for the purpose of community building. While feminist 

rhetoricians have addressed women’s rhetorical practices, they have not theorized girls to 

the same extent, nor have they used generic criticism to account for melodrama’s 

redemptive or progressive potential. Likewise, while scholars of literature, film, and 

media studies have advanced an appreciation for women’s preferences for melodrama, 

these feminist scholars generally have not treated girls’ preferences for the melodramatic 

mode. And while feminist critics in girls’ studies have theorized girls’ productive cultural 

contributions, as well as their complex reading and viewing strategies, such scholarship 

has not accounted for girls’ preferences for melodrama. My study at once builds on and 

remedies the gaps in this theoretical foundation.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Amid a flourishing, sweeping musical overture, imagine actors performing the 

following actions to discern what story they are depicting. Hint: these characteristics 

typify a female coming-of-age narrative that has achieved global popularity among 

contemporary audiences, especially girls in the West, at the beginning of the twenty-first 

century: 

1. Brown-haired/pale/well-read/mature-for-her-age adolescent female protagonist is 

rather bored with the routine/normalcy of her life and is  

2. introduced to the reader with the help of a mirror, which emphasizes her self-

perception of plainness and the (stoic) expression she usually wears in public 

while 

3. masking her private/internal angst, especially about awkward/tense/sudden 

encounters with 

4. the moody/misunderstood/wealthy male love interest, who is shrouded in some 

kind of mystery and who is hiding a dark secret. 

5. After a prolonged/confusing romantic pursuit that augments female protagonist’s 

anxiety,  

6. the couple professes love (amid lush, green topiary landscapes), but  
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7. soon after experiences disappointment due to one (or both) of the partner’s 

mistake/exposed secret/obstinacy, which result(s) in the relationship’s 

strain/dissolution and 

8. a long, physical separation, whereby female protagonist not only arranges 

alternate forms of social/economic security, but also 

9. garners the attention of a romantic rival who is the physical/intellectual/emotional 

opposite of original male love interest. 

10. Upon original male love interest’s experience with mortal danger/wounding, 

female protagonist (supernaturally) discerns his vulnerability and returns to him 

not only to resume romantic relationship, but also to 

11. save male love interest from his emotional/physical trauma, which may require an 

anxiety-inducing/heart-wrenching disentanglement from romantic rival, but  

12. ultimately results in an engagement/wedding/marriage between female 

protagonist and male love interest. 

American author Stephenie Meyer’s bestselling Twilight Saga (2005-2008)
 1

 might be the 

most obvious text that recalls these characteristics. Initially sustained by a readership 

comprised largely of female youth, the popularity of the young adult series and its 

                                                 
1 The four novels in the Twilight Saga proper include Twilight (2005), New Moon (2006), Eclipse (2007), 

and Breaking Dawn (2008). After the saga’s completion in 2008, Meyer published a novella, The Short 

Second Life of Bree Tanner: An Eclipse Novella (2010) to coincide with the film premier of The Twilight 

Saga: Eclipse (2010). The saga’s literary universe also includes an unpublished an incomplete manuscript, 

Midnight Sun, which is Twilight from Edward’s perspective. 

 



 3 

blockbuster films
2
 has reached phenomenal, worldwide proportions. Yet another beloved 

work is also relevant here: Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. Indeed, this 1847 novel and its 

many adaptations have proven ever popular among (young) female audiences for more 

than a century. Drawing the curtain to reveal a current scene in contemporary popular 

culture, I offer this Twilight-Jane Eyre connection as a starting point to illuminate a vital 

dimension of these texts’ appeal. Most importantly to my dissertation’s premise, the 

Twilight Saga and Jane Eyre share a narrative form common to Victorian melodrama, a 

pervasive mode of expression with roots in nineteenth-century theatre.  

While the Twilight Saga and Jane Eyre might be the obvious answers, many of 

my list’s formal attributes have informed texts in and since the nineteenth century. In 

fact, despite being a mode discourse so popular among the Victorians, melodrama is quite 

visible in today’s post-Twilight youth market. Following in Twilight’s wake, two trends 

recognize the appeal of melodramatic impulses articulated in Meyer’s saga. The first 

trend includes literary and cinematic translations of Charlotte and Emily Brontë novels 

aimed at (young) female audiences. The second trend relates to a recently minted 

subgenre in young adult fiction, the “paranormal romances” that are now crowding “YA” 

bookshelves. Especially prevalent in this subgenre, as well as in the dystopian Hunger 

Games trilogy, are echoes of Twilight’s famous girl-vampire-werewolf love triangle. In 

Meyer’s saga, this triangle involves a human girl’s romantic entanglement with a sparkly 

                                                 
2 Following the success of Catherine Hardwicke’s filmic adaptation of Twilight in 2008, the subsequent 

novels in the saga have been adapted for the screen; however, each film has a different director (and all are 

males following Hardwicke’s initial contribution): Chris Weitz’s The Twilight Saga: New Moon (2009), 

David Slade’s The Twilight Saga: Eclipse (2010), and Bill Condon’s The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn-

Part 1 (2011) and The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn-Part 2, which will premiere in November 2012. 
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vampire and his furry rival. In response to this conflict, many fangirls proclaim, “Team 

Edward!”, “Team Jacob!”, and even “Team Switzerland” (the latter a neutral, undecided 

position) to articulate their own preferences. I suggest that realizing how these production 

themes have come into being first requires an appreciation of Twilight’s influence in the 

cultural landscape. While the saga helped bring vampires and werewolves to a new 

generation of girls in the twenty-first century, Twilight’s connection with Victorian 

melodrama might be the more encompassing and extraordinary contribution. The saga’s 

melodramatic tendencies help us recognize a pervasive form of communication in 

popular culture and, more precisely, girl culture. 

The ongoing legacy of identifiably Victorian melodrama in contemporary pop 

culture is remarkable. Still, this legacy is not too shocking to discover in period dramas 

whose historical context is the nineteenth century. Recent BBC works, like Susanna 

White’s Jane Eyre (2006), owe much of their current popularity to high production 

values coupled with an extended timeframe afforded by the miniseries format. White’s 

Jane Eyre, for example, has the opportunity not only to depict many of the subplots in 

Brontë’s lengthy narrative,
3
 but also to wallow in the kind of melodramatic moments that 

need time to develop. In fact, Western popular culture is today experiencing something of 

a “period drama moment” with the help of Julian Fellowes’ original British ITV series 

airing on Masterpiece Theatre in the U.S. This show, the post-Edwardian Downton Abbey 

(2010; 2011; 2012), is another work with definite melodramatic tendencies and a visible 

                                                 
3 Jane Eyre is about an orphaned girl turned “poor, plain, little” governess turned beloved recipient of 

Edward Rochester’s affection. 
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girl following (Radsken). The ubiquity of Victorian-inspired melodrama calls for a more 

studied examination that considers why this mode of discourse remains relevant to 

contemporary audiences, especially twenty-first-century girls. 

Recognizing Victorian melodrama is not too difficult in texts set in the past, but 

the Twilight Saga is not a period drama. The young adult series is set in present-day 

Forks, Washington and the protagonist, Bella Swan, negotiates the fantastical 

possibilities of vampire romance amid the backdrop of a very real high-school setting. 

Realizing Charlotte Brontë’s particular impact on Meyer in the case of Twilight does 

seem to offer an initial rationale for intertextual influence. In an interview recalling her 

artistic inspirations, Meyer reveals Jane Eyre’s importance:  

I read it when I was nine […] and I’ve read it literally hundreds of times. I do 

think that there are elements of Edward in Edward Rochester and elements of 

Bella in Jane. Jane was someone I was close to as a child—we were good friends! 

I think in some ways she was more real to me than any other fictional heroine. 

(qtd. in Valby) 

But noting how and supposing why creators uphold a particular mode of literary 

discourse does not do enough to capture why melodrama is so popular for contemporary 

girl-audiences.  

How can this nineteenth-century melodramatic form be repeated over and over 

again—for centuries now—and still appeal to contemporary female youth? Surely, do 

girls today not have drastically different cultural exigencies? More than a century of 

strides made by feminist movements have changed the personal and professional options 

available for girls, especially those in the West. Yet in spite of cultural shifts since the 

nineteenth century, Victorian-inspired melodrama persists in mass-mediated texts that 
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enjoy vast appeal among female youth. This phenomenon becomes even more significant 

when we consider that girls today produce their own texts with definite melodramatic 

impulses. These girl-authored works offer even more insight into melodrama’s 

prevalence.  

Examining fangirls’ media productions as evidence of Twilight’s popularity and 

of girls’ rhetorical practices is part of the major work my dissertation offers (see Chapter 

5). Even so, one noticeable, generalizable trend helps foreground my inquiries. All over 

the web, but especially on the video-streaming site YouTube, girls go online to articulate 

their affective fascination with texts like Twilight—as well as period dramas like Jane 

Eyre and Downton Abbey. Over and over again, these videos juxtapose images of 

characters’ romantic yearning alongside modern-day songs that underscore those 

feelings. A few of these girl-made videos even offer mash-ups that mix and match sights 

and sounds from those three disparate texts. Most often, the moments these YouTube 

videos highlight are the ones that depict love gained and lost along with the emotional 

aftermath that directly follows those upheavals. Girls are thus making connections 

between texts like Twilight, Jane Eyre, and Downton Abbey on the very basis of affective 

melodramatic sensibilities.  

Furthermore, in the case of these YouTube videos, girls are responding with their 

own melodramatic discourse that encourages others’ feedback. These actions, facilitated 

by new media technologies, suggest something powerful about the appeal of melodrama 

and its role in some girls’ communication practices. When their discourse simultaneously 

responds to and exemplifies Victorian-inspired melodrama, girls use the mode as an 
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avenue for their own creative endeavors as fans. Melodramatic tendencies, however, also 

function as tools for making connections and enhancing intimacy, often between girls 

who are either fictional characters or online participants. Rhetorical functions related to 

the affective, imaginative, and community-building dimensions of melodrama require 

further exploration.  

A theory of melodrama’s prevalence in contemporary girl culture emerges from 

an exploration of the Twilight phenomenon, which includes the saga’s novels, cinematic 

adaptations, and fangirl-authored media productions. As such, my dissertation theorizes 

what I see as the neo-Victorian melodramatic impulse in popular girl culture. While I 

provide a more concrete definition of “neo-Victorian melodrama” shortly, I offer the term 

as a way of talking about discursive conventions that are identifiably connected to 

nineteenth-century melodrama. Specifically, I ask the following as my overarching 

research question:  

 What are the rhetorical functions of neo-Victorian melodrama in popular girl 

culture? 

Informed by this guiding research question, the following are more specific inquiries:  

 How does one recognize neo-Victorian melodramatic moments in a contemporary 

text that is not set in the nineteenth century? How does melodrama’s characteristic 

excess and exaggeration appeal to girl readers and viewers through the 

presentation of emotional extremes? 
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 What do melodramatic moments say about twenty-first-century coming-of-age 

girlhood through a dialogue with the Victorian past? How do these moments 

comment on nineteenth-century notions of girlhood? 

 Do girls cohere around the novels’ melodramatic moments in their own fan 

discourse? Are girls’ fan productions, then, illustrative of melodramatic 

discourse? How does melodrama impact or encourage community? 

 How are melodramatic moments translated in Twilight’s cinematic adaptations? 

Do the films uphold neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical functions to appeal to 

girl viewers? Do the cinematic works uphold or disrupt messages about girlhood 

available in the novels?  

 Overall, what and how does neo-Victorian melodrama permit (girl) speakers to 

communicate (about girlhood) and for what purposes and goals?  

Following these guiding inquiries, the remainder of this introductory chapter 

proceeds as follows: first, I offer definitions of key terms related to my questions. These 

definitions lead to a justification for a study of girl culture that is particular to Twilight 

and girl readers.
4
 Demonstrating how significant problems exist in some critiques of the 

saga shows how previous scholarship fails to address my question. My study is motivated 

by these scholarly oversights related to female youth and melodrama; these gaps, in fact, 

seem to have created a space for the recent, problematic sexist and ageist criticisms of 

girls’ cultural preferences for Twilight. Inspired to change this pattern, I then consider 

                                                 
4 Following Janet Staiger’s example, I use readers “interchangeably” with audiences, spectators, and 

viewers (3).  
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what studies in rhetoric have said about my topics, particularly melodrama and (female) 

youth. Recognizing how feminist rhetorical studies have failed to offer a theory of 

melodrama and girls’ rhetoric brings me to a recuperative theoretical and methodological 

stance that I advance in the following chapters. Finally, I conclude this introductory 

chapter by offering my thesis, which is followed by descriptions of the dissertation’s 

remaining chapters. 

DEFINITIONS 

Rhetoric 

 Articulating my approach to the rhetorical functions of neo-Victorian melodrama 

in popular girl culture first involves defining rhetoric, which reveals my theoretical 

orientation. Informed by critical cultural studies and feminist scholarship, the working 

definitions of rhetoric that I propose here are consistent with theories that disrupt the 

privileging of classical rhetoric. Sanctioned by Aristotle and still championed by some 

neo-Aristotelian critics, viewing rhetoric as the high and public art of persuasion is a 

much too limiting definition because it excludes other forms of discourse from the 

rhetorician’s purview. Popular culture includes a great variety of texts whose persuasive 

functions are sometimes less overt than, say, an elected official’s political speech. 

Engaging the rhetorical dimensions of popular novels, films, and fangirl-authored 

productions requires an approach to rhetoric that is not only more inclusive, but also 

more nuanced. 

Disrupting the idea that rhetoric is persuasive public speaking becomes a useful 

starting point for defining rhetoric. In the Rhetorical Dimensions of Popular Culture 
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(1991) Barry Brummett moves us away from seeing “rhetoric only as reasoned public 

discourse” (xiii). Brummett explains:  

A definition of rhetoric as reasoned argument, for instance, privileges the polite 

and orderly process of debate as ‘rhetoric,’ but construes protest demonstrations 

as only crude attempts at personal expression or coercion. Such a definition also 

privileges those people who have been trained in the ways of reasoned argument 

but disadvantages those whose political and symbolic resources are more 

nonverbal, imagistic, or physical. (xiii) 

 

Contrary to common uses of the term, Brummett sees “rhetoric as a dimension of culture 

rather than a kind of text” (xiii). Brummett’s perspective not only broadens a 

rhetorician’s scope, but also facilitates critiques that are social and political engagements 

with popular culture. Brummett specifies the working definition of rhetoric as “the social 

function that influences and manages meanings” (xiv).
5
 Concerned chiefly with issues of 

power, Brummett’s emphasis on symbolic function at the service of meaning making 

coincides with rhetorical theory that is expressly feminist in nature.  

Just as Brummett encourages critical engagements with popular culture to disrupt 

rhetoric’s exclusive connection to public address, feminist scholars have offered theories 

that work to similar ends. In Feminist Rhetorical Theories (1999), Karen A. Foss, Sonja 

K. Foss, and Cindy L. Griffin break away from the view that rhetoric is persuasion in 

search of truth. Also like Brummett, Foss et al. disrupt the conventional privileging of 

rhetoric as speech by white males in the public realm. Offering an inclusive 

characterization consistent with feminist practice, Foss et al. define rhetoric “as 

incorporating virtually any humanly created symbols from which audiences derive 

                                                 
5 In his textbook, Rhetoric in Popular Culture (1994), Brummett streamlines that definition of rhetoric as 

“the ways in which signs influence people” (4). 
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meaning” (6). Upholding the emphasis on signs’ function in Brummett’s definitions, Foss 

et al. go on to explain: “More recent perspectives assume that rhetoric constructs, through 

interaction, a shared understanding of the world, which is the closest individuals can 

come to truth” (6). Importantly, this perspective situates rhetoric as collaboration. Noting 

the exclusion of women’s communication practices in traditional or classical views of 

rhetoric, Foss et al. make a move in line with preceding feminist rhetorical scholars, 

especially Karlyn Kohrs Campbell. 

Since I am addressing girls’ rhetorical practices, Campbell’s foundational work 

helps define my approach to the rhetorical functions of melodrama in girl culture. In “The 

Rhetoric of Women’s Liberation: An Oxymoron” (1973), Campbell claims the rhetorical 

practices of second-wave feminists warrant unique critical treatment. According to 

Campbell, these women’s discourse is distinguished by substantive and stylistic features. 

Campbell then demonstrates how Lloyd Bitzer’s framework for approaching traditional 

rhetoric (exigence, audience, and constraint) cannot satisfactorily address the rhetoric of 

women’s liberation (“The Rhetoric” 85).
6
 Following Campbell, Foss et al. stake a claim 

for feminist rhetorical theory as distinct from classical, masculine-centric views of 

rhetoric. I take their definition’s emphasis on inclusion and meaning making as one of my 

primary definitions of rhetoric:  

any kind of human symbol use that functions in any realm—public, private, and 

anything in between. The rhetors we can study can be anyone—they need not 

hold certain positions or speak in particular fields in order to be worthy of our 

investigation. Our goal […] no longer is to learn how to persuade others; rather, 

                                                 
6 Campbell’s piece is significant because she intervenes in the field of rhetorical criticism by providing a 

foundation upon which other feminist scholars will build. 
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[our goal] is to understand how people construct the world in which they live and 

how those worlds make sense to them. (Foss et al. 7) 

 

Although both Campbell and Foss et al. focus on women in their scholarship, their 

perspectives pave the way for a study of rhetoric, girls, and popular culture. 

Rhetoric refers to the function of symbolic activities through which meaning is 

derived and struggled over (Brummett, Rhetorical); however, another way of using the 

term exists. In A Rhetoric of Style (2008), Brummett specifies how “a rhetoric” can be 

used in prescriptive ways. Brummett suggests “a rhetoric” denotes one— or all— of the 

following possible meanings: 1) a “guide for practice” with the purpose of “improved 

performance,” 2) “a theory of how persuasion works,” and 3) “a critical method of 

analysis” for “improved […] appreciation” (116).
7
 Working to understand how neo-

Victorian melodrama functions as a rhetoric of girl culture, my foundation is built on 

critical cultural studies and feminism’s contributions to rhetorical studies.  

                                                 
7 Brummett’s entire explanation is worth noting:  

A rhetoric can be a handbook or guide for practice. One might consult such a rhetoric to find out 

how to engage in persuasive or influential practices. Bookstore shelves are full of such rhetorics, 

offering the public advice on how to give speeches, construct business presentations, and so forth. 

The purpose of a rhetoric of practice is improved performance. Second, a rhetoric can be theory of 

how persuasion works, a systematic statement of the ways in which influence operates in 

particular circumstances. Clearly, a rhetorical theory can be closely interconnected with a guide to 

rhetorical practice, and in principle, a theory is always adaptable to practice even when the theory 

does not offer practical advice for implementation of principles. The purpose of a rhetorical theory 

is improved systematic understanding of how rhetoric in general works in the world. Third, a 

rhetoric can be a critical method of analysis. Techniques of noticing are systematically explained 

so that the reader may be empowered to see the workings of rhetoric in new ways. The purpose of 

a rhetorical critical method is improved focused understanding, or appreciation, of particular 

rhetorical events or of more importance, types of such events. Of course, a method for observing 

how rhetoric works easily turns into a theory or a handbook for practice or a guide for critique, so 

these three senses are not exclusive. (A Rhetoric 116) 
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Third-Wave Feminism 

My approach to rhetorical studies relies heavily on feminist thought; yet a 

“feminist approach” could imply a variety of perspectives. Throughout the last century, 

feminists have continuously defined and redefined their goals and perspectives. Today, 

no single definition of feminism exists: “Definitions of rhetoric are as abundant and 

varied as are definitions of feminism” (Foss et al. 6). Defining my particular third-wave 

feminist point-of-view helps situate my interest in the rhetorical functions of neo-

Victorian melodrama in popular girl culture.  

While I will expand on feminist critics’ contribution to rhetoric and melodrama 

studies in Chapter 2, articulating my feminist vision foregrounds a commitment to 

studying girl culture. In their important contribution, ManifestA: Young Women, 

Feminism, and the Future (2000), Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards distinguish 

third-wave feminists from their second-wave predecessors. Their definition guides my 

conception of feminism as an inclusive movement for equality enacted in day-to-day 

living: 

Feminism means that women have the right to enough information to make 

informed choices about their lives. And because women is an all-encompassing 

term that includes middle-class white women, rich black lesbians, and working-

class straight Asian women, an organic intertwining with movements for racial 

and economic equality, as well as gay rights, is inherent in the feminist mandate. 

Some sort of allegiance between women and men is also an important component 

of equality. […] The goals of feminism are carried out by everyday women 

themselves. (Baumgardner and Richards 56) 

 

Characteristic of the absence of girls in many articulations of feminism (Kearney, 

“Coalescing”), this particular passage does not recognize age as an equally important 
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category in the movement for equality. Still, Baumgardner and Richards do reclaim “girl” 

in one of their definitions of third-wave feminists:  

Girlies are girls in their twenties or thirties who are reacting to an antifeminine, 

antijoy emphasis that they perceive as the legacy of Second Wave seriousness. 

Girlies have reclaimed girl culture, which is made up of such formerly disparaged 

girl things as knitting, the color pink, nail polish, and fun. (80)  

 

Third-wave feminism’s recovery of the word “girl” and the uses of popular culture are 

vital to taking seriously a phenomenon like Twilight. Additionally, Baumgardner and 

Richards’s recognition of generational differences as a site of tension is another step 

toward validating the preferences of young females whose choices may conflict with 

more established forms of feminism. 

Importantly, as a third-wave feminist I acknowledge age and experience as 

categories necessary to a consideration of the socially constructed and unstable notion of 

gender. I also recognize youth as a group that need affirmation in feminist projects—

scholarly and otherwise. As Mary Celeste Kearney reveals, until the last decade of the 

twentieth century, girls were ignored and marginalized in feminist movements. Likewise, 

research in women’s studies formerly privileged the interests of adult women 

(“Coalescing”). Kearney advocates for including girls in feminist projects, a practice her 

own academic work exemplifies (see Girls Make Media). Relating the recent shift toward 

including girls, in part, to poststructuralist thought, Kearney notes: “The viability of 

contemporary Girls’ Studies owes a great debt to previous feminist scholars and activists, 

particularly those who challenged hegemonic feminism by foregrounding multiple 

components of identity and demanding more attention to diversity” (“Coalescing” 13). 
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Influenced by Kearney, my third-wave perspective is committed to an inclusive notion of 

feminism that actively recognizes and even collaborates with girls. Appreciating some 

girls’ preferences for neo-Victorian melodrama is part of this feminist project. 

Neo-Victorian 

Seeing through a rhetorician’s lens has encouraged me to identify how neo-

Victorianism is defined in relation to its rhetorical functions. Remembering my 

introductory list of narrative form related to the Twilight-Jane Eyre connection, which 

begins this chapter, actually helps define neo-Victorianism. In this case, examining the 

contemporary saga in light of its Victorian predecessor illuminates our understanding of 

both the past and the present. This supposition illustrates what scholars have recognized 

when they define neo-Victorianism, an area of study that acknowledges “our continued 

indebtedness to the nineteenth century, for good or ill” (Llewellyn, “What is” 165). The 

meaning-making dialogue between the past and present offers a basis for defining what I 

term, “neo-Victorian melodrama.” In order to define “neo-Victorian melodrama” as I will 

theorize it in relation to girl culture, detailed definitions of “neo-Victorian,” 

“melodrama,” and “Victorian melodrama” are necessary. 

A simple definition of neo-Victorianism might be “new-Victorianism,” or 

emanations of (specifically British) Victorian life and cultural artifacts from the years 

spanning 1837-1901 made anew in the twenty-first-century present. The Victorian era is 

an epoch that negotiated the extremes of stability and change: Victoria’s long, long reign, 

family-oriented personal life, and empire building fostered feelings of permanence. After 

all, the sun never set on the British Empire. Yet Industrialization, which transformed the 
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landscape of the British Isles and forced the workforce into city centers, shifting gender 

roles epitomized by the Woman Question, and the radical theories of Charles Darwin, 

Sigmund Freud, and Karl Marx all disrupted life as British subjects (and the rest of the 

West) had known it. As the century neared its end, anxieties about change were only 

intensified as the unknown of a new century loomed.  

Neo-Victorian texts, then, continue to negotiate these and other Victorian 

legacies, especially attitudes toward girlhood. This notion of transformative conversation 

is one that pervades scholars’ articulations of neo-Victorianism. Rohan McWilliam 

suggests neo-Victorianism might be called “the study of post-1901 Victorianism or 

Victorian afterlives” (“Victorian 106). He goes on to explain how a 2009 academic 

conference theme produced papers revealing how “Nineteenth-century attitudes […] 

emerged as dynamic strategies for dealing with the present and the future. The Victorian 

relationship to history was, in an odd sort of way, not backward looking” (“Victorian” 

106). A similar way of understanding neo-Victorianism is through Mark Llewellyn’s 

description, “creative dialogues with the past” (165). Both McWilliam’s and Llewellyn’s 

perspectives inform how I approach neo-Victorian melodrama as a strategy for critiquing 

contemporary and nineteenth-century social constructions of girlhood.  

Now that the dialogic neo-Victorian perspective is apparent, what exactly is a 

neo-Victorian text? In the article “What is Neo-Victorian Studies?” (2008), Llewellyn 

works to establish theoretical and methodological exigencies facing the new 

“multidisciplinary” field. Llewellyn defines “neo-Victorian fiction” as  
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those works which are consciously set in the Victorian period [...] or the 

nineteenth century […], or which desire to re-write the historical narrative of that 

period by representing marginalized voices, new histories of sexuality, post-

colonial viewpoints and other generally ‘different’ versions of Victorian. (“What 

is” 165) 

As a result, Llewellyn finds: “neo-Victorianism has the potential to help us think through 

the ways we teach, research, and publish on the Victorians themselves” (165). These 

political consequences offer an important rationale for why neo-Victorianism has gained 

traction in the last decade (McWilliam, “Victorian” 106).
8
  

A neo-Victorian fictional text is, following Llewellyn, a contemporary work: not 

only literature, but also film, television, and other visual arts. This contemporary text is 

either an explicit adaptation of a Victorian text or an original work that offers visions of 

Victorian life and calls upon nineteenth-century artistic and discursive conventions. And 

yet Twilight’s neo-Victorian tendencies are not made obvious through such a contextual 

historical association. Instead, I argue the Twilight Saga’s neo-Victorianism is apparent 

through melodramatic impulses shared with Jane Eyre. Thus, I also classify works with a 

post-1901 context as illustrative of neo-Victorianism when they draw heavily upon 

identifiably Victorian artistic or discursive conventions. Still, saying something is 

“identifiably Victorian” is problematic if left unqualified. As Ann Heilmann and Mark 

Llewellyn caution in Neo-Victorianism: The Victorians in the Twenty-First Century, 

1999-2009 (2010), “Victorian literature unites its readers, now as then. But […] there is a 

                                                 
8 Recent scholarly interventions have established the field of neo-Victorian studies, especially through the 

creation of an academic journal of that name in 2008. Indeed, the study of “Victorian afterlives” has 

experienced a special resurgence. This is not to say, however, that the twenty-first century is experiencing a 

brand-new interest in Victorian culture. As Rohan McWilliam affirms, “the Victorians never went away” 

(“Victorian” 107).  
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danger in generalizations about what ‘the Victorian novel’ is, and what we think it should 

be” (2). Following this caution, I argue for identifying neo-Victorian affiliation through 

conventions that are specific to a particular genre or mode (like melodrama) or even a 

single text (like Jane Eyre). Such a process works to avoid blanket generalizations about 

Victorians and the nineteenth century. 

Melodrama 

Prior to a definition of “Victorian melodrama,” which links the mode of discourse 

to the nineteenth century, I will first define melodrama’s typical characteristics. 

Fundamentally, as Peter Brooks’ seminal work The Melodramatic Imagination (1976) 

explains, “melodrama at heart represents the theatrical impulse itself: the impulse toward 

dramatization, heightening, expressing, acting out” (xv). In short, melodrama is marked 

by “excess and overstatement” (Brooks xi). Meaning “a drama accompanied by music” 

(Brooks 14), melodrama gives credence to the mundane realities of everyday life. As 

Brooks announces in his 1995 preface, 

the melodramas that matter most convince us that the dramaturgy of excess and 

overstatement corresponds to and evokes confrontations and choices that are of 

heightened importance, because in them we put our lives—however trivial and 

constricted—on the line. (ix) 

 

Thus, despite its initial connection to the stage and to music, from the nineteenth century 

on melodrama has informed a variety of mediums because of the mode’s powerful 

capacity to address lived experiences. And yet, a proscenium stage accompanied by an 

orchestra and a live audience is not the literal experience of many contemporary 

melodramatic engagements. Nevertheless, the underlying emphasis on expressive, lyrical, 
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and interactive performance remains quite pertinent in contemporary melodramatic 

experiences. 

For a primary definition of melodrama, I turn to Brooks in part because his 

explanations (along with Michael R. Booth’s) have had so much traction in melodrama 

studies. Throughout the last quarter of the twentieth century and beyond, scholars have 

drawn on Brooks whether they are addressing film, literature, or televised soap operas. 

With expressive passion and without apology, Brooks recuperates the fundamental 

characteristics of melodrama that remain so important to my study of girl culture. 

Acknowledging melodrama’s “bad reputation” among critics, Brooks explains:  

The connotations of the word are probably similar for us all. They include: the 

indulgence of strong emotionalism; moral polarization and schematization; 

extreme states of being, situations, actions; overt villainy, persecution of the good, 

and final reward of virtue; inflated and extravagant expression; dark plottings , 

suspense, breathtaking peripety. (11-12) 

 

These vivid qualities speak to melodrama’s affective and moralistic functions still present 

in popular (girl) culture today.  

A final typical characteristic of melodrama relates to the mode’s assumption of 

other popular discourses, like the Bildungsroman, the romance, the European folk-fairy 

tale, and the Gothic supernatural (Booth 152; Brooks 31; McWilliam, “Melodrama” 56). 

These are present in my introductory list, especially when one thinks of Twilight as a 

female Bildungsroman, or coming-of-age novel. The saga’s teen protagonist Bella 

Swan’s domestic dreariness is brought into relief by the romantic possibilities presented 

by a sparkly vampire, Edward Cullen, akin to Cinderella’s prince. As Sandra M. Gilbert 

suggests, Jane Eyre’s sustained popularity might be likewise rooted in a female 
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protagonist’s passionate romantic yearnings accentuated by folkloric associations (357).
9
 

Satisfactorily understanding melodrama, especially as an inclusive mode of expression 

with “sponge”-like qualities (McWilliam, “Melodrama” 56), involves a retreat to the 

nineteenth century. 

Victorian Melodrama 

The generic qualities of melodrama are a useful starting point; however, I want to 

suggest that the kind of melodrama visible in contemporary girl culture reflects the 

mode’s Victorian roots. Yet even the term “Victorian melodrama” is problematic because 

Victorian melodrama did not simply emerge within the years 1837-1901, nor did it stay 

the same throughout that era, nor did it go away upon Queen Victoria’s death. 

Nevertheless, conceptualizing Victorian melodrama as a mode conversant with its 

nineteenth-century culture  helps illustrate distinguishing qualities. These include 

musicality, heightened expression, emotional states, and sensational affect. Ultimately, 

the problems of defining a single “Victorian melodrama” lead me to a methodological 

argument about recognizing melodramatic impulses in a particular nineteenth-century 

text (like Jane Eyre) to theorize neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture (see Chapter 3). 

While Victorian melodrama is well known for reveling in the excess of affect and 

the black-and-white articulation of good and evil, the mode is also inherently connected 

                                                 
9 “That Jane Eyre introduced audiences to the ‘wild declarations’ and egalitarian strivings of an 

unprecedentedly passionate heroine certainly explains why the novel has always had a special appeal for 

women, who tend to identify—and want to identify—with this compelling narrator’s powerful voice […] 

To be sure, Bronte was working with plots familiar to many of her readers, who would have known, among 

other significant precursors, the Cinderella story Samuel Richardson told in Pamela and the Bluebeard tale 

of Anne Radcliffe's Mysteries of Udolpho. But the author's genius in Jane Eyre consisted in the fervor with 

which she defamiliarized such received plots by putting them together in a new way.” (Gilbert 357) 
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to music (Brooks 14; Booth 151). Brooks explains how this continues to be relevant to 

nineteenth-century fiction: “Even though the novel has no literal music, this connotation 

of the term melodrama remains relevant. The emotional drama needs the desemanticized 

language of music, its evocation of the ‘ineffable,’ its tones and register” (14). As I show 

in Chapter 4, the prominence of sound—through the musicality of spoken dialogue or an 

accompanying soundtrack or score—is a distinguishing aspect of neo-Victorian 

melodrama in girl culture, even in Meyer’s literary saga.  

Subsequent scholars have used Brooks’s work to qualify melodrama as a mode of 

discourse somewhat disarticulated from the nineteenth century and the Victorians (see 

Chapter 2 for an overview of this theoretical development in literary and film studies). 

Still, Brooks does build his theory on the nineteenth-century’s inheritance of a preceding 

“historical context”:  

The origins of melodrama can be accurately located within the context of the 

French Revolution and its aftermath. This is the epistemological moment which it 

illustrates and to which it contributes: the moment that symbolically, and really, 

marks the final liquidation of the traditional Sacred and its representative 

institutions (Church and Monarch), the shattering of the myth of Christendom, the 

dissolution of an organic and hierarchically cohesive society, and the invalidation 

of the literary forms—tragedy, comedy of manners—that depended on such a 

society. (14-15) 

French melodrama’s response to the crisis of social disintegration begins to explain why 

the melodramatic mode, is “a peculiarly modern form” (Brooks 14). As a reactionary 

mode, melodrama celebrates rigid delineations of good and evil and continues to appeal 

strongly in moments of institutional and social chaos.  
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The melodramatic mode indeed found its voice in theatre, but fiction followed. 

Deriving his theory of the melodramatic mode as describing an aesthetic connected to the 

imagination, Brooks draws on the works of French writer Honoré de Balzac (1799-1850) 

and American-born English writer Henry James (1843-1916). Brooks notes how stage 

melodrama infected the novel, an emerging literary form in the nineteenth century:  

In considering melodrama, we are in a sense talking about a form of theatricality 

which will underlie novelistic efforts at representation—which will provide a 

model for the making of meaning in fictional dramatizations of existence. The 

nineteenth-century novel needs such theatricality […] to get its meaning across, to 

invest in its renderings of life a sense of memorability and significance. With the 

rise of the novel and of melodrama, we find the entry into literature a new moral 

and aesthetic category, that of the “interesting.” (13) 

Brooks’s statement speaks to the melodrama’s rhetorical capacity. In a sense, through 

heightened dramatization, melodrama offers fiction a rhetoric for communicating about 

everyday life. But Brooks makes an important distinction:  

I am not making an argument for the direct influence of melodrama proper on 

novelists like Balzac and James (though this influence is in fact discernible), I am 

rather suggesting that perception of the melodramatic in their work can usefully 

be grounded and extended through reference to melodrama. (20) 

Aligning with Brooks’s perspective, I acknowledge but do not necessarily rely on 

authorial influence when appreciating how neo-Victorian melodrama operates in girl 

culture. 

Establishing the basis for the “drama of the ordinary” (13), Brooks recuperates 

melodrama as a mode that validates the emotional gravity of everyday experiences. This 

will be fundamental premise on which I stake my claims about melodrama’s function in 

girl culture. Furthermore, Brooks’s chapter-length discussion of 1830s French stage 

melodrama’s “aesthetics of astonishment” provides helpful tools for the identification of 
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theatrical melodramatic qualities in subsequent nineteenth-century texts. In particular, 

Brooks’s outline of a play’s melodramatic narrative structure includes the presentation of 

good as innocence, the intrusion of evil’s violation that drives the plot, and the conclusion 

restores innocence and punishes evil (24-55).  

Brooks recognizes nineteenth-century melodrama’s pre-Victorian, French roots, 

which pervaded subsequent Victorian theatrical productions and fiction. As a scholar of 

the Victorian stage, Booth melodrama in the context of English theater-goers’ preferences 

during Queen Victoria’s reign:  

The serious drama that did satisfy the taste of the time, whether of the pit and the 

box audience of the patent theatres, the new theatres of the East End and the 

Surrey side of the Thames, or the touring portable theatres and the provincial 

Theatres Royal was melodrama. Melodrama contains every possible ingredient of 

popular appeal: strong emotion, both pathetic and potentially tragic, low comedy, 

romantic colouring, remarkable events in an exciting and suspenseful plot, 

physical sensations, sharply delineated stock characters, domestic sentiment, 

domestic settings and domestic life, love, joy, suffering, morality, the reward of 

virtue and the punishment of vice. (150-51)
10

 

Going on to note how the melodramatic theatrical form permeated Victorian novels, 

Booth recognizes melodrama’s “sense of immediate contemporaneity” despite the 

historical or geographical context of the particular play (151). This immediacy spoke 

                                                 
10 In his discussion of melodrama’s connection to sensation novels, McWilliam offers a concise illustration 

of melodrama’s popularity:  

Theater in the nineteenth century was a genuinely popular form, enjoyed by all classes from 

Queen Victoria down to the working classes of London’s East End, who flocked to the Britannia 

Theatre, Hoxton. It was, however, the taste of the latter that really shaped drama in the first half of 

the century, and what it loved was “melodrama.” Most plays conformed to the conventions of 

melodramatic performance with its blood and thunder, heightened emotions, moustache-twirling 

villains, swashbuckling heroes, comic rural yokels, romantic brigands, and victimized heroines. 

(“Melodrama” 54) 
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profoundly to audiences, particularly those in the working class seeking an escape from 

the often dreary, harsh reality of that life (151).
11

 

Like Brooks, Booth observes formulaic conventions of the melodrama. By the 

beginning of Victoria’s reign in 1837, Booth argues that melodrama had established six 

character-types: “hero, heroine, villain, comic man, comic woman, good old man and 

good old woman” (153-54). Audiences could also rely on certain tropes: “high-flown 

rhetoric and the physical thrills of fire, explosion, shipwreck and earthquake” (154). 

Shocking, startling, and sensational sounds accompanied these reliable features, 

enhancing the melodramatic mood and furthering the play’s predictability. For example, 

certain musical signatures were often played each time a character entered and exited the 

stage: dark, ominous tones for the villain or bright, sweet notes for the heroine. These 

musical cues encouraged affective audience reactions, from cheers and jeers to sobs 

(Booth 151-52; McWilliam, “Melodrama” 56). Music and other sounds’ abilities to 

enhance and to illicit melodramatic impulses—on the stage and in the audience— 

remains a vital part of the mode’s function in girl culture. 

Yet all Victorian stage melodramas were not identical nor was melodrama 

confined to the playhouse. On the stage, variations in subgenre existed, which is why 

essentializing “nineteenth-century melodrama” and “Victorian melodrama” as a 

homogeneous genre becomes problematic. Certain types (like the “Gothic drama,” 

“nautical drama,” and the “sensation drama”) had visibility at different moments 

                                                 
11 According to Booth, “Every Victorian play bearing the name of ‘drama’ is a melodrama of one kind or 

another, in four acts, perhaps, instead of two or three” (154-55).  
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throughout the nineteenth century (Booth 151-54). As a result, I suggest identifying 

melodramatic impulses in a particular nineteenth-century text (or texts) and using that 

basis to argue for the neo-Victorian affiliation of a more contemporary work, which 

either consciously or unconsciously responds to the predecessor(s).  

Echoing Booth, McWilliam identifies the stock characters and distinctive tropes 

that occupied stage melodramas. McWilliam, however, details how melodrama made its 

way into the sensation novels of the latter half of the nineteenth century. These often 

woman-authored texts dramatize the life of female characters (who might be the 

protagonists and the villains) and enjoyed large female readerships. Popular sensation 

novels like Mrs. Henry Wood’s East Lynne (1861) and Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady 

Audley’s Secret (1862) were transformed swiftly into stage melodramas that enjoyed 

incredible appeal among Victorian audiences (McWilliam, “Melodrama” 54). Indeed, 

East Lynne’s impact was profound: “The meaning of East Lynne is contained in the 

emotional life and suffering of Lady Isabel. The suffering heroine is a melodramatic 

archetype, necessary to the functioning of the whole genre” (Booth 160). Without a 

doubt, the Twilight Saga’s Bella Swan reflects this archetype (see Chapter 4). 

The important connection between melodrama and sensation novels remains 

pertinent to this day, especially in literary girl culture. Indeed, the very melodramatic 

impulses present in works like Twilight bespeak the kind of affective reading 

experiences—crying in particular—that Victorian readers enacted, read about in 

sensation fiction, and witnessed on the stage. Likewise, the dialogic exchange between 

mediums is most contemporary:  
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Victorians were as likely to encounter sensation fiction on the stage as on the 

printed page. Popular novels frequently provide stories that were immediately 

purloined for the theater. Just as modern bestsellers frequently generate film 

adaptations, the Victorian stage abounded with Lady Audleys, Aurora Floyds, and 

women in white. But the relationship with the stage went both ways. (McWilliam, 

“Melodrama” 54)  

One of the most fascinating qualities of nineteenth-century melodrama is the manner in 

which it traveled from the stage to the page to the stage— and back again. In other words, 

theatrical forms influenced literature, especially the novel, and melodramatic stage forms 

often became the vehicle for literary texts in adaptation (McWilliam “Melodrama” 54). 

Furthermore, the female characters McWilliam references were (and still are) salacious 

for their experimentation with subversive activities outside society’s rules and 

expectations; indeed, the representation of social taboos, like bigamy and infidelity, is 

another astonishing and ever-appealing feature of melodrama. 

Finally, understanding melodrama as a “mode,” rather than “genre” has important 

consequences for a study of girl culture. Brooks defines “melodrama as a mode of 

conception and expression, as a certain fictional system for making sense of experience, 

as a semantic field of force” (xvii). Likewise, in Melodramatic Tactics: Theatricalized 

Dissent in the English Marketplace, 1800-1885 (1995), Elaine Hadley justifies the term 

“mode” to articulate melodrama’s pervasiveness in nineteenth-century culture, offering a 

definition:  

Melodrama’s familial narratives of dispersal and reunion, its emphatically visual 

renderings of bodily torture and criminal conduct, its atmospheric menace and 

providential plotting, its expressions of highly charged emotion, and its tendency 

to personify absolutes like good and evil were represented in a wide variety of 

social settings, not just on the stage. (3) 
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My use of the term “mode” to qualify melodrama is thus a choice informed by both 

Brooks’s and Hadley’s scholarship (as well as Christine Gledhill and Linda Williams’ 

work, which I detail in Chapter 2). After all, “mode” connotes a discursive recurrence 

across mediums and is more inclusive, encompassing considerations of “genre” and 

“form.” I will continue to expand on the significance of “mode” rather than “genre,” 

especially in Chapter 2 when I consider how feminist literary, film, and media studies 

critics have conceptualized melodrama. 

Noting themes and formal strategies characteristic of melodramatic impulses that 

happen to be prevalent in popular girl culture today, Brooks’s and Hadley’s explanations 

contain an inherent concern for melodrama’s powerful rhetorical impact. Nevertheless, 

while Brooks and Hadley both identify similar features, Hadley sees her historically 

grounded perspective as distinct from Brooks’s “psychoanalytic” effort. She (perhaps 

over-determinedly) claims, “[Brooks] locates melodrama within the psyche of the 

individual” (Hadley 9). My approach to melodrama falls somewhat in between Brooks’ 

and Hadley’s perspectives. I am working to see how melodrama rhetorically makes sense 

of girlhood by delineating rhetorical devices, like music, sensational affect (like crying), 

and exaggerated suffering, which articulate girls’ interiority and intensity of feeling. 

These inquiries are also grounded in a concern for what they say about coming-of-age 

girlhood in particular historical moments, the nineteenth century and the twenty-first 

century.  
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Neo-Victorian Melodrama 

Based on explanations of neo-Victorianism and Victorian melodrama, I can now 

offer a preliminary definition of neo-Victorian melodrama as a mode of discourse 

inheriting and conversing with a nineteenth-century legacy. Forthcoming chapters 

continue to develop this initial definition because my methodological approach, rhetorical 

generic criticism, demands that neo-Victorian melodrama is best classified through its 

rhetorical outcomes for a particular community (see Chapter 3). While I explicitly 

preview neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions in girl culture at the end of this 

introduction, here I note key conventions and their functions, which signal neo-Victorian 

melodrama. 

Neo-Victorian melodrama is marked by moralizing themes similar but not always 

identical to Victorian-era messages about what constitutes good and bad. Further, the 

extreme representations of virtue and evil, along with life and death, respond to everyday 

exigencies facing particular audiences, which, in my study’s case are twenty-first-century 

girls. Musicality and exaggerations, inheritances from Victorian predecessors, are 

conventions that, through excess, heighten the sensational and affective experiences of 

fictional characters, audiences, and speakers alike. Highlighting the importance of music 

in particular helps us recognize what other scholars have observed about the prominence 

of a medium with particular resonance for youth (Lincoln). Similarly, realizing why 

exaggeration remains a pertinent method of communication among youth gives credence 

to an expression adults in the West often criticize with clichés like, “You’re just being 

melodramatic.”  
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Furthermore, neo-Victorian melodrama articulates similar kinds of astonishing 

conflicts, especially domestic strife and social taboos, which Victorian audiences craved. 

Also vital to neo-Victorian melodrama in contemporary girl culture is the representation 

of a coming-of-age female character’s (or rhetor’s) emotional life, which often involves 

extreme suffering. Finally, the neo-Victorian melodramatic mode is distinguished by the 

way it travels between and is translated among a variety of genres and mediums. While 

Victorian melodrama traveled between page and stage, neo-Victorian melodrama 

originating in fiction finds voice in not only cinematic adaptations, but also girl-authored 

texts distributed via social media. 

These descriptions function as a starting definition for neo-Victorian melodrama. 

My first case study examines Jane Eyre and the Twilight Saga on the basis of shared 

melodramatic moments. In that chapter, I examine how neo-Victorian melodrama 

sometimes revels in shades of gray that exist in between the polarized, black-and-white 

extremes of good and evil. While Victorian melodramatic stage varieties are certainly 

characterized by external expression, I find that neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture 

does retain this externality, but also emphasizes interior drama to a significant degree. 

Given the Twilight-Jane Eyre connection, I argue that neo-Victorian melodrama 

is best realized (initially at least) through a contemporary text’s explicit, although not 

necessarily intentional, connection to a Victorian predecessor. The field of neo-Victorian 

studies encourages this kind of understanding; Llewellyn suggests: “as the neo-Victorian 

text writes back to something in the nineteenth century, it does so in a manner that often 

aims to re-fresh and revitalise the importance of that earlier text to the here and now” 
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(171). His explanation offers a concrete starting point when framing a concern for 

Victorian melodrama (and Jane Eyre) as the specific “something” to which contemporary 

rhetors are writing back, especially in popular girl culture. (See Chapter 3 for a more 

detailed discussion of this method.) 

Girl 

Discourses of coming-of-age girlhood with profoundly melodramatic tendencies 

that harken back to the Victorian era represent sites of rhetorical possibilities, especially 

for girls. In short, I define “girls” broadly as “younger females in the culture,” whether 

they are pre-school age, pre-adolescents, teenagers (Inness 3), or even young adults 

whose coming-of-age experiences speak to adolescence (Driscoll 6). To be sure, girl 

audiences and fans
12

 are not the only ones cohering around Twilight. Nevertheless, even 

with a visible adult-female fandom evidenced by websites like TwilightMoms.com, 

Twilight’s initial fan-base was and remains largely comprised of female youth, 

particularly tweens and teens. In the following case studies, I suggest this audience is 

called forth by Meyer’s literary series and Twilight (2008), the cinematic adaptation of 

her first novel.
13

 

                                                 
12 The concepts of “audiences” and “fans” are not interchangeable as Henry Jenkins explains: “a person is a 

fan ‘not by being a regular viewer of a particular program but by translating that viewing into some type of 

cultural activity, by sharing feelings and thoughts about the program content with friends, by joining a 

community of other fans who share common interests’” (Staiger 95). 

 
13 Marketed as a literary series for young adults, the Twilight Saga no doubt enjoys a definite girl 

readership (including younger girls, tweens, and teenagers); however, followers of the series include many 

adult women readers, as evidenced through such Web sites as TwilightMOMS.com (Click et al. 137). Both 

impressive book sales and the visible online presence of non-US girls and women on fansites corroborate 

the global appeal of a series that takes place in the Pacific Northwest region of the United States. Moreover, 

the worldwide popularity of the films demonstrates how the Twilight texts enjoy a much broader audience 

(inclusive of males [Barnes]). These diverse interests are beyond the scope of this article, which is 
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A perspective that defines “girl” as a socially contested discursive category 

related to female youth in particular historical moments is informed by feminist cultural 

studies’ contributions to the study of girl culture. Before I define “girl culture,” I will 

explore how scholars have struggled to nail down a definition for “girl.” As Sherrie A. 

Inness notes, girl “is a vexing term to describe because its boundaries are ill-defined. 

What makes up a ‘girl’ in the first place is not something that people agree upon” (3). 

Anita Harris echoes this predicament:  

The question of who a girl is, that is, how she comes into our purview as a girl, 

has become part of the work of girls’ studies itself. Even the issue of how old a 

“girl” is—previously a fairly simplistic categorization of female between the ages 

of approximately 12 and 20—has been complicated by both the “tweenies” 

phenomenon and the “Girlie” movement, which together “girlify” 7 year olds in 

midriff tops and 40 year olds with Hello Kitty barrettes. (xx) 

Claudia Mitchell and Jacqueline Reid-Walsh encourage similar questions related to age 

and social construction:  

To begin thinking about what a girl is we initially have to think about issues of 

age, and a number of questions need to be posed. How old is a girl? How has the 

age range defining girlhood changed over time in Western culture? What 

implications do earlier ideas of girls and girlhood have on our view? What 

delimits girlhood? Is it age or the preclusion of identity? (2008: xxiv) 

Driscoll raises similar concerns, initially concluding:  

While it seems every woman has been a girl and every female child is one, it is 

not clear what this means given, for example, the differences between my own 

and my grandmother’s ideas of what a girl is, or given the necessity and 

importance of mediation between us of what girlhood means. (2) 

                                                                                                                                                 
concerned with the appeal of the melodramatic mode in girl culture. For reception studies of Twilight 

readers, see the recent edited collection, Click et al., Bitten by Twilight (2010), which includes explorations 

of fan preferences for romance (Behm-Morawitz et al.), as well as Norway-based Twilight fandom (Bore 

and Williams). 
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These scholars demonstrate how beginning with a broad approach to the query “who is a 

girl?” is a strategy that encourages the room to add definitional borders.  

My primary definition of “girl” draws heavily on the perspective provided by 

Inness, who advocates for an approach inclusive of “younger females in the culture,” 

whether they are pre-school age or teenagers (3). In this view, the markers of girlhood, 

which spans “a wide range of age groups,” include the following in common: “relatively 

little social power; they cannot vote; they are typically dependent on their parents; they 

form a culture where certain rules about what is acceptable behavior for girls are 

reinforced whether a girl is seven or seventeen” (3). While Inness suggests the teenage 

years as a loose border for girls’ age span (3), I would add that this is a permeable border. 

The late teenage years and early twenties in the West often mark a transitional period 

defined by financial and other kinds of dependencies that prolong adolescence, a 

phenomenon illustrated by HBO’s television show Girls (2012), a coming-of-age 

narrative featuring twenty-something females in New York City.  

Driscoll’s theory of “feminine adolescence” also informs my definition of “girl,” 

especially when the category is articulated as a transitional state, evident in coming-of-

age narratives like Twilight and Jane Eyre. As stories depicting female characters’ 

development, especially toward the expectation of some ideal of adult womanhood, 

female coming-of-age narratives are, then, examples of discursive constructions of 

girlhood as a particular kind of becoming process. The legacy of girlhood’s association 

with transitional states coincides with Driscoll’s articulation of “feminine adolescence.” 
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Differentiating her term from “‘female adolescence’ (which is predominantly a discourse 

on puberty)” (6), Driscoll offers an important clarification:  

the girls I call ‘adolescent’ here are not necessarily teenagers and not exclusively 

young women either; rather they are defined as in transition or in process relative 

to dominant ideas of Womanhood. Feminine adolescence is always 

retrospectively defined, always prior to the Woman it is used to explain. (6) 

 

Driscoll proves why distinctions based on age alone are not always helpful when defining 

“girl” since she calls attention to the diversity of discursive formations surrounding 

girls.
14

 

In sum, I primarily define girls according to Inness’s definition: female youth, 

usually under the age of 18, whose lack of social and institutional power is a unifying 

experience. Inness’s emphasis on social rules that unite girls is necessary to my 

articulation of neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical potential to critique social 

constructions of girlhood. However, Driscoll’s explanation of girlhood’s transitional 

qualities is another helpful definition. Taken together, girls are younger females often 

defined by the rules and restrictions that ostensibly help them reach adult womanhood. 

Paradoxically, girls are also given enormous cultural capital through their very youth, a 

position elevated in Western societies for the beauty and potential it signifies (Trites xi). I 

                                                 
14 Drawing on Michel Foucault’s genealogy (“a ‘history of writing the present’” (3)), Driscoll argues:  

Girlhood is made up and girls are brought into existence in statements and knowledge about girls 

and feminine adolescence provides some of the clearest ways of speaking about girls. For 

example, while adolescence has often implied a development of increased maturity and (eventual) 

stabilization of identity, it is only since the nineteenth-century that adolescence has become very 

strongly identified with puberty and the teenage years. (5) 

Driscoll goes on to explain how historically situated discursive constructions of adolescence (considered 

“as a universal trauma” in the West) are erected not as age-specific, but are, however, “gendered and 

sexed” (6). The gendered view of adolescent girlhood as a period so often concerned with becoming and 

developing is articulated in female coming-of-age narratives taking form in nineteenth-century literature, 

like Jane Eyre, but continuing steadily today in the young adult literary market. 

 



 34 

would add, however, that girls often offer their own definitions of “girl,” agentially 

defining themselves in varying degrees of opposition to dominant culture’s rules and 

expectations of girlhood. 

Because young female persons are frequently encouraged to follow a certain code 

of conduct as “girls,” a term that has different meanings across space and time, referring 

to female youth as “girls” does not imply an essentialized view of gender difference. Nor, 

for that matter, does it imply one view of girlhood. As Harris suggests: “The category of 

‘girl’ […] has been shaped by norms about race, class, and ability that have prioritized 

the white, middle class and non-disabled, and pathologized and/or criminalized the 

majority outside this category of privilege” (xx). Driscoll reiterates that sentiment: 

“Across the broad span of modernity, girls and young women seem to have become 

increasingly visible in public life and taken increasingly diverse public roles” (Driscoll 

3).  

Intriguingly, younger females’ participation in the nineteenth-century public 

sphere gave rise to English uses of the word “girl” to describe females in school and work 

settings. Sally Mitchell explains how girl “became enormously popular in the last quarter 

of the nineteenth century” (New 39). Mitchell goes on: 

Young lady and young person—like lady and woman—had class referents; girl is 

inclusive. It takes in workgirl, servant girl, factory girl, college girl or girl 

graduate, shop-girl, bachelor girl, girl journalist, and office girl. It includes 

schoolgirl as well, but she is not a child. (New 39) 

Illustrating emerging English uses of “girl” reveals the word’s connections to class, 

experiences, and to adult women, an inheritance that continues today. Mitchell’s 
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explanation helps us further acknowledge the relevance of the nineteenth century since 

Victorian arts and other cultural discourses haunt girl culture today.  

Girl Culture 

The legacy of Victorian melodrama in girl culture is visible in adult-generated 

texts aimed at girls and girls’ own responses. As a result, I define “girl culture” as all of 

those interactions and texts—adult and girl generated— appropriated by and for female 

youth. Of particular consequence are the cultural products that influence the performance 

of girlhood itself. This standpoint is informed by Inness’s recognition in Delinquents and 

Debutantes: Twentieth-Century American Girls’ Cultures (1998). She defines girl culture 

as both adult generated and girl made:  

It is important to consider the culture that girls themselves create as active 

producers and shapers of their realities as well as the culture that is created and 

shaped by adults and then marketed to girls, who, in their turn shape market-place 

commodities in ways that might or might not have been intended by their adult 

creators. (4) 

I suggest Inness’s circular explanation of girl culture functions not only as a definition, 

but also as a methodological suggestion to scholars to appreciate the multitude of voices 

that comprise girl culture (see Chapter 3). For the Twilight phenomenon, this means 

understanding the melodramatic impulse in girl culture involves analyzing the saga’s 

novels and films along with the girl-authored works. 

Perhaps worth emphasizing here is that my definition of girl culture means that 

Twilight, as a text-based phenomenon, simultaneously creates and is created by girl 

culture. The saga, a narrative about female coming-of-age experiences, comments on 

girlhood and has girls cohering around the series. Twilight, however, found traction in a 
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pre-existing girl culture as well as “girl cultures” since we must also note individual girls’ 

preferences. Moreover, using Twilight-oriented texts as a way of understanding the role 

of melodrama in girl culture is by no means an effort to generalize all girls’ preferences. I 

do not mean to suggest that all girls’ concerns are represented in Twilight texts or that all 

girls prefer the vampire romance (many do not). Instead, I am theorizing the 

melodramatic impulse through a particular trend in popular culture where girls are acting 

visibly as characters, as readers and fan participants, and even as rhetors. 

As a girl-culture phenomenon that contributed to a zeitgeist in pop culture at 

large, Twilight offers insight into girls’ rhetorical practices. Admittedly, the girl culture to 

which I most often refer is oriented toward the U.S. and the English-speaking West. After 

all, the Twilight novels were written by an American author and gained their footing first 

among U.S. girl readers. However, saying that Twilight is only applicable to American 

girls would be a huge oversight since the novels and films have been translated and 

distributed widely throughout the world. Furthermore, many of the girls I have noticed 

participating in online fan forums are from not only the U.S. and English-speaking 

Western Europe, but also South America and Australia. Recognizing Twilight’s appeal as 

indicative of a diverse, globally situated girl culture is crucial. In addition, realizing how 

meaning is negotiated in many forms of Twilight mass media uncovers representations of 

coming-of-age girlhood, an important and ongoing motif in girl culture. 

Coming-of-Age Girlhood 

My study of girl culture is informed largely by novels depicting female 

characters’ development through bodily, social, and emotional means. As a result, 
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defining coming-of-age girlhood from a literary perspective is useful. In the introduction 

of The Voyage In: Fictions of Female Development (1983), Elizabeth Abel, Marianne 

Hirsch, and Elizabeth Langland, distinguish the female Bildungsroman from the male 

prototype: “Novels of female development, by contrast, typically substitute inner 

concentration for active accommodation, rebellion, or withdrawal” (8). Citing Jane 

Eyre’s memorable proclamation, “women feel just as men feel” (Brontë 109), which 

clarifies her dissatisfaction with constricting social norms, the editors show how “female 

protagonists must frequently struggle to voice any aspirations whatsoever” (Abel et al. 7). 

Along with Charlotte Brontë’s Villette, George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss, and Louisa 

May Alcott’s Little Women, Abel et al. frequently reference Jane Eyre to argue for a 

distinctive literary classification: female Bildungsroman. In addition, Abel et al. explain 

that their title, The Voyage In is an adaptation of Virginia Woolf’s title, The Voyage Out, 

to reflect the emphasis on interiority, particularly as heroines navigate “social constraints 

on female maturation” (12). Understanding the unique nature of the female 

Bildungsroman is, again, not an effort to essentialize girls’ experiences. Rather, the term 

is a way of identifying narratives that offer discursive representations of coming-of-age 

girlhood. 

In another study, Growing up Female: Adolescent Girlhood in American Fiction, 

Barbara A. White also distinguishes young female protagonists from male prototypes. 

White provides useful distinctions between literary terms. The conclusion of a 

“Bildungsroman […] requires an older hero than the novel of adolescence”; an “initiation 

novel,” however, is not limited to adolescence (4). White distinguishes the “novel of 
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adolescence” from the previous types, “both of which are primarily concerned with 

development” (13). According to White, adolescent literary texts do not necessarily rely 

on a protagonist successfully reaching adulthood. White traces the history of the Western 

concept of adolescence before noting how the stage is now characterized by a “lengthy 

period of low status wherein the adolescent lacks the economic, political, social, and 

sexual privileges of an adult” (19). The emphasis on power and status is an important one 

to keep in mind as it reinforces an understanding of girlhood as a socially and 

discursively constructed category. Indeed, much of the anxiety surrounding Twilight and 

girls relates to adults’ diminishing attitudes—and fear—about female youth, which the 

following section will explain. 

TWILIGHT CRITIQUES 

Overview of Twilight Critiques 

 Now that I have defined key terms relevant to my theoretical orientation and 

research questions, I will review literature relevant to Twilight and girl readers. The 

purpose of this literature review is to recognize to what extent critics have addressed my 

question about the rhetorical functions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. This 

survey also offers a rationale for why a study of the Twilight phenomenon is a necessary 

feminist project that recognizes girls’ cultural preferences. Some critics’ limiting and 

often disparaging views of girls, especially their affective responses, call for scholarship 

that addresses melodrama and female youth in the context of rhetorical studies. 

In the following sections, I detail several threads of Twilight criticism that deny 

girls’ intensity and complexity of emotional feeling as well as their cultural 
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sophistication. The first is a fear of Twilight as anti-feminist and dangerous for girls. The 

second thread is a dismissal of the series as aesthetically wanting, which often demeans 

(young) females’ preferences for both melodrama and vampires. And the final thread is a 

trivialization of girls’ emotional affect, a response intimately connected with melodrama. 

In short, these recent threads of criticism ignore the vast contributions of feminist and 

cultural studies scholarship, such as Janice Radway’s Reading the Romance: Women, 

Patriarchy, and Popular Literature (1984) and Tania Modleski’s Loving With a 

Vengeance: Mass Produced Fantasies for Women (1982). Works like Radway’s and 

Modleski’s encourage scholars to appreciate the complex appeal of texts like romance 

novels and soap operas and not to assume readers soak up texts without critical 

imagination (see Chapter 2). Informed by this view, some recent scholarship does argue 

for a serious consideration of the Twilight phenomenon based on the saga’s appeal for 

girls and women. A good example is the introduction to the collection Bitten by Twilight: 

Youth Culture, Media and the Vampire Franchise by Melissa Click, Jennifer Stevens 

Aubrey, and Elizabeth Behm-Morawitz (2010). Yet disparaging attitudes toward the saga 

and girls persist, even among scholars, as I have found in my experiences in several 

university settings and at many academic conferences in the U.S.  

Feminist Critiques of Twilight and Girls 

Critiques of Twilight on the basis of gender or so-called feminist thought 

frequently deny girls’ agency as readers. These kinds of evaluations, which I frequently 

encounter at conferences, parallel what many feminist bloggers have assumed. MSNBC 

contributor Susan Young asserts, “It’s too bad that a force as strong as ‘Twilight’ can’t 
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serve to show young women that they have their own power, and don’t need to be 

subservient in order to find true love.” Presuming that girls read to find a pattern they can 

model reflects an outdated approach to understanding media use; the field of cultural 

studies scholars has disrupted this deterministic view. More recently, Holly Virginia 

Blackford’s Out of this World: Why Literature Matters to Girls (2004) specifically finds 

that girls read for the aesthetic experience of reading itself, rather than for role models 

(see Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion of her theoretical contribution). 

Despite the problematic theoretical grounding, Young’s role-model critique is 

echoed in a variety of recent scholarly analyses related to the Twilight phenomenon. 

Carrie Anne Platt concludes: “Bella is a troubling role model. Meyer has rendered her 

weak in both body and mind, giving her little to no agency when it comes to dealing with 

her physical attraction to Edward” (84). Likewise, Natalie Wilson determines,  

As for Bella, I do think she is ultimately too passive and self-effacing to serve as a 

strong role model, and her ultimate capitulation to Edward’s demand that he 

marry her, followed by her decision to carry out a pregnancy at age 18, one that 

literally ends her life, are, in my book, far from empowering material. (Seduced 

81) 

In fact, the collection The Twilight Mystique: Critical Essays on the Novels and Films 

(2010) premises itself entirely on role-model concerns: “we have included essays that 

represent differing reactions to the Twilight phenomenon, particularly where it involves 

Bella and the question of her suitability as a role model for girls” (Clarke 4). None of 

these studies has offered an adequate view of the variety of Twilight texts in girl culture, 

which includes girl-authored texts. Nor have these studies recognized melodrama’s 
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presence and functions in Twilight and the idea that Twilight’s neo-Victorian affiliation 

might help us see the novels’ critical functions rather than supposed brainwashing efforts. 

My exploration of the rhetorical dimensions of melodrama in the novels, films, 

and girls’ own fan discourse plans to complicate these overly simplistic approaches to 

analyzing girlhood and Twilight. Do the Twilight texts somehow encourage girl readers to 

model themselves after Bella? More importantly, do girls say they read Bella as a role 

model? I have seen no such evidence for a positive response to the latter question. 

Scholars need to ground their assertions, especially about role-model worries that deny 

girls’ agency, in more precise data. Furthermore, feminist scholars should move away 

from conventional approaches to Twilight as a discrete text and instead investigate what 

the phenomenon says about the negotiation of meaning in girl culture.  

As many scholars in girls’ studies have realized, feminist scholars do a disservice 

to female youth when they talk about girl readers without having talked to them, or, 

better still, listening to what girls have to say. Indeed, other feminist academic critics 

have espoused more respectful attitudes toward girl readers when recognizing the 

multifaceted allure of Meyer’s series (Click et al.; Behm-Morawitz et al.). Wilson, whose 

role-model findings are troublesome, also foregrounds her study in a discussion of her 

daughter’s critical approach to the Twilight series (Seduced 5-6). However, such partiality 

is problematic: Wilson implicitly privileges and extends her own daughter’s retrospective 

attitudes toward the saga rather than offering a detailed study of other girls’ reading 

experiences. Twilight scholarship, especially with feminist orientations, needs to assume 

a more sophisticated approach to girls as agential cultural participants—and rhetors in 
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their own rights. Ignoring the rhetorical dimensions of girls’ discourse about Twilight’s 

attractiveness misses an important component of the phenomenon. While some feminist 

studies have started an important conversation about girlhood, girls, and Twilight, they 

have also not realized why melodrama is a key to understanding why the saga is 

compelling. Recognizing the pervasiveness of melodrama as a rhetorical mode of 

discourse in girl culture offers a lens for doing just that, especially since melodrama is 

another one of the very reasons critics rebuke Twilight. 

Aesthetic Critiques of Twilight and Melodrama 

Considering the aesthetic dismissal of Twilight yields some historical connections 

that offer evidence of lingering ageist and sexist (as well as classist) biases. Critiques of 

Twilight’s aesthetic value as “bad literature” are too often coupled with a dismissal of 

young, female readers. Indeed, some recent Twilight scholarship overtly shies away from 

engaging debates about Twilight’s literary quality (Anatol 2). I argue that the debate 

about literary quality needs to be addressed because critics are citing it as a reason to 

diminish the preferences of young readers. Marianne Martens, for example, does not 

name melodrama specifically when she criticizes the commodification of young adult 

literature and its readers as evidenced by the Twilight Saga. But Martens’s fears about 

formulaic writing (256) speak to the very same concerns that nineteenth-century critics 

espoused when they denigrated melodrama (Hadley 2). I take a different approach to the 

study of both melodrama and youth (and girls in particular). While melodrama is usually 

recognizable through its pattern, that formulaic quality does not necessarily hinder 

complex interpretations. Furthermore, while girls might respond favorably to market 
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commodities in melodramatic form, their producerly activities unsettle critics’ narrow 

definitions of youth as consumers. 

Aesthetic critiques of Twilight frequently echo well-known U.S. author Stephen 

King’s unflattering comparison of Harry Potter author, J.K. Rowling, and Meyer. King 

has tacitly referenced melodrama, speculating about Twilight’s appeal among girl readers 

in his dismissal of Twilight’s author. In an interview with USA Weekend circulated in 

U.S. news and entertainment mediums, King offers an arbitrary comparison between 

Meyer and Rowling: “The real difference is that Jo Rowling is a terrific writer and 

Stephenie Meyer can’t write worth a darn. She’s not very good.” King goes on to 

speculate as to the reasons for Twilight’s popularity: 

[I]n the case of Stephenie Meyer, it’s very clear that she’s writing to a whole 

generation of girls and opening up kind of a safe joining of love and sex in those 

books. It’s exciting and it’s thrilling and it’s not particularly threatening because 

they’re not overtly sexual. A lot of the physical side of it is conveyed in things 

like the vampire will touch her forearm or run a hand over skin, and then she 

flushes all hot and cold. And for girls, that’s a shorthand for all the feelings that 

they’re not ready to deal with yet. (“Exclusive”) 

While King does not explicitly discuss melodrama, the moments he recalls speak to the 

mode’s qualities, particularly the grave nature of small gestures along with correlating 

affective responses. His postulation is troubling for a number of reasons. First, he 

misrepresents the erotic potential that so many girls (and women) have undoubtedly 

discerned when reading the Twilight series, which does address physical intimacy in 

more explicit ways than handholding. Speaking from an un-researched position on behalf 

of girls, King also essentializes girl-readers’ cultural tastes and their emotional and sexual 

experiences. Moreover, while many girl readers may indeed find the melodramatic 
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moments to which he refers appealing, King implicitly diminishes this preference by 

foregrounding his argument in an aesthetic dismissal.  

The aesthetic dismissal of a female-authored work with massive appeal is nothing 

new. In fact, this disparagement further connects Twilight to its Victorian predecessor, 

Jane Eyre. A prime example of the literary establishment’s classist disparagement of 

melodrama is prominent Victorian literary critic George Henry Lewes’s published 

appraisal of Jane Eyre in Fraser’s Magazine (1847). Lewes identifies melodrama as 

Brontë’s novel’s central weakness:  

There are some defects in it—defects which the excellence of the rest only brings 

into stronger relief. There is, indeed, too much melodrama and improbability, 

which smack of the circulating-library,––we allude particularly to the mad wife 

and all that relates to her, and to the wanderings of Jane when she quits 

Thornfield; yet even those parts are powerfully executed. (85) 

Even though Lewes derides the seemingly common use of melodrama, he nonetheless 

concedes the force of those melodramatic moments. In The Life of Charlotte Brontë, 

Elizabeth Gaskell reproduces Brontë’s written response to Lewes. The correspondence 

indicates, as Elke Mettinger-Schartmann points out, that mid-nineteenth-century market 

demands actually necessitated melodrama: 

You warn me to beware of melodrama, and you exhort me to adhere to the real. 

When I first began to write . . . I determined to take Nature and Truth as my sole 

guides . . . I restrained imagination, eschewed romance, repressed excitement. . . . 

My work . . . being completed, I offered it to a publisher. He said . . . such a work 

would not sell. I tried six publishers in succession; they all told me it was 

deficient in “startling incident” and “thrilling excitement[.]” (qtd. in Mettinger-

Schartmann 382) 

In the context of Lewes’s criticism, Brontë’s explanation of her publication endeavors 

makes clear the cultural stakes. While melodramatic tendencies were critically scorned 



 45 

(and such derision was anticipated), the appeal of melodrama for the reading public was 

undeniable. These qualities of melodrama—its popular appeal and its lowly status—are 

still apparent today. The ongoing pejorative treatment of melodrama continues, perhaps, 

because no study has recognized the neo-Victorian melodramatic impulse in girl culture. 

The diminishment of girls’ and women’s preferences for melodrama intersects 

with reasons for critical dismissal of female audiences’ preferences for vampires. Indeed, 

much of the cultural outrage about Twilight has to do with attitudes toward Meyer’s 

vampires as inauthentic— as if the revenant undead are not creatures of the imagination. 

The saga’s vampires are frequently deemed counterfeit because they sparkle in the 

sunlight and their teeth do not retract (actually like the teeth of their Slavic folkloric 

predecessors). Of course, audiences are entitled to different preferences; some crave 

vamps with fangs while others crave sparkles from their undead. Yet the diminishment of 

vampires on the basis of their appeal to female youth is problematic.  

One of the most circulated analyses espousing a dismissive attitude toward female 

vampire fans is Stephen Marche’s Esquire article. In “What’s Really Going on With All 

These Vampires?”, Marche tries to account for vampires’ success with female audiences. 

He does so by denying current vampires’ (in Twilight and True Blood) complex 

metaphorical functions. Marche then claims: 

Vampires have overwhelmed pop culture because young straight women want to 

have sex with gay men. Not all young straight women, of course, but many, if not 

most, of them. Neil Gaiman, sci-fi novelist and geek grandmaster, found out just 

how many during the shitstorm of pique that covered him from head to toe this 

past summer after he suggested in an interview that the vampire craze had run its 

course and should disappear for another twenty to twenty-five years. (Twilight 

fans took to Twitter in protest.) A foolish hope. The craving for vampire fiction is 
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not a matter of taste but of urges; one does not read or watch it so much as inject 

it through the eyes, and like any epidemic, it’s symptomatic of something much 

larger: a quiet but profound sexual revolution and a new acceptance of freakiness 

in mainstream American life. 

Marche casts young female fans of Twilight as both “foolish” and hysterical in their 

disagreement with Gaiman and he oversimplifies the gendered implications of the 

twenty-first century undead phenomenon. Vampires may indeed speak to new sexual 

possibilities—as Lord Ruthven and Count Dracula did in the nineteenth century. But 

Marche assumes female fans are simply absorbing the vampire texts, so he denies their 

capacity to engage actively with those rhetorical opportunities. Like King, Marche 

essentializes gender and sexuality, speaking disrespectfully on behalf of girls and women. 

This is a dangerous trend in adult (male) critics’ Twilight criticism, but one that may be 

remedied by a scholarly look at melodrama’s rhetorical functions in girl culture.  

The gendered disparagement of Twilight female fans as unworthy admirers of 

vampires is, unfortunately, nothing new. Noting this dismissal in The Lure of the Vampire 

(2005), Milly Williamson argues that many women identify with the vampire due to his 

(or her) conflicted and outsider status.
15

 Showing how this sympathetic construction is 

not recent, Williamson recognizes its roots in the nineteenth-century “public adoration” 

of Lord Byron (30). Exploring the significance of the sympathetic vampire, who is 

granted a complex emotional life, Williamson addresses the subject of melodrama as she 

takes issue with another critic. Jules Zanger “mourns the demotion of the vampire from 

                                                 
15 Williamson’s publication just predates Twilight (also published in 2005), but her research on vampire 

fandom is certainly applicable to a consideration of the saga. 
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its status as a figure of metaphysical and cosmic evil to that of a ‘demystified … next-

door neighbor (1997:19)” (Williamson 31). Williamson’s rebuttal of Zanger is insightful: 

It is significant that Zanger regrets those changes in the genre which shift it into 

areas that are conventionally associated with women’s fiction, melodrama and the 

feminine (and therefore devalued) reading pleasures; the depiction of emotional 

states and the experience of interior conflicts. Yet this is not a new aspect to 

vampire fiction. The vampire has long had ties of intimacy that has complicated 

the emotional investments surrounding the figure. (31) 

 

Williamson’s contention brings forth several interrelated concerns that matter when 

thinking about Meyer’s vampire-themed series as novels with definite melodramatic 

impulses. In many ways, the vampire has become a kind territory over which writers and 

scholars compete to stake claims. Often the vampire-as-turf seems to have more to do 

with discrediting feminine experiences than the aesthetic or literary merit of the texts 

themselves.  

Along the very same lines, critics have habitually relegated melodrama to a 

second-rate genre because of the very audience to which it appeals. In the nineteenth 

century, audiences in the playhouses were largely members of the working class (Booth 

151) and readers of sensation fiction were chiefly females (Wynne 33-35). In the 

twentieth century, scholars recognized women’s association with filmic melodrama. 

Writing in the early 1980s, Pam Cook observes,  

[Melodrama’s] potential to move the audience deeply while laying bare the 

impossible, painful contradictions of social and personal relationships appeals 

strongly to radical film critics, and recent feminist interest has focused on the way 

in which it deals with aspects of women’s experience marginalised by other 

genres. (248) 
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Cook’s assertion, while vital to appreciating adult women’s experiences with mass 

media, ignores female youth, whose marginalization is certainly evident in critiques of 

Twilight fans. Women are still a visible demographic in relation to melodrama’s 

characters and audience, but girls’ relationship to this mode of discourse deserves 

exploration. Reasons for appreciating melodrama’s prevalence in girl culture become 

even more apparent when we consider that girls are actually maligned for their own 

melodramatic rhetorical practices. 

Critiques (and Recuperations) of Girls’ Affect and Twilight 

The pejorative treatment of girls’ cultural preferences for melodrama and 

vampires, often couched in debates about literary quality, leads to the recognition of one 

final trend in the Twilight critiques. Media-driven stereotypes often cast female Twilight 

fans as simply hysterical (Click et al. 6), the screaming inheritors of Beatlemania. Of 

course, Barbara Ehrenreich, Gloria Jacobs, and Elizabeth Hess’s canonical essay, 

“Beatlemania: Girls Just Want to Have Fun,” has already encouraged scholars to 

appreciate why fangirls scream. In the case of young, female Bealtemaniacs in the 1960s, 

the scream was, in fact, liberating: screaming was more about girls breaking out of 

constrictive social norms than the four guys with the mop tops singing onstage. In spite of 

Ehrenreich et al.’s scholarly intervention, Click et al. discover a disturbing pattern in 

twenty-first-century U.S. news outlets: 

the mainstream media has belittled the reactions of girls and women to the 

Twilight series and the actors who play their favorite characters, frequently using 

Victorian era gendered words like “fever,” “madness,” “hysteria,” and 

“obsession” to describe Twilighters. […] Feminist cultural studies scholars have 
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long fought the stereotypical treatment of girls and women and the media they 

enjoy. (6-7) 

 

What Click et al. observe about media coverage of the Twilight fandom around 2009 still 

occurs. Screaming Twilight fans are used as a visual parallel to girls’ affective responses 

at the 2012 premiere of The Hunger Games film. The Los Angeles Times notes, “The 

official premiere theater for the ‘Twilight’ series, the 7,100-seat house has now added 

‘The Hunger Games’ to its charge, and the Monday night event featured a level of high-

pitch screaming comparable to that induced by Bella and Edward” (Makinen et al.). 

Limiting portrayals of fangirls (and women) as “seemingly out of their minds” function 

as a call-to-action for feminist scholars invested in girl culture (Click et al. 6).  

And yet some fangirls do experience and exhibit undeniably affective reactions to 

popular texts like Twilight. These often-public displays of emotion, laid out for the world 

to see, are, in fact, a distinguishing feature of melodrama (Brooks xv). For example, the 

aforementioned fangirls’ YouTube videos, which respond to Twilight, Jane Eyre, and 

Downton Abbey, reveal affective and public exhibitions of emotion. Reveling in the exact 

moments that my list of melodramatic narrative form enumerates, these girl-authored 

texts reveal why that catalogue of narrative form in the introduction of this chapter is 

lacking. Listing melodramatic attributes in a clinical, numerical way masks the intensity 

of feeling that the melodrama works so hard to create. This intensity of feeling is one of 

the first keys to unlocking why Victorian melodrama has not lost its appeal for female 

youth, who are often denied that depth of emotion by adults in dominant culture. 

Furthermore, examining how girls explain and articulate their own melodramatic 
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responses reveals how girl-authored texts complicate the limiting portrayals of their 

sometimes-sensational reactions. These facets of girl culture have not been given enough 

scholarly treatment, especially in relation to the Twilight phenomenon. 

Advancing a theory of the rhetorical dimensions of melodrama in girl culture may 

have even broader implications for an appreciation of girls’ affect. Redeeming girls’ 

cultural preferences for melodrama as a mode of discourse connected to the nineteenth 

century recognizes the discursive constructions of contemporary girlhood in light of 

Victorian predecessors. The gendered dismissal of Twilight fans does not exist in a 

vacuum. Now more than ever, the assault on girls’ popular culture preferences echoes the 

broader attack on girls’ and women’s ability to make choices, especially about the 

pleasure and health of their bodies. The 2012 U.S. presidential contest has illustrated this. 

Arising from the debates for the Republican nomination in 2012, the U.S. was embroiled 

in debates about contraception access inspired by the controversy over government 

mandates for healthcare providers to cover female birth control. This recent controversy 

has created a climate where the female body is, ever more, a heated and public site of 

contest.  

Perhaps one of the reasons Twilight is so troublesome to some adult critics is 

because this coming-of-age narrative is about a girl who is consumed with decisions 

about her mortal body. (These decisions include whether or not to have sex with a 

vampire, whether or not to be bitten by a vampire, whether or not to jump off a cliff in 

order to feel close to the vampire, etc.). Admittedly, this obsession with the body is often 

directed toward heterosexual intimacy, which feminist scholars have criticized (Platt; 
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Wilson, Seduced). But is it really surprising that a story about struggling to gain bodily 

sovereignty would resonate with girls, whose bodies are sites of discursive contest? Ruth 

Saxton explains in her observation of popular culture and educational texts that  

The body of the young girl—whether athlete or potential Miss America—is the 

site of heated battles, not only among parents, teachers, coaches, but also those 

who would exploit her sexuality, lure her to internalize their fantasies and 

purchase their products. (xxi) 

Following this line of thought, perhaps one of the reasons Twilight fans, who cry and 

scream in public, are so scary for some adults is that these girls’ bodily reactions seem to 

be outside of adults’ control. The intensity of feeling emerging from the many Twilight 

texts in girl culture has not been given comprehensive treatment and, I argue, is best 

identified as neo-Victorian melodrama. 

While adult-male critics like King and Marche are certainly disparaging of girls’ 

preferences, some adult-female critics seem equally skeptical. Perhaps the latter is 

because girls are not following an approved script for female empowerment. One might 

expect to find feminist appreciation for girls’ affective displays as evidence of voice and 

agency. Yet girls’ emotional resistance seems to come in forms that adult feminists 

generally disapprove. Even Click, whose work reflects a pro-girl stance, encourages 

scholars to explore what girls are saying through blogs and fan fiction as implicitly 

preferable to screaming. Most reception studies of Twilight fans focus on girls’ word-

based expression (Behm-Morawitz et al.; Leogrande; Parrish) rather than bodily affect—

and both data sets are valid. While I still rely on girls’ word-based expression, I use it as a 

window onto an examination of girls’ affective and bodily responses—like crying. Girls 
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talking about crying in particular is another relatively unexplored facet of girl culture and 

yet another reason for appreciating girls’ rhetorical practices in light of neo-Victorian 

melodrama. 

As more proof of the importance of the nineteenth-century connection, adults’ 

divergent outlooks on Twilight show how girlhood exists today as the categorical site of 

struggle and cultural paradox it was more than a hundred years ago. The contemporary 

anxiety about Twilight girls (both characters and fans) closely resembles what happened 

in the Victorian era. In English and American publications spanning popular literary 

presses, educational forums, and legal statements, male and female Victorian writers with 

a variety of political leanings argued about how to educate, socialize, enfranchise, and 

domesticate female youth. Debates stemmed from an inherent concern for what kind of 

adult women young females would grow up to be (Vallone and Nelson 2-3; Driscoll 35-

7). This anxiety was especially prevalent in debates about young females’ reading 

material: “Indeed, for many guardians of the public morals, the exposure of young 

women to the ‘wrong’ sort of novels could have disastrous results” (Wynne 33). Despite 

Victorian critics’ fears, which closely resemble role-model worries today, novels with 

sensational and melodramatic qualities were extremely popular among girls and women 

in the nineteenth century (Wynne 33-35).  

Nineteenth-century anxieties about girls paralleled and encapsulated the 

transitional historical moment facing Victorians. As Lynne Vallone and Claudia Nelson 

assert, “Anglo-American girls at once symbolized, experienced, and in some degree 

forwarded the cultural crisis into which they were born” (8-9). Vallone and Nelson 
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foreground their study with the Victorians’ paradoxical fixation: “Objectified yet 

demanding subjectivity, sexualized but not always sexual, girls were both fascinating and 

troubling for those Victorian commentators who wrote about women” (2). The 

correlation between nineteenth-century and the twenty-first-century anxieties about girls 

further motivates a consideration of the neo-Victorian melodramatic impulse in 

contemporary girl culture. 

In sum, no study has fully examined Twilight in the context of melodrama and girl 

culture. Intriguingly, most of the current Twilight scholarship fails to mention anything 

about the role of music in the phenomenon—even though Meyer frequently discusses her 

musical inspirations and she includes playlists for each novel on her website. In addition, 

the films’ soundtracks and scores deserve attention for their parts and, as I have noted, 

fangirls’ media productions are frequently characterized by music. In addition to Twilight 

texts’ musicality, the saga’s conservative messages about heterosexual love, sexual 

abstinence, and family values make for an ideal exemplar in the study of melodrama and 

its connection to contemporary female youth. Although Twilight is certainly a story about 

vampires as well as a romance, the literary series is marked by profound neo-Victorian 

melodramatic moments; in fact, the saga’s gothic and romantic tendencies better align the 

series with melodrama, a mode that captures all sorts of generic possibilities. Moreover, 

melodramatic moments provide emotional weight to seemingly mundane, everyday 

situations experienced by a teen girl protagonist—and many girl readers. While this 

perspective has not been offered in relation to the Twilight Saga, no study in rhetoric or 
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any other field has systematized a comprehensive approach to melodrama in the variety 

of texts that comprise girl culture, or youth culture for that matter. 

THEORIZING MELODRAMA, YOUTH, AND GIRLS: PREVIOUS SCHOLARSHIP 

I suspect that significant gaps in scholarship account, in part, for dismissive 

attitudes toward Twilight and girl readers. Girls’ preferences for melodrama and the kind 

of affective responses, like crying, that so often go along with the melodramatic mode are 

still not taken seriously by adult critics, whether they are writing for popular forums or 

scholarly outlets. Maybe this is because scholars do not have a theoretical or 

methodological apparatus to recognize or appreciate melodrama’s rhetorical functions in 

girl culture. In the following section, I briefly consider what other fields have contributed 

to understanding melodrama’s connection to youth culture before making an argument 

for rhetorical studies as my dissertation’s home. I then consider some scholarly work in 

rhetorical studies to see what that field has done in relation to girls and melodrama.  

Melodrama, Youth, and Girls in Literature and Media Studies 

As I will soon argue, studies in rhetoric house many of the holes in scholarship 

related to melodrama and girls. Before this discipline-specific treatment, worth noting is 

the almost complete absence of melodrama’s relationship to girls, and youth for that 

matter, in other disciplines. Very few media studies scholars have treated melodrama’s 

role in films and television about girls.
16

 Besides my own recent article (Kapurch) few 

studies address melodrama’s connection to youth in contemporary young adult literature. 

                                                 
16 See my discussion of Kathleen Rowe Karlyn’s book-length study, Unruly Girls, Unrepentant Mothers: 

Redefining Feminism on Screen (2011) in Chapters 2 and 3.  
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Blackford’s study of To Kill a Mockingbird, a novel whose narrator retrospectively 

recounts her experiences as a child, does address melodrama, but not in recent fiction. Of 

course, Meyer’s Twilight Saga is not the first text in that genre with profoundly 

melodramatic sensibilities.
 
Melodrama has long occupied twentieth-century children’s 

and adolescent literature,
17

 but almost no scholarly work on the mode has been done in 

that field. I will discuss Blackford’s research in my discussion of method (see Chapter 3), 

but worth noting here is the work of another important scholar of young adult literature, 

Roberta Seelinger Trites. In Disturbing the Universe: Power and Repression in 

Adolescent Literature, Trites mentions melodrama only in passing:  

One critic of adolescent literature, Perry Nodelman, dismissively describes 

characters in adolescent fiction as people who live “ordinary lives, but see them in 

terms of melodrama (‘Robert Cormier’ 102).” Nodelman is undoubtedly reacting 

to the profound seriousness that many of these characters express in their first 

confusion about social institutions. (3) 

While Trites sees Nodelman’s reference as diminishing, a revised vision of melodrama is 

necessary in scholarship addressing adolescent literature, especially since the mode of 

excess responds so profoundly to issues of power and powerlessness relevant to youth. 

The limited treatment of melodrama in literature and other texts in youth culture 

is astonishing considering the trends in feminist scholarship in the latter part of the 

twentieth century. Indeed, a great deal of feminist literary and media criticism worked to 

recuperate the study of melodrama as a genre particular to and with special appeal for 

                                                 
17 Some well-known examples of contemporary young adult literature with melodramatic impulses include 

Laurie Halse Anderson’s Speak (1999), Walter Dean Myers’s Monster (1999), and Stephen Chbosky’s The 

Perks of Being a Wallflower (1999). More research should consider these and other young adult works in 

the context of the melodramatic mode. 
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adult women (see Chapter 2).
18

 Nevertheless, these reclamation efforts failed to make a 

significant impact on scholarship addressing youth and, more precisely, girl culture.
19

  

Why Rhetorical Studies? 

The massive popularity of the Twilight series and its obvious connection to 

Victorian melodrama calls for a rhetorical point-of-view that appreciates the vitality of 

popular culture (Brummett, Rhetorical). Because melodrama is a mode of discourse that 

pervades many kinds of texts in girl culture, rhetorical studies is the logical place for a 

comprehensive exploration of melodrama’s force. Recognizing how melodrama 

negotiates meaning in girl culture involves disrupting the previously discrete boundaries 

between rhetor, audience, and text. More exactly, the texts of girl culture illustrate how 

an adult-authored text addresses girlhood and positions girl readers as well as how these 

readers become rhetors. Girl rhetors, then, not only respond to adult-authored works but 

also deserve attention for their ability to call forth an audience and to negotiate meaning. 

                                                 
18 According to Ann Cvetkovich’s study of Victorian sensation novels and affect, “The ‘sensational’ 

became an aesthetically, morally, and politically loaded term used to dismiss both particular kinds of 

representations and the affective responses they produce” (13). 

 
19 A couple of reasons may exist for the inadequate treatment of melodrama in research on youth culture 

and girl culture.  

First, this absence may have something to do with disciplinary boundaries: melodrama has been 

exhaustively studied by film and media scholars. The prevalence of melodrama throughout the twentieth 

century (especially 1940s film) resulted in the scholarly projects that did not necessarily rely on 

melodrama’s nineteenth-century foundations. Indeed, most mainstream U.S. films today now follow a 

structure audiences recognize as melodrama: in Hollywood cinema we expect the good guys to win and a 

happy ending with definite closure. Yet there is more to Victorian melodrama than this. The delineation of 

“neo-Victorian melodrama” as a distinctive mode of discourse in girl culture theorizes the particular form, 

rhetorical functions, and appeal.  

Another reason for the absence of melodrama in girls’ studies and other studies of youth culture 

(literature, film, television, etc.) is that a disciplinary field concerned with youth already negotiates old-

fashioned and prejudiced attitudes toward youth as “lesser” subjects of study. Adding melodrama to the 

mix compounds the critic’s burden. 
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In Twilight girl-culture much of this meaning-making exchange is accomplished through 

the melodramatic mode and I argue rhetorical studies can help us understand this process. 

This is not to say that melodrama is a perfect rhetorical mode of discourse for all 

occasions and audiences. Nevertheless, discerning melodrama’s rhetorical functions 

appreciates some girls’ rhetorical practices and cultural preferences. Such recuperation 

might even discourage critiques that are intentionally or unintentionally espousing a 

sexist, ageist bias toward girls.  

Recuperating melodrama’s rhetorical functions in girl culture offers a useful 

speculative instrument for scholars, especially those who study girl culture. Much of the 

previous scholarship addressing girlhood and the Twilight phenomenon, for example, 

works to critique the saga on the basis its heterosexual, romantic sensibilities (Platt; 

Kane; Clasen; Wilson, Seduced) and its vampire symbolism (Ames; Wilson, “Civilized”). 

I admit that these were the initial concerns that inspired my own scholarly interest in 

vampire texts. In doing that kind of research, I realized that contemporary vampires in 

female coming-of-age texts often embody the exaggerated states of good and evil. More 

importantly, this exaggeration addresses the extremes of eternal life and death amid the 

backdrop of everyday circumstances facing adolescent girls and young women. The 

vampire’s rhetorical capacity, then, speaks clearly to the hallmarks of the melodrama. 

The vampire, especially in Meyer’s saga, is one powerful vehicle for communicating in 

melodramatic terms. This finding strikes at the heart of Twilight’s appeal while offering 

an entry point into a study of rhetoric specific to girl culture.  
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Melodrama and Girls in Rhetorical Studies 

Identifying the pervasiveness of melodrama in girl culture leads to a question 

about what studies in rhetoric have offered in terms of theorizing the mode’s connection 

to feminist rhetoric and to girls. Precisely, I am concerned with rhetorical theories and 

criticism, especially work in communication studies. Given my scholarly orientation, I 

first focus on feminist theories of rhetoric; however, given the absence of melodrama and 

girls there, I then consider how other rhetorical scholars’ have theorized melodrama’s 

persuasive potential. 

In short, feminist rhetorical theory and criticism have largely ignored melodrama, 

girls, and the relationship between the two; this lack of treatment is surprising. Since 

Campbell’s aforementioned intervention in the 1970s, feminist rhetorical critics in 

communication studies have carefully studied women’s rhetorical practices and 

theories.
20

 But these studies, like those in melodrama, have given little consideration to 

female youth as rhetors. Certainly, scholars have addressed the rhetorical functions of 

certain discourses of girlhood, especially “girl-power” rhetoric (Riordan). Feminist 

scholars have also examined girls’ communication practices when they recognize how 

girls negotiate meaning with popular culture (see Mazzarella; Su. Stern; Sh. Stern). But 

                                                 
20 A selection of that kind of work includes journal articles such as Martha Solomon’s (1988) “Ideology as 

Rhetorical Constraint: The Anarchist Agitation of ‘Red Emma’ Goldman,” Cindy Griffin’s (1994) 

“Rhetoricizing Alienation: Mary Wollstonecraft and the Rhetorical Construction of Women’s Oppression,” 

Sara Hayden’s (1997) “Reclaiming Bodies of Knowledge: An Exploration of the Relationship between 

Feminist Theorizing and Feminine Style in the Rhetoric of the Boston Women’s Health Book Collective,” 

Tasha Dubriwny’s (2005) “Consciousness-Raising as Collective Rhetoric: The Articulation of Experience 

in the Redstockings’ Abortion Speak-Out of 1969,” and Campbell’s (2005) “Agency: Promiscuous and 

Protean.” Hildy Miller and Lillian Bridwell-Bowles collection, Rhetorical Women: Roles and 

Representations, also features feminist perspectives that privilege women’s discursive practices for the 

purposes of building rhetorical theory. 
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feminist rhetoricians have not theorized the rhetorical practices of contemporary female 

youth the way they have theorized, for example, the rhetorical tradition of women (see 

Donawerth, Conversational; Donawerth, Rhetorical; Miller and Bridwell-Bowles). 

Feminist rhetorical scholars have also failed to theorize melodrama’s rhetorical 

potential—for both girls and women. This oversight is perplexing since feminist work on 

melodrama in literary and media studies fully reclaimed the genre as one relevant to adult 

women’s experiences, especially in the domestic sphere. These efforts have not seemed 

to inform studies of rhetoric, which is even more surprising given the recuperation and 

recovery efforts valued by feminist rhetoricians (Campbell, “Consciousness”). As a result 

of these holes, in Chapter 2, I will review slices of recuperative feminist scholarship in 

rhetorical studies and melodrama studies in more detail. They deserve their own chapter 

because, although they mostly ignore female youth, they offer some of the necessary 

tools for a consideration of the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl 

culture. Thus, I will pull together feminist recuperation theories from rhetorical and 

melodrama studies to offer the bridge I failed to find. This bridge offers a necessary 

foundation for the method of rhetorical generic criticism I propose in Chapter 3. 

The absence of melodrama in feminist rhetorical studies reflects the incomplete 

attention given to melodrama in rhetorical studies at large. Interestingly, in Attitudes 

toward History (1937), rhetorical theorist Kenneth Burke conceived the tragic and comic 

frames, which have been used as theoretical methods for approaching rhetoric, but he did 

not explicitly theorize melodrama as a separate frame of reference. This might have to do 

with the fact that Burke generally drew on more then-canonical and male-authored 
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literature, like William Shakespeare, to advance his claims. While Burke mentions 

melodrama in Attitudes toward History, he does so in passing (41). 

When rhetorical critics concerned with persuasion in communication studies have 

considered melodrama, they have not often done so from the recuperative stance of many 

feminist scholars working with film and literature. In Persuasion in Society (2011), 

Herbert W. Simons and Jean G. Jones espouse the narrow view of melodrama in popular 

culture: “[melodrama] is ethically questionable because it denies listeners the opportunity 

for informed judgments” (Simons and Jones 524). This judgment sounds quite similar to 

the role-model worries that critics of Twilight have offered. On the whole, Simons and 

Jones’s statement resembles much of the work on melodrama in rhetoric, which takes the 

mode of discourse at face value: exaggeration at the service of unsophisticated 

moralizing. 

When rhetorical studies critics do address melodrama, they often address war 

rhetoric, particularly leaders’ political speeches. Campbell and Kathleen Hall Jamieson 

espouse the conventional view of melodrama as a distorting form of discourse. They 

claim, “presidents are inclined to preempt dissent through misrepresentation, for 

example, by transforming the dramatic narrative justifying the use of force into 

melodrama” (119). This is the same cautionary view Simons takes in his analysis of 

President George W. Bush’s melodramatic framing of the post-September 11
th

 tragedy. 

Likewise, in “Villains, Victims and Heroes: Melodrama, Media, and September 11” 

Elisabeth Anker analyzes melodrama’s role in fostering “a specific American collective 

identity” (22). Anker finds U.S. news media reports situate America “as a morally 
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powerful victim ensnared in a position that required it to transform victimization into 

heroic retributive action” and that this has “dangerous ramifications […] for American 

politics and democratic citizenship” (22). Although these critics have reasoned 

arguments, I suggest their fearful determinations about melodrama’s rhetorical 

dimensions are too narrowly derived from political discourse, especially surrounding 

9/11. Further, these studies take a generic melodramatic mode, instead of theorizing a 

particular type, as I do with neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. 

Rhetorical studies scholars sometimes acknowledge the pervasiveness of 

melodrama in popular culture (Simons and Jones 524; Anker). But they also fear 

audiences’ engagements, especially that of youth, with melodramatic texts. According to 

Simons and Jones,  

Too often, young people are raised on melodrama: especially in computer games, 

forces of good end up arrayed simplistically against the sinister forces of evil. 

Adults, too, tend to get their information in the form of melodrama […]; this is an 

extension of the childhood socialization process. How much better it would be if 

children and adults saw television programming that deepened viewers’ 

understanding of complex social problems, rather than reinforcing simplistic us 

versus them thinking by way of cardboard characters in melodramatic roles. (531) 

Once again, here is another example of adult critics belittling the melodramatic mode’s 

presence in popular media. Furthermore, Simons and Jones deny youth the capacity to 

engage critically with the media they choose and they oversimplify melodrama’s 

rhetorical functions. Other rhetorical scholars, such as Thomas W. Benson, also doubt 

melodrama’s progressive potential for readers: “Melodrama prefigures our desires for 

independent, nonpolitical heroes and for happy endings” (249). These deterministic 
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statements miss melodrama’s potential to serve more complex, multifaceted rhetorical 

functions.  

While studies of melodrama in rhetoric usually focus on political discourse, a few 

studies, some most recent, have alluded to melodrama’s rhetorical function in texts 

representing young audiences (Blackford, “Mockingbird”; Bousquet; Karlyn). Only one 

of these studies is offered by a critic working specifically in the field of rhetoric: Marc 

Bousquet’s examination of Rowling’s Harry Potter series. In “Harry Potter, the War 

against Evil, and the Melodramatization of Public Culture,” Bousquet draws on a 

rhetorical approach concerned with the same kinds of issues Simons and Anker address. 

Using a comparative framework, Bousquet considers Rowling’s series “in the context of 

the Reagan-Bush-Thatcher-Blair ‘war against evil’” (177). Nevertheless, Bousquet’s 

arguments about the rhetorical functions of melodrama in the Harry Potter series are 

more interested in national politics at large, a focus similar to other rhetorical scholars. 

While a comparative framework is a useful method (one that I detail in Chapter 3), 

Bousquet does not treat melodrama’s particular connection with contemporary youth or 

the mode’s appeal to the lived experiences of young readers. Carolyn R. Miller’s 

contributions to rhetorical studies will help me make the case for using generic criticism 

for the latter purposes (see Chapter 3). 

In sum, melodrama and its connection to girls (and youth) have not been given 

adequate treatment in the field of rhetoric. Perhaps this relates to the persistent and 

implicit prejudice against melodrama that Hadley notes:  
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Although in the middle decades of this century historians of the theater 

obligatorily documented the rise and dominance of the nineteenth-century stage, 

and some more recent literary criticism has studied the translation of its theatrical 

style into canonical Victorian novels, melodrama has consistently suffered from 

the low expectations and unacknowledged biases of its critics. (2)  

 

Hadley argues for an appreciation of the infiltration of melodramatic “tactics” in 

Victorian culture, including, but not limited to the stage, literature, and political 

discourse. Such a perspective provides fertile ground for theorizing neo-Victorian 

melodrama as a mode of discourse in contemporary girl culture through the variety of 

texts that comprise the Twilight phenomenon. 

THESIS 

Realizing how popular girl culture illustrates what I term “neo-Victorian 

melodrama” not only yields insight into Twilight’s appeal. Theorizing this melodramatic 

impulse also discovers a pervasive mode of discourse with rhetorical significance to 

contemporary coming-of-age girlhood articulated through a nineteenth-century filter. 

Furthermore, since neo-Victorian melodrama characterizes some communication in girl 

culture (in adult-generated texts depicting girls and girl-authored works), recognizing the 

mode’s rhetorical dimensions offers a theory of girls’ rhetorical practices. Since I 

recognize neo-Victorian melodrama as a ubiquitous mode across a variety of texts of girl 

culture, my study also provides a theoretical method for feminist rhetorical studies, 

especially those that focus on popular (girl) culture. 

Building on the theoretical and methodological foundations I offer in Chapter 2 

and 3, my case studies reveal the following rhetorical functions of neo-Victorian 

melodrama in girl culture. First, neo-Victorian melodrama validates affective responses 
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to coming-of-age experiences. Specifically, melodramatic conventions related to 

exaggeration and excess grant profound serious to adolescent experiences, especially 

those frequently trivialized by adults. These experiences include conflicts related to home 

life, school, and teen relationships— as well as girls’ pop culture preferences. Thus, the 

mode validates the gravity of girls’ feelings in relation to those everyday experiences. 

Excessive representations of suffering abounds in neo-Victorian melodrama’s 

presentation of girls’ relationship conflicts in particular. This kind of overstatement is 

heightened by sensational and shocking subject matter as well as texts’ musicality, which 

can amplify the repetitiveness and depth of extreme feelings. Based on findings in all 

three case studies, music significantly cues and enhances the melodramatic impulses of a 

variety of Twilight texts—adult authored and girl made.  

Another rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama relates to enhancing 

intimacy between girls. By confirming the interior, emotional lives of female youth, neo-

Victorian melodrama does not just permit girls’ affective responses, but encourages them. 

Neo-Victorian melodrama is indeed characterized by revelation and confession. Reveling 

in the revelatory sharing of affect, like crying, builds community among girls; community 

building through affect is a rhetorical function especially relevant to feminist rhetorical 

practices. Furthermore, the revelation of interior, emotional experiences promotes 

empathy among girls, another rhetorical dimension with feminist implications.  

Neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture also facilitates a critique of social 

constructions of girlhood, especially those that resemble nineteenth-century expectations. 

In this way, neo-Victorian melodrama does what Martha Vicinus recognizes about 
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nineteenth-century domestic melodrama, “a psychological touchstone for the powerless, 

for those who felt themselves to be ‘the helpless and unfriended’” (128). In popular girl 

culture, extreme and affective reactions to choices laden with moral weight validate the 

frustration girls might feel in relation to what feel like limited choices and restrictive 

discourses, especially related to girls’ bodies. Thus, at times these exaggerations are so 

over the top that their hyperbolic nature becomes more of a critique (rather than an 

endorsement) of restrictive social constructions of girlhood. Following neo-Victorian 

melodrama’s capacity to critique twenty-first-century girlhood, the melodramatic impulse 

is sometimes used ironically by girls to parody or question dominant messages found in 

the adult-authored novels and films of the saga. Discovering that melodrama can critique 

itself, then, is another rhetorical function of the neo-Victorian melodramatic impulse in 

girl culture.  

OUTLINES OF CHAPTERS 

Part I 

Part I offers theoretical and methodological foundations for the forthcoming case 

studies’ exploration of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture.  

Chapter 2 integrates theories from primarily feminist critics in rhetoric, literature, 

film and media studies, and girls’ studies. In this introductory chapter, I have already 

noted the inadequate treatment of melodrama and girls in rhetorical criticism. As a result, 

in Chapter 2 I bridge some of the recuperative efforts in feminist rhetorical theory with 

similar feminist stances in other fields. Intriguingly, the rhetorical functions of 

melodrama have seemed to captivate many scholars, especially feminists, whether they 
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use the term “rhetoric” or not. Along with theories associated with rhetoric and 

melodrama, I also address girls’ studies scholarship. Specifically, I show how two themes 

characterize different fields’ feminist theories: 1) the recognition of underrepresented 

perspectives and 2) the role of feminist thought in understanding popular culture. More 

precisely, feminist rhetoricians address women’s rhetorical practices, which highlight 

personal experience and community, but they have failed to theorize girls and 

melodrama. While scholars of literature, as well as film and media studies, certainly 

advanced an appreciation for women’s preferences for melodrama, with a few exceptions 

these feminist scholars largely neglect girls. Girls’ studies scholars have theorized girls’ 

productive cultural contributions as well as their complex reading and viewing strategies. 

But this girl-oriented scholarship has not accounted for the pervasiveness of melodrama 

in girl culture. Ultimately, bridging multiple disciplines’ work helps bring forth 

melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions in girl culture, especially those related to affect, 

community building, and the presentation of personal, interior experiences. 

Building on the insights I have gained from (feminist) theories presented and 

bridged together in Chapter 2, Chapter 3 develops a method for studying the rhetorical 

functions of neo-Victorian melodrama in popular girl culture. First, I explain how 

Inness’s definition of girl culture works as a preliminary methodological cue for the order 

of my case studies: I suggest three separate case-study chapters to deal with literature, 

girl-authored texts, and film, but this order is dependent on a circular understanding of 

meaning making in girl culture. Instead of moving from the novels to a consideration of 

the films’ translation of the novels’ melodrama, I situate fangirl productions in the middle 
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of the case studies as a kind of hinge. This hinge reflects the definition of girl culture as a 

back-and-forth meaning-making process.  

Following, in Chapter 3 I propose focusing on the rhetorical dimensions as a way 

to classify neo-Victorian melodrama; this strategy is informed by my overarching method 

of rhetorical analysis, rhetorical generic criticism that relies on comparative analysis. 

Comparative methods that pair texts in order to determine generic classification— as well 

as neo-Victorian affiliation— rely on close reading, as demonstrated in previous literary 

critiques addressing melodrama. In addition to generic criticism, Chapter 3 also explains 

secondary approaches specific to an exploration of online fan discourse (Chapter 5) and 

film (Chapter 6). Chapter 5 is informed by feminist ethnographic approaches to reception 

studies and girl communities; my ethnographic method values the inclusion of girls’ 

voices; although I do not directly interact with girls, I argue for the significance of a 

serious consideration of discourse that girls make public in online spaces. Finally, 

Chapter 3 concludes with an explanation of methods relevant to my exploration of the 

Twilight films. To approach the cinematic adaptations of the saga’s literary works, I 

suggest focusing on sound and its relationship to onscreen images. Specifically, narrating 

voiceover and, to a lesser extent, music articulate the girl protagonist’s interiority, which 

is vital to the translation of neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions. I also 

explain a formal approach to textual analysis concerned with such technical cinematic 

conventions through a discussion of voiceover as a media logic in girls’ film and 

television.  
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Part II 

Part II presents case studies that illustrate the neo-Victorian melodramatic impulse 

in girl culture through an examination of Twilight texts—the novels, fangirl-authored 

works, and films.  

Chapter 4 defines neo-Victorian melodrama and its rhetorical dimensions in girl 

culture through the Twilight-Jane Eyre connection. Specifically, I recognize what the 

saga communicates about twenty-first-century coming-of-age girlhood through 

melodramatic moments shared with the Victorian predecessor. My analysis shows how 

Twilight Saga and Jane Eyre share almost identical nineteenth-century melodramatic 

impulses through narrative structure and other melodramatic conventions, such as 

music(al gestures), revelation and secrecy, moral feelings, dreams, female villainy, 

suffering and separation, crying, and closure through coupling. Through my analysis of 

these melodramatic impulses, I show how Jane’s and Bella’s first-person narration 

positions the reader to empathize with their often extreme responses, especially to 

coming-of-age experiences. The narrators’ presentation of interiority and emotion not 

only validates such affective responses, but also functions to critique such excess. 

Specifically, through melodramatic impulses shared with Brontë’s nineteenth-century 

Jane Eyre, Meyer’s saga critiques social pressures, especially related to sexuality and 

aging, facing twenty-first-century female youth. Overall, I suggest neo-Victorian 

melodrama’s rhetorical functions evidenced in the Twilight Saga account for the novels’ 

appeal among many contemporary girls. 
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Chapter 5 explores fangirl-authored texts distributed via social media to theorize 

neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical functions in girl-generated girl culture. Chapter 5 

thus explores how Twilight fangirls cohere around Meyer’s melodramatic moments—as 

well as how girls’ own affective responses to Meyer’s saga reflect neo-Victorian 

melodrama. In order to narrow the scope, I address three communities of Twilight-

fangirls: 1) an online fan forum, Twilight Teens, on which girls (until mid-2011) went 

online to discuss Twilight; 2) thetwilightreader’s YouTube channel (created by a tween 

girl several years ago) on which its founder “Liza” posted almost 100 videos addressing 

the vampire romance; and 3) probably the most well-known example in fan-circles, The 

Bella Cullen Project, a musical trio writing and performing Twilight-inspired songs that 

gained major visibility through MySpace. These fangirl-productions reflect girls’ active 

interpretive strategies in addition to evidence of melodrama’s appeal. These girls’ own 

melodramatic discourse reflects similar rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian 

melodrama illustrated by the novels: intimacy and empathy among girls, as well as the 

validation of emotional responses to coming-of-age experiences. Yet fangirls’ discourse 

demonstrates even more evidence of melodrama’s capacity to facilitate—through black 

and white extremes—critiques of social pressures facing girls. Girls’ interpretive 

strategies and discursive productions, then, disrupt sexist and ageist critiques about 

contemporary girls’ cultural participation.  

Armed with the knowledge of neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical functions in 

girl culture as evidenced by Twilight novels and fangirl discourse, Chapter 6 theorizes the 

translation of the novels’ neo-Victorian melodramatic impulses onscreen. Specifically, 
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this investigation is concerned with whether or not female youth (and fangirls in 

particular) are constructed as an audience through melodrama. Through a specific focus 

on narrating voiceover, as well as music, and these sound features’ connection to 

onscreen images, I trace how Bella’s point-of-view is translated from page to screen. The 

reason this point of view is so important relates to the presentation of her interiority, 

which is necessary to the rhetorical functions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. 

The first and, to some extent, the second Twilight cinematic adaptations uphold Bella’s 

interior point-of-view to promote intimacy and empathy, therefore appealing to many girl 

readers and fans. In doing so, Twilight and New Moon replicate the reading experience by 

calling upon neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions to appeal to girls, 

especially reader-viewers. As the franchise’s popularity grew, the latter films, especially 

Eclipse and to a lesser degree Breaking Dawn-Part 1, do not translate the Bella’s point of 

view for the same rhetorical effects as the novels. By diminishing the representation of 

the protagonist’s interiority, the viewer’s capacity to empathize and feel intimate with the 

Bella is reduced. Without these rhetorical functions, the latter cinematic adaptations do 

not translate the novels’ neo-Victorian melodramatic impulses to the screen and, thus, do 

not privilege intimacy between Bella and girls through a meaningful validation of Bella’s 

interior emotional life. As such, the latter films also do not critique social pressures 

facing contemporary girls, another rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama in 

girl culture. 
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PART I: THEORY AND METHOD 

Chapter 2: A (Feminist) Theoretical Foundation for the Rhetorical 

Functions of Neo-Victorian Melodrama in Popular Girl Culture 

“Who were you, an insignificant little girl, to chase me from the place I wanted to 

be?” asks the century-old vampire Edward Cullen as he remembers how Bella Swan’s 

intoxicating scent made him initially leave town (Meyer 271). While disparaging about 

her youth and gender, Edward’s musing reflects his anxiety about his reaction to her 

potent presence. Applied to the larger context I introduced in the previous chapter, this 

fictional scenario speaks to girls’ paradoxical claims to power in popular culture at large. 

While girls are a desirable market for mass-mediated products, girls’ presence and 

preferences in the mass market are often a source of angst and ridicule, especially in the 

case of the Twilight phenomenon. Edward’s question then becomes an eerie reflection of 

belittling attitudes toward Twilight girl-readers that I surveyed in the introduction.  

As this scenario illustrates, critics can gain a great deal of insight about the 

construction of girlhood as a contested social category from analyzing young adult 

literature in the context of its culture. As a multidisciplinary feminist scholar, I am 

intrigued by the representation of coming-of-age girlhood in contemporary adolescent 

and Victorian literature— along with adaptations of texts in those genres. Nevertheless, 

as a rhetorician, I am also invested in understanding the negotiation of meaning in 

popular culture, especially through texts that appeal to or are created by female youth. I 

have always appreciated these disciplinary investments as connected although I have not 

always recognized how to communicate their connectedness. Yet, when I discerned neo-
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Victorian melodrama as a pervasive mode of discourse in girl culture—from young adult 

literature to cinematic adaptations to girl-made YouTube videos— I realized feminist 

rhetorical studies could connect seemingly divergent disciplinary interests.  

Theorizing the rhetorical functions of neo-Victorian melodrama in popular girl 

culture requires integrating contributions from feminist rhetorical studies with theories 

originating in other disciplines. Still, attempting to find common theoretical ground 

among scholars in a variety of fields is something of a daunting task. On the one hand, I 

have no template; no one has used this particular multidisciplinary perspective to theorize 

the rhetorical functions of melodrama in girl culture. On the other hand, given the gaps in 

scholarship, I have the license to narrow my scope, focusing on precise theories that 

create the foundation for forthcoming chapters. The quandary of the theory “bricoleur” 

seems to be a usual one for many feminist scholars, especially those working in rhetorical 

studies (Schell 5). Eileen E. Schell asks, “How does one undertake the work of feminist 

rhetorical analysis? […] How should feminist rhetoricians combine rhetorical methods, 

feminist methods, and methods from other disciplines?” (1). These questions foreground 

the collection, Rhetorica in Motion: Feminist Rhetorical Methods and Methodologies 

(2010), which includes Kathleen J. Ryan’s “Making Pathways: Inventing Textual 

Research Methods in Feminist Rhetorical Studies.” Encouraged by Ryan’s emphasis on 

“the lens of invention” (91), I will illustrate how different theoretical perspectives 

enhance each other in order to argue for neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical 

dimensions in popular girl culture. 
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Discovering the limited treatment of girls and melodrama in feminist rhetorical 

studies (as well as the insufficient attention given to girls and youth in other disciplines’ 

treatments of melodrama) has surprised me. After all, feminist rhetorical studies are 

generally marked by a spirit of inclusivity that lends itself to recuperation, collaboration, 

and creative interpretations. Although these dispositions encourage scholarship that 

recognizes voices previously in the margins or interpretations that belie the obvious, they 

have not done enough to recognize girls’ rhetorical practices or melodrama’s complex 

rhetorical potential. Beginning with this stance, then, leads me to suggest how theoretical 

dispositions in melodrama studies and girls’ studies may complement feminist rhetorical 

theory. Based on my exploration of Twilight critiques and the scholarly oversights that I 

reveal in my introductory chapter, I am building a theoretical foundation that unifies 

feminist theories of rhetoric, melodrama, and girls’ studies. 

Specifically, feminist scholars addressing rhetoric, melodrama, and girls have 

attended to two major areas of thought, which inform a study of neo-Victorian 

melodrama in girl culture. For the purpose of this chapter, these areas are: 1) the 

recognition of underrepresented perspectives and 2) the role of feminist thought in studies 

of popular culture. Organized around those two themes, the sections that follow review 

key theoretical contributions by feminist rhetoricians, especially third-wave critics, and 

then show how findings in melodrama studies and girls’ studies complement those 

rhetorical perspectives. Throughout this thematic exploration, I call attention to the 

prevalence of feminist practices like consciousness-raising, recovery and recuperation, 

close reading, voice, agency, affective proofs, collaboration, conversation, contradiction, 
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personal experience, intimacy, and sisterhood. Highlighting these concepts in the course 

of bridging theoretical perspectives serves several functions.  

First, I am creating a theoretical foundation that will enable me to argue for neo-

Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions. Through excess, revelation, and by 

championing the powerless, this mode at once critiques social constructions of girlhood, 

validates extreme, affective responses, and promotes empathy among girls. And, while I 

will show how the present state of theory has not adequately treated these rhetorical 

functions of melodrama in girl culture, I am emphasizing aspects of feminist theories that 

are consistent with the findings of my case studies (Chapters 4-6). Finally, I am creating a 

theoretical basis for articulating a method of generic criticism that relies on close reading 

and, through comparison, encourages conversation between different types of texts—as 

well as discourses of girlhood available in different historical moments. This theoretical 

foundation will also make clear the necessity of other methods, like ethnography, that 

recognize girls’ agential cultural productions and interpretive strategies. While this 

collaborative stance is present in literary and media studies scholars’ work, it is not as 

available in rhetorical studies. As such, theory that recognizes girls’ agency in popular 

culture makes a rhetorical analysis of girls’ discourse possible.  

RECOGNIZING UNDERREPRESENTED PERSPECTIVES 

In the following section, I discuss some of the key ways feminist rhetoricians 

have reclaimed underrepresented perspectives, particularly of adult women and especially 

for the purpose of deriving rhetorical theory. Then, I show how feminists in literary and 

film and media studies have espoused similar stances when redeeming the melodramatic 
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mode as one with particular appeal for women (as well as men). I conclude this section 

by showing how girls’ studies scholars have argued for analyses that consider girls’ 

perspectives, especially in regards to their media production and cultural preferences. By 

bridging these theories together, I show not only how they complement each other, but 

also how feminists’ recognition of underrepresented perspectives involves a restoration of 

previously marginalized voices. This theoretical integration brings to light the value of 

intimate, personal forms of expression exchanged in affective, collaborative, and 

conversational ways. These are the very rhetorical functions I will reveal in my case 

studies’ analysis of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. 

Underrepresented Perspectives: Rhetorical Studies 

By recognizing women’s distinctive rhetorical practices and theories, over the 

past few decades feminist scholars in rhetorical studies have worked to remedy a canon 

that formerly privileged male speakers and public address. Recovering women’s 

rhetorical contributions is a feminist project to which a variety of noteworthy publications 

have contributed. These include: Cheryl Glenn’s Rhetoric Retold: Regendering the 

Tradition from Antiquity Through the Renaissance (1997), Jane Donawerth’s edited 

collection Rhetorical Theory by Women Before 1900: An Anthology (2002), and Hildy 

Miller and Lillian Bridwell-Bowles’s Rhetorical Women: Roles and Representations 

(2005). Generally, as Karlyn Kohrs Campbell notes, feminist rhetorical scholars 

recognize women’s perspectives through the act of recovering lost texts and appreciating 

women’s contributions to rhetorical theory (“Consciousness”). Building theory from 

women’s discourse (Campbell, “Consciousness”) and encouraging voice as a tool for 
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agency are specific ways of practicing feminist rhetorical scholarship (Moore).
21

 So while 

feminist scholars failed to incorporate girls’ rhetorical practice into the expanded canon, 

feminist rhetoricians did what feminist thought often does in academia: disrupt 

conventional ways of thinking to promote diverse and previously silenced perspectives.  

When considering the ways feminist scholars have theorized women’s rhetorical 

practices to recognize underrepresented perspectives, consciousness-raising emerges as a 

primary and inclusive theoretical finding. Initiated by Campbell in “The Rhetoric of 

Women’s Liberation: An Oxymoron” (1973), feminist rhetorical theory has recovered 

and recuperated women’s rhetorical practices, especially affective proofs that facilitate 

consciousness raising, which is the practice of bringing attention to a social situation. For 

second-wave feminists, evidence was often based on women’s personal experiences—

exchanged with each other—for the purposes of structural and political change. 

According to Campbell,  

Women’s liberation is characterized by rhetorical interactions that emphasize 

affective proofs and personal testimony, participation and dialogue, self-

revelation and self-criticism, the goal of autonomous decision making through 

self-persuasion, and the strategic use of techniques for “violating the reality 

structure.” (“Rhetoric” 83) 

 

Campbell identifies consciousness-raising as one of those rhetorical interactions and 

emphasizes the importance of reaching for structural solutions: “consciousness raising 

requires that the personal be transcended by moving toward the structural” (“Rhetoric” 

83). Seeing consciousness-raising as a unifying rhetorical practice emphasizes the 

                                                 
21 In fact, recovery and recuperation practices in feminist rhetorical studies resemble efforts by other 

feminist scholars, like Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, who advocated for scholarly recognition 

women fiction writers, like the Brontës, and their places in the literary canon. 
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priority on interiority and revelatory conversation, which are functions of neo-Victorian 

melodrama in girl culture.  

While Campbell’s theory of consciousness-raising discovered the rhetorical 

practice within women’s liberation discourse in the mid-twentieth century (“Rhetoric”), 

Campbell and other scholars have continued to expand her initial theory’s possibilities. 

Campbell demonstrates how consciousness-raising informs—and unites—feminist 

rhetorical scholarship. This feminist stance is consistent with what third-wave feminists 

like Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards later suggest about appreciating the 

contributions of “everyday women” (56). As the title, “Consciousness-Raising: Linking 

Theory, Criticism, and Practice” (2002), suggests, Campbell reveals how consciousness-

raising informs feminist theory-building, which better assists efforts to address, analyze, 

and appreciate women’s rhetorical practices, texts, and discourse. Specifically, Campbell 

terms the “recovery” and “recuperation” of women’s texts for critical inquiry as 

representative of feminist contributions to rhetorical studies. She begins by articulating 

the connection and distinction between recovery and recuperation: recovery relates to an 

ongoing and “unending” process of reversing the silencing of women’s voices that has 

traditionally occurred throughout history; recuperation is an activity that “requires the 

analytical and interpretive work of critics” (“Consciousness” 59). Campbell further 

explains how these processes can be housed under the banner of consciousness raising:  

The recovery process mimics the effort to share women’s experiences. 

Recuperation replicates the processes of critique by which that experience is 

winnowed through comparison of experience and by testing it against other 

sources of information. (“Consciousness” 59).  
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My effort to theorize neo-Victorian melodrama from girls’ online fan discourse, along 

with popular texts about girls, is in line with recovery and recuperation. Not only am I 

working to archive girls’ media production, which is quickly disappearing from the web 

(as I explain in the conclusion of Chapter 5), but I am also offering a theory that 

encourages scholars to appreciate popular girl culture in a new way.  

Moreover, of particular import to my study of is Campbell’s articulation of two 

findings with particular relevance to subsequent feminist rhetorical studies. The first 

relates to affective proofs and the second relates to theory emerging from women’s 

writing, which privileges the woman rhetor’s discourse and arises from close reading. 

Both of these theories help feminist rhetorical scholars better theorize girls’ rhetorical 

practices. 

The attention to affective proofs, particularly personal evidence characterized by 

strong emotion, is continued in third-wave feminist rhetoricians’ scholarship. At once 

building on and differentiating themselves from Campbell, in “The Rhetorical Functions 

of Consciousness-Raising in Third Wave Feminism” (2004) Stacey K. Sowards and 

Valerie R. Renegar demonstrate how consciousness-raising qualifies third-wave feminist 

rhetorical practices. Informed by Campbell, in addition to the feminist stance articulated 

by Baumgardner and Richards, Sowards and Renegar demonstrate how similar 

interactions, especially personal testimony, function in third-wave feminism. According 

to the authors, third-wave feminist consciousness-raising is different “in style, substance, 

and function” to second-wave practices since third wavers face divergent and diverse 

cultural exigencies and rhetorical problems (536). Thus, third-wave feminists respond 
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with different rhetorical responses: personal stories for mass-mediated distribution, forms 

of entertainment in popular culture, and experiences in college classrooms; all are deeply 

personal but they often occur in the realm of public sphere. Comparing themselves to 

Sonja Foss and Cindy Griffin’s invitational paradigm of rhetoric, Sowards and Renegar 

suggest that “offering perspectives” (548) may or may not contribute to self-persuasion 

that effects personal change. The authors admit this ambiguity can be “confounding to 

those attempting to understand the third wave by measuring it against traditional notions 

of feminism and feminist consciousness-raising” (548). Thus, through their observations 

of third-wave rhetorical practices, Sowards and Renegar validate the distinctiveness of 

third-wave rhetorical interactions. This insight, which celebrates affect and personal 

testimony to legitimize stances that might seem apolitical, is vital to realizing the feminist 

and liberating potential of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture.  

The derivation of rhetorical theory from a close reading of a woman’s discourse—

or a group of women’s discourse—is another approach exemplified by Campbell and 

other feminist rhetorical scholars.
22

 Campbell reveals how theory can emerge from 

women’s writing, a process that privileges adult female rhetors’ discourse and arises from 

close reading (“Consciousness”). Like much of the feminist work in other disciplines that 

                                                 
22 A selection of that kind of work includes journal articles such as Martha Solomon’s (1988) “Ideology as 

Rhetorical Constraint: The Anarchist Agitation of ‘Red Emma’ Goldman,” Cindy Griffin’s (1994) 

“Rhetoricizing Alienation: Mary Wollstonecraft and the Rhetorical Construction of Women’s Oppression,” 

Sara Hayden’s (1997) “Reclaiming Bodies of Knowledge: An Exploration of the Relationship between 

Feminist Theorizing and Feminine Style in the Rhetoric of the Boston Women’s Health Book Collective,” 

Tasha Dubriwny’s (2005) “Consciousness-Raising as Collective Rhetoric: The Articulation of Experience 

in the Redstockings’ Abortion Speak-Out of 1969,” and Campbell’s (2005) “Agency: Promiscuous and 

Protean.” Hildy Miller and Lillian Bridwell-Bowles collection, Rhetorical Women: Roles and 

Representations, also features feminist perspectives that privilege women’s discursive practices for the 

purposes of building rhetorical theory. 
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Mary Celeste Kearney notices (“Coalescing”), these laudable efforts in rhetoric have 

mostly excluded the close study of girl-authored texts and girls as rhetors. Even though 

third-wave feminist rhetorical critics like Sowards and Renegar include an explicit 

reference to “girls” (543), more frequently the authors use terms like “young females” 

(544) or “young feminists” (543) when they discuss how female youth interact with 

works of popular culture. And their textual analysis still reflects an adult-bias. For 

example, in Sowards and Renegar’s discussion of a representative work of third-wave 

feminism, the anthology Listen Up: Voices from the Next Feminist Generation, the 

authors cite examples of adult feminists reflecting on girlhood but no examples of girls 

speaking about girlhood. Even with these oversights, I argue that feminist rhetorical 

studies is most conducive to the kind of close reading (through the lens of melodrama) 

that I offer in my case studies—especially since feminist rhetorical theory appreciates the 

significance of collaboration. 

Along with consciousness-raising, feminist scholars’ articulation of rhetoric as 

facilitating shared meaning bespeaks the notion of conversation, another way of 

conceptualizing women’s rhetoric. Jane Donawerth’s very recent scholarly work, 

Conversational Rhetoric: The Rise and Fall of a Women's Tradition, 1600-1900 (2011), 

offers a theoretical contribution consistent with this perspective. Defining rhetoric as “the 

art of communication” (1), Donawerth intervenes in historical studies of rhetoric that 

“defined women’s theory in the negative—why there wasn’t any” (2). She goes on to 

note another deficiency: “the scholarly conversation has so far emphasized women’s 

rhetorical practices, not their rhetorical theories” (Conversational 2). Mentioning the kind 



 89 

of feminist recuperation and recovery efforts that Campbell champions, Donawerth calls 

for a new “conversation” about women’s rhetoric, an angle consistent with the 

conversational perspective she recovers:  

How did women theorize communication, and if they did not do it in rhetoric and 

composition textbooks, where did they do it? This study shows us how women 

availed themselves of the genres that women were reading to theorize the 

communication that women were achieving. Women seized the available means 

and published theories of communication in a variety of places: in humanist 

treatises defending women’s education, in conduct books for women, in defenses 

of women’s preaching, and in elocution handbooks. In these places, over the 

course of three centuries, they developed theories of women’s rhetoric based on 

conversation, not on public speaking. (Conversational 2) 

Donawerth points to some important concerns, especially regarding medium and genre, 

that my study also takes up. While women’s rhetorical theories are not always necessarily 

synonymous with feminist rhetorical theories, understanding and recognizing the role 

women play in rhetorical theory-building is certainly a feminist scholarly practice. 

Furthermore, highlighting conversation’s role in community building is one that I will 

emphasize when considering the rhetorical functions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl 

culture. 

Intriguingly, despite Donawerth’s spirit of intervention, she upholds the adult-

centric view of females so many scholars before her have espoused and to which I will 

provide a corrective in my study. Between the years 1600-1900, the span Donawerth 

investigates, did girls’ rhetorical practices illustrate conversation? In my case studies, I 

show how girls’ melodramatic discourse often functions rhetorically as revelation—

similar to the sharing of personal experience in consciousness-raising. And revelation is 

often apparent through conversation, an interaction also encouraged by the melodramatic 
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mode. Of course, just because girls or women speak in a certain way does not mean that 

they are (or see themselves) as feminists, or that they see their work as contributing to a 

feminist agenda. Yet I suggest a scholarly project that recognizes the rhetorical practices 

of girls is a feminist project because such a project works to disrupt an adult-centric view 

of rhetoric— and dominant culture’s limiting attitudes toward girls’ popular culture 

preferences. Prior to considering the latter concern, understanding the recuperative spirit 

feminists brought to melodrama studies helps link together the fields’ concerns about 

underrepresented perspectives. 

Underrepresented Perspectives: Melodrama Studies 

Just as feminist rhetorical scholars have generally neglected the contributions of 

girl rhetors, melodrama scholars, especially feminists, who recuperated melodrama in the 

late twentieth century largely neglected texts related to girlhood as well as girl audiences 

(with the exception of Sally Mitchell’s The New Girl). Nevertheless, in the 1970s and 

1980s feminist scholars in literary studies, such as Mitchell, Nina Auerbach, Elaine 

Showalter, and Martha Vicinus paid a great deal of attention to Victorian women’s 

(writers’ and readers’) preferences for sensationalism and melodrama. Likewise, in film 

and media studies, Mary Ann Doane, Christine Gledhill, E. Ann Kaplan, Tania Modleski, 

and Linda Williams acknowledged twentieth-century film’s indebtedness to the Victorian 

theatrical and literary tradition to theorize filmic and serial television melodrama’s 

particular connection to women’s (domestic) experiences and female audiences. In doing 

this work, feminist scholars of melodrama espoused the interventionist spirit that feminist 

rhetoricians embraced when they recuperated women rhetors. Gledhill notes, “Feminism, 
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[…] given melodrama’s long relegation as a women’s cultural domain, claims a stake in 

critical reappropriation of the form and introduces the problem of the ‘woman’s film’ 

which, it has been assumed, represents a sub-set of melodrama” (Introduction 1).
23

 Of 

course, in the twenty-first century, feminist scholars have continued to expand our 

understanding of melodrama and women’s experiences. Yet realizing contributions of 

earlier feminist scholars working in the late-twentieth century connects their efforts to 

their contemporaries in feminist rhetorical studies. A review of these contributions also 

exposes foundational theories of melodrama that are necessary to my subsequent theory 

building. Comprehending how feminist scholars recuperate melodrama in relation to 

women’s perspectives— and later men’s experiences— requires a discipline-specific 

treatment. 

In literary studies, feminists’ contributions often focused on understanding the 

contributions of nineteenth-century woman-authored texts. In fact, these efforts directly 

resemble recovery and recuperation practices in feminist rhetorical studies. While not 

focusing on melodrama specifically, Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s seminal work, 

The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary 

Imagination (1979), advocates for women fiction writers, like the Brontës, and their 

places alongside male writers in the literary canon. Gilbert and Gubar’s intervention was 

an important move in feminist literary scholars’ disruption of conventional, male-

                                                 
23 According to Ann Cvetkovich’s study of Victorian sensation novels and affect, “The ‘sensational’ 

became an aesthetically, morally, and politically loaded term used to dismiss both particular kinds of 

representations and the affective responses they produce” (13) 
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dominated ways of thinking about literature—just as feminist rhetorical scholars have 

advocated for expanded definitions of rhetoric.  

Studies of woman-authored sensation fiction, its connection to stage melodrama, 

and women’s reading practices specifically aided in the recovery and recuperation of 

nineteenth-century women’s perspectives. Some of the earliest interventions include 

Showalter’s “Desperate Remedies: Sensation Novels of the 1860s” (1976); Mitchell also 

advocates for an appreciation of sensation novels’ presence in women’s everyday lives, 

highlighting the affective responses experienced by characters and readers alike in 

“Sentiment and Suffering: Women’s Recreational Reading in the 1890s” (1977). 

Of particular usefulness to my study is Martha Vicinus’s “‘Helpless and 

Unfriended’: Nineteenth-Century Domestic Melodrama” (1981). In this article, Vicinus 

notes the pervasiveness of melodrama in both Victorian literature and popular culture at 

large (127), specifically focusing on “the nature of domestic melodrama in Victorian 

literature and to argue for its importance as a psychological touchstone for the powerless, 

for those who felt themselves to be ‘the helpless and unfriended’” (128). Vicinus 

contends: “Domestic melodrama, situated at the emotional and moral center of life, is the 

most important type of Victorian melodrama; it is here that we see primal fears clothed in 

everyday dress” (128). Elaborating to specify why this mode has special appeal for 

women, Vicinus goes on to explain:  

Melodrama was also important for women, who found it to be a reflection of the 

contradictions in their own lives. Removed under capitalism from participation in 

essential production, the middle-class woman found all her energies focused on 

the family and its emotional life. As the angel in the house, she was expected to 

sacrifice all for the emotional, moral, and physical well-being of her husband and 
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children. It is little wonder that rebellion and self-sacrifice recur so frequently in 

popular melodrama; they speak to a recurrent underlying emotional tension in 

women’s lives. The heroine, though ostensibly weaker than the hero, invariably 

suffered greater persecution; her strength under adversity confirmed the moral 

superiority of women over men. (132-33) 

 

Specifically noting the subversive potential in Mrs. Henry Wood’s East Lynne and 

Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret (1862), Vicinus recognizes how melodramatic 

heroines and female villains (who, for example, violated marital fidelity) allowed women 

readers to contemplate their own constrictive domestic conditions related to home and 

marriage (133-34).
24

 Thus, the domestic melodrama’s vitality and applicability continue 

to relate to contemporary melodrama in girl culture; after all, the Twilight Saga is a series 

whose major conflicts often occur in the setting of the home (especially a girl’s bedroom) 

and are related to family life. That melodrama heightens the drama of female characters’ 

subversive experiences in order to promote a critique of domesticity and other social 

limitations for the reader remains a fundamental rhetorical function of neo-Victorian 

melodrama in girl culture.  

While Vicinus explores the function of the suffering-child character in melodrama 

(130-31), she does not exclusively treat the connection of melodrama to the child reader 

in “‘Helpless.’” This move typifies feminist literary scholarship in the latter decades of 

the twentieth century since it generally tended to focus on adult women writers, 

characters, and readers. One study, however, Mitchell’s The New Girl: Girls' Culture in 

England 1880-1915 (1995), offers key insight into melodrama and late-Victorian girls’ 

                                                 
24 Auerbach makes a similar argument about female villains’ subversive potential in Women and the 

Demon: The Life of a Victorian Myth (1982). 
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reading experiences. In her discussion of religious stories, Mitchell differentiates 

melodrama’s role in literature girls encountered: 

The religious tales most memorable to girls were all examples of melodramatized 

realism rather than fantasy and allegory used in mid-century by A.L.O.E. and her 

imitators. Melodrama, however, not only presents a fantasy of an “ideal” world, in 

which the good are (defined and) rewarded and the bad punished, but (also) 

educates the feelings, so that readers are habituated to feel anger, or fear, or the 

reward of a warm and positive glow, in response to certain specific stimuli. 

“Moral” fiction preaches outright, speaking directly to the reader (“Have you ever 

fallen into such a sin?”); it appeals to intelligence or conscience in explaining 

what acts are wrong, how one may be led wrong, and what the consequences are. 

Melodramatic fiction, on the other hand, teaches through feelings. (157) 

 

In this explanation, Mitchell highlights the rhetorical dimensions of melodrama in 

religious stories for girl audiences. The association between the search for moral truth 

and transformation through affect continues to have profound significance in 

contemporary girl culture. For the purpose of my study of the rhetorical dimensions of 

neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture, Mitchell’s findings have major implications for 

appreciating excess’s correlation to social critique and affect’s capacity to provoke 

empathy.  

Like feminist rhetorical scholars who have argued for an appreciation of intimate 

forms of collaborative revelation (like consciousness-raising and conversation), Mitchell 

discerns the importance of the affective reading experience for girls and its ability to 

heighten awareness of social issues. Mitchell uses an example to reinforce this finding:  

The avid response to Jessica’s First Prayer created a school of “city arab”
 25

 

fiction about poor, outcast waifs. Part of the fascination surely lay in the exposure 

                                                 
25 For an explanation of this literary genre, see John Sutherland’s explanation: 

It was not until the 1850s that a stable commercial infrastructure for children’s fiction was 

established. This involved setting up magazines such as the RTS’s Sunday At Home and the 

emergence of name novelists such as George E Sargent whose Roland Leigh, The Story of a City 



 95 

of secrets about drink, poverty, unhappiness, and family dysfunction, topics 

unmentionable even among girls who experienced them. Fiction about the 

downtrodden also appealed to charitable motives and thus permitted even the 

minimally comfortable to feel superior. Most essentially (I would argue) it 

allowed readers to cry, and thus to express their own unnamed and inexplicable 

sadness while also projecting themselves into child heroes powerful enough to 

make adults realize the errors and change their ways. (157-58) 

 

Mitchell’s explanation about melodrama’s appeal for girls highlights some of the most 

essential aspects of the mode’s rhetorical potential. First, tears are a powerful 

consequence of melodrama since, while such texts may encourage feelings of supremacy, 

they also inspire interior transformation, namely empathy. Second, exposure through the 

revelation of taboos and other tacit social conditions critiques the failure of adults and 

fosters empowerment among (female) youth. Most significantly, Mitchell emphasizes the 

power of empathy during the reading experience (not role modeling after the reading 

experience). The difference between the two will be important in my case studies, 

especially when I discuss how contemporary girls discuss how they cried in response to 

the Twilight Saga’s melodramatic moments (see Chapter 5).  

Intriguingly, the issues related to fantasized realism that Mitchell mentions (157) 

are primary concerns for twentieth-century film critics, who began to theorize melodrama 

in the 1970s. While lagging a decade or so behind in its critical appreciation of 

melodrama, film studies began a process that mirrored what happened in English: 

melodrama was first discovered as a critical category and then feminist critics dominated 

                                                                                                                                                 
Arab (1857) pioneered a string of similar chronicles of ragged but indomitably virtuous heroes. 

The 1850s also saw the emergence of Charlotte Maria Tucker* (‘ALOE’), the most gifted writer 

of children’s fiction to date. Hesba Stretton* (i.e. Sarah Smith) represents another high point of the 

evangelical style (see Jessica’s First Prayer*, 1867). (Sutherland 122-23).  
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the field in the following decades (Gledhill, “Melodramatic” 5). Of particular concern for 

these twentieth-century studies was the issue of realism in cinema: what is the 

significance of the disconnect between over-the-top exaggeration and emotional excess 

alongside narrative circumstances seemingly grounded in reality, especially in the 

middle-class home? As Williams summarizes,  

The two major strikes against melodrama were thus the related ‘excesses’ of 

emotional manipulativeness and the association with femininity. These qualities 

only began to be taken seriously when excess could be deemed ironic and thus 

subversive of the coherence of mainstream cinema. (“Melodrama” 43) 

 

Gledhill’s edited anthology, Home is Where the Heart Is: Studies in Melodrama and the 

Woman’s Film (1987) contextualizes melodrama’s scholarly development and highlights 

the relationship between European melodrama and American cinema. Gledhill’s own 

chapter, “The Melodramatic Field: An Investigation,” locates the historical roots of 

melodrama in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in order to explain the relationship 

between European melodrama’s influence on American Hollywood cinema 

(“Melodramatic” 14-38). Drawing in part on Peter Brooks and Michael R. Booth, 

Gledhill offers a map of the field as she explains why melodrama has posed scholars with 

a “critical problem” (“Melodramatic” 5).  

Gledhill’s collection, like feminist recovery and recuperation projects in rhetorical 

studies, articulates the shifts in thought in melodrama film studies that ultimately led to 

feminist interventions. A “second generation” of melodrama scholarship, recognizable by 

the 1980s, was characterized by feminist criticism (Mercer and Shingler 27). Although 

the majority of the essays in Home is Where the Heart Is reflect those subsequent 
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feminist contributions, Gledhill includes first-generation Thomas Elsaesser’s, Geoffrey 

Nowell-Smith’s, and Laura Mulvey’s foundational critiques, which offer different 

interpretations of melodrama’s subversive potential.
26

 Of the three, Mulvey’s 

contribution is especially influential in recognizing women’s perspectives. While 

Elsaesser theorizes the Hollywood family melodrama
27

 and Nowell-Smith bridges 

psychoanalytic thought with a consideration of melodrama’s anti-realist tendencies,
28

 

Mulvey’s contribution foregrounds gender in the consideration of melodrama as a genre.  

In “Notes on Sirk and Melodrama” (1977/8) Mulvey intervenes to theorize “the 

influential distinction between male and female point-of-view melodrama, demarcating 

the ‘tragically’ inclined family melodramas of Minnelli and Sirk from Sirk’s work in the 

                                                 
26 These scholars’ diverse melodrama studies reflect “major shifts in film theory during the 70s” (Gledhill, 

Introduction 3). 

 
27 With particular attention to director Douglas Sirk’s films, a reflection of the emphasis on auteur theory in 

the 1960s (Gledhill, Introduction 8), Elsaesser theorizes the Hollywood family melodrama. Understanding 

the Hollywood family melodrama as distinct from the Western, Elsaesser finds: “The family melodrama, 

by contrast, though dealing largely with largely with the same oedipal themes of emotional and moral 

identity, more often records the failure of the protagonist to act in a way that could shape events and 

influence the emotional environment, let alone change the stifling social milieu” (55). As Gledhill relates, 

“Thomas Elsaesser’s ‘Tales of Sound and Fury’ (1972) was the earliest, and remains the most 

comprehensive account of film melodrama, attempting to come to terms not only with the melodramatic 

nature of Hollywood aesthetics, but with the place of cinema in the total field of European melodramatic 

forms” (Introduction 7-8). Relating melodrama to its roots in French and English stage forms and the 

“social upheaval” to which they responded (48), Elsaesser highlights the affective, expressive, and 

emotional capabilities of melodrama, facilitated particularly through sound (musical accompaniment and 

the voice)
27

 and visual symbols. As Elsaesser explains: “Sound, whether musical or verbal, acts first of all 

to give the illusion of depth to the moving image, and by helping to create the third dimension of the 

spectacle, dialogue becomes a scenic element, along with more visual means of the mise en scène” (51). 

Elsaesser’s emphasis on melodrama’s externality, especially through “the symbolization of objects” is an 

area subsequent scholars will redefine and reinterpret. 

 
28 According to Gledhill’s summary of Nowell-Smith: “the radical potential of melodrama lies less in a 

Sirkian critique of the bourgeoisie life style and values tha in the possibility that the ‘real’ conditions of 

psychic and sexual identity might— as symptoms of a ‘hysterical text’ – press too close to the surface and 

break the reassuring unity of classical realist narrative. ‘Ideological failure’, built into the melodramatic 

programme, results in the breakdown of realism” (9). 
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more humble sphere of the women’s film, centring on female protagonists” (Gledhill, 

“The Melodramatic” 11).
29

 Mulvey articulates the social conditions that make melodrama 

a necessity:  

The workings of patriarchy, the mould of feminine unconscious it produces, have 

left women largely without a voice, gagged and deprived of outlets (of a kind 

supplied, for instance, by male art), in spite of the crucial social and ideological 

functions women are called on to perform. In the absence of any coherent culture 

of oppression, the simple fact of recognition has aesthetic importance; there is a 

dizzy satisfaction in witnessing the way that sexual difference under patriarchy is 

fraught, explosive and erupts dramatically into violence within its own private 

stamping ground, the family. While the Western and the gangster film celebrate 

the ups and downs endured by men of action, the melodramas of Douglas Sirk, 

like the tragedies of Euripides, probing pent-up emotion, bitterness and disillusion 

well known to women, act as a corrective. (75-76) 

 

Mulvey locates melodrama’s roots in Greek tragedy, a position refuted by Brooks’s more 

convincing argument about melodrama’s foundation in structural dissolution following 

the French Revolution, which justifies the mode’s modern status. Nevertheless, Mulvey’s 

scholarly move goes on to recognize that the female point-of-view melodrama often 

resists the neat ending upon which male melodrama relied (79; Shingler and Mercer 24). 

As a contemporary of Campbell in the 1970s, Mulvey thus calls for the same kind of 

unique recognition as Campbell’s theory of consciousness-raising in the women’s 

                                                 
29 Mercer and Shingler also explain the differences between Nowell-Smith’s and Mulvey’s findings in 

relation to excess:  

For Nowell-Smith ‘excess’ acts as a safety valve, siphoning off the ideological contradictions that 

cannot be resolved in the narrative of the melodrama. Laura Mulvey also used this idea in her 

essay ‘Notes on Sirk and Melodrama’ in which she argues that it is in fact a feminine point of 

view represented in the Hollywood melodrama that results in the excessive style of these films. 

Mulvey points out that there is a fundamental difference, at a narrative and discursive level, 

between the male melodrama and the female point of view melodrama. The former, such as 

Minnelli’s The Cobweb or Home From the Hill, although excessive, arrives at some kind of final 

satisfactory conclusion. By contrast, the melodramas with a female point of view, such as All That 

Heaven Allows, tend to deny a satisfactory conclusion and often end in a very contradictory 

fashion. (24) 
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liberation movement (“Rhetoric”). In a later section in this chapter, the notion of 

contradictions that Mulvey raises as a function of melodrama is one that will inform my 

discussion of how feminists in rhetoric and melodrama studies approach popular culture. 

Following Mulvey’s intervention, in the second generation of melodrama studies, 

the delineation of “the woman’s melodrama” as a film genre resulted in a preoccupation 

with (adult) female characters and audiences. Although I will problematize the genre 

classification of at the end of this section, analyses that approached melodrama as a film 

genre have played an integral part in feminists’ scholarly work on melodrama in the 

twentieth century. As Pam Cook suggests, “Feminist film criticism has been enormously 

productive in opening up the women’s picture and in indicating the strategies it uses to 

position women” (252). While a great deal of scholarship on melodrama by feminists and 

others in film and media studies exists, I will be specific to the theories that have 

advanced certain threads that are relevant to, but have left room for, the study of 

melodrama in contemporary girl culture.  

Many scholars of melodrama, echoing the findings of some feminist rhetoricians, 

have recognized the vitality of affective responses and women’s perspectives—although 

feminist critics have not always known what to make of this relationship. Williams 

retrospectively reflects on the previous decades’ debate in “Melodrama Revisited” 

(1998):  

I would say that the entire Stella Dallas debate was over what it meant for a 

woman viewer to cry at the end of the film. Did the emotion swallow us up, or did 

we have room within it to think? Could we, in other words, think both with and 

through our bodies in our spectating capacities as witnesses to abjection? And 

wasn’t this whole debate carried out as if men never cried at the movies? The 
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persistent error in all this early work on melodramatic woman’s film was the idea 

that these were exceptional texts, both as melodramas and as melodramas with a 

specific address to women viewers. Strong emotions that can move audiences to 

tears are not the special province of women, but of a “melodramatic feminization” 

that, as Ann Douglas long ago noted, has been a persistent feature of American 

popular culture at least since the mid-nineteenth century. (48) 

Recognizing how excess creates room for critical, bodily reflection is a vital theoretical 

insight to bring to a rhetorical analysis of Meyer’s saga as well as girl readers’ interaction 

with Twilight. Even though Williams works to move critics away from a particular 

concern with women, neo-Victorian melodrama’s particular presence, appeal, and 

characteristics in girl culture should be examined in order to render girls’ perspectives 

visible, especially since these perspectives are articulated through affective and 

revelatory excess, like crying. 

Despite the re-appraisal of tears’ significance, crying has been a key affective 

response, which Mitchell uncovers in relation to Victorian girls’ reading practices (New 

157-58). The moniker “woman’s weepie” for “Hollywood’s lowliest form” (Gledhill, 

“Melodramatic” 11) suggests crying as a correlative—and denigrated— reaction. As 

multiple studies on film and media prove, crying is a vital melodramatic response for 

audiences, illustrating how women engage with the extremism of melodrama. In The 

Desire to Desire: The Woman’s Film of the 1940s (1987), Mary Ann Doane explains the 

why the maternal melodrama is so linked with “the label ‘weepie’”:   

The plight of the mother with respect to her child, the necessary separations, 

losses, humiliations she must suffer are always moving and often “move” the 

spectator to tears. The films obsessively structure themselves around just-missed 

moments, recognitions which occur “too late,” and blockages of communication 

which might have been avoided. In this sense, the pathetic text appears to insight 

that the gap between desire and its object is not structural but accidental and 
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therefore to re-confirm the possibility of a fullness in signification—a complete 

and transparent communication. Tears testify to the loss of such a fullness but also 

to its existence as a (forever receding) ideal. (90) 

Doane thus emphasizes tears’ connection to ongoing loss. She goes on to suggest that 

what makes a spectator cry in response to the woman’s film is consistent with Franco 

Moretti’s findings about boy’s literature: “For boys and women are ‘presubjects’; they 

are denied access to the full subjectivity bestowed on the adult male within a patriarchal 

culture. Occupying the margins of the social field, they are both allowed to cry” (Desire 

90). Recognizing the key gender difference, Doane ultimately suggests that boys must 

simply wait to gain full subjectivity as men in a patriarchal culture (a process consistent 

with the Bildungsroman). Women’s desires, however, are always unfulfilled; access is 

continually denied, even at the end of the film, so “no Bildung takes place” (Desire 90). 

These differences are important to keep in mind when one is considering a text about a 

coming-of-age girl. Doane’s and Moretti’s findings do not fully address the rhetorical 

functions of melodramatic moments in girl-centered texts nor do they fully account for 

the spectatorship of girls, who occupy a different social position than boys and women.  

While women’s tears became associated with film melodrama, linking the 

feminine to emotion, such affective responses were not always the realm of women. 

Gledhill offers an important clarification about melodrama’s association with affect as 

she explains nineteenth-century social conditions that allowed men to weep:  

Because it produced contradictions for the ideology of masculinity, the realm of 

‘feeling’ was assigned to women. The heroine, idealized as ‘Angel in the House’ 

and focus of the ‘Cult of True Womanhood’ was often of more significance to the 

drama than the hero in her capacity to evoke and legitimate emotion. The obverse 

side of idealization was fascinated horror at the prospect of the heroine’s fall and 
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subsequent degradation. Victorian patriarchy could weep publicly over the female 

victim, in demonstration of renewed feeling and virtue. (“Melodramatic” 34) 

 

Nevertheless, by the end of the Victorian period, changing social conditions, coupled 

with trends related to genre in art and literature, recast gendered expectations for how 

women and men should and could engage melodrama: 

Recovery of realism and tragedy at the turn of the century as categories 

demarcating high from popular culture coincided with a re-masculinisation of 

cultural value. Realism came to be associated with (masculine) restraint and 

underplaying. It eschewed flamboyant characterisation in favour of psychological 

analysis, carried in verbal discourse and dialogue. The gestural rhetoric of 

melodramatic acting was displaced by ‘naturalist’ performance style. Tragedy and 

realism focused on ‘serious’ social issues or inner dilemmas, recentring the hero 

and claiming tragic value for the failure of heroic potential. Sentiment and 

emotiveness were reduced in significance to ‘sentimentality’ and exaggeration, 

domestic detail counted as trivia, melodramatic utopianism as escapist fantasy and 

this total complex devalues by association with ‘feminised’ popular culture. Men 

no longer wept in public. (Gledhill, “Melodramatic” 34) 

 

The shift Gledhill recognizes, whereby men no longer publicly emoted tears by the end of 

the 1800s, continued to play out in audiences’ reported reactions to films in post-World 

War II Britain. Sue Harper and Vincent Porter find:  

The men seem to feel that the wholeness and security of their personalities was 

threatened by the act of crying, whereas women conceived of themselves as more 

varied and fractured creatures, for whom crying was a natural expression of 

vulnerability and subjectivity. (154) 

 

In a more recent study, Janet Staiger explores young men’s online responses to Casino 

Royale (“‘First’”). These IMDB
30

 conversations indicate the men’s surprise at their 

tearful reactions along with their need to know that they were not alone in these affective 

responses to the James Bond film. Staiger’s insight about the potential for an online 

                                                 
30 The Internet Movie Discussion Board (IMDB) is an online forum for information and discussions about 

films. 
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community to corroborate emotional excess is echoed in my study of girls’ online fan 

forums and applicable to my study of the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian 

melodrama in girl culture. However, I suggest the reasons Staiger finds for young men’s 

affect and my conclusions about girls’ rationales for their tears are different. Before I 

discuss why this might be so, a review of scholarship that addresses men’s tears and the 

melodrama is useful. 

The gendered dynamics of crying in response to melodrama have continued to 

captivate scholars who theorize men’s crying reactions to melodramatic texts. In “Men’s 

Tears and the Role of Melodrama” (2002), Tom Lutz posits the following:  

Like ‘women’s films,’ ‘male weepies’ were constructed in order to induce tears, 

and they did so […] by staging crises and fantasy resolutions of role performance. 

Men’s tears at male melodramas […] are overdetermined by pressures to strive to 

fulfill and at the same time reject the dominant male roles of the time. (186) 

 

Similarly, in Love, Tears, and the Male Spectator (2002), Kenneth MacKinnon locates 

the appeal of melodrama for men in a similar conclusion about patriarchy’s constrictive 

demands on male masculinity. First interrogating the scholarly relationship between 

women and melodrama, MacKinnon draws on Vicinus’s aforementioned article to make 

an important distinction that frames my own discussion in relation to female youth:  

Martha Vicinus’s observation, “Melodrama sides with the powerless,” helps to 

open the door to the distinct probability that questions of social power play a far 

more crucial role in the melodrama than gender; analysts of melodrama are 

understandably drawn to gender at the chief focus because so often power 

conflicts are fought out in terms of male and female within the family. Yet, if they 

are so, then there are all sorts of varieties of male power within patriarchy, right 

down to what is clearly male powerlessness. (98-99) 
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Studies like Lutz’s and MacKinnon’s, as well as Staiger’s “Film Noir as Male 

Melodrama” (2008), have made important in-roads in the recognition of melodrama as 

one not exclusively bound to women’s films or women’s experiences. But while film and 

media studies scholars are still working to uncover the gendered dynamics associated 

with crying and melodramatic films, they have neglected to incorporate fully the category 

of youth into the conversation about gender.  

While film and media studies scholarship has not adequately treated girls’ tears 

and melodrama, Williams’s “Melodrama Revisited” paves the way for a study that 

appreciates the implications of crying responses among female youth—as audiences and 

as characters. Disrupting Steve Neale’s psychoanalytic explanation, which uses a 

Freudian model to justify tears as “the fulfillment of our own infantile fantasy” (Mercer 

and Shingler 92), Williams offers some important interventions. First, she rejects the one-

to-one assumption of critics who suppose a character crying means an audience is crying:  

A melodrama does not have to contain multiple scenes of pathetic death to 

function melodramatically. What counts is the feeling of loss suffused throughout 

the form. Audiences may weep or not weep, but the sense of loss that implicates 

readers or audiences is central. And with this feeling of ‘too late,’ which Peter 

Brooks has explained as the longing for a fullness of being of an earlier, still-

sacred universe, time and timing become all important. (“Melodrama” 70) 

 

Drawing on Brooks, Williams’s theoretical insight directs our attention, once again, to 

melodrama as a modern mode with particular applicability to contemporary experiences. 

As such, Williams also recognizes the hopeful, truth-seeking rhetorical dimensions of 

melodrama through the redemptive potential of tears: “Both Moretti and Neale note that 

tears are a product of powerlessness. It seems to me, however, that because tears are an 
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acknowledgement of hope that desire will be fulfilled, they are also a source of future 

power” (“Melodrama” 71). That tears, evoked by melodrama as mode of excess, indicate 

“future power,” or belief in the transcendence of powerlessness in the present, says 

something poignant about melodrama’s rhetorical potential and the vitality of affect. 

Understanding whether this is true for the way melodrama works in contemporary girl 

culture first involves a consideration of scholarly appraisal of Williams’s finding. 

In her study of males’ affective responses to Casino Royale, Staiger sees 

Williams’s finding as “a bit optimistic” (“‘First’” 18). Staiger demonstrates how 

Moretti’s conclusions about tears and readers of literature are more consistent with her 

study of male viewers and Casino Royale: 

I really like this idea of tears as a defense mechanism, something to which Moretti 

alludes as well within his essay. Applying the idea to Casino Royale, I would 

postulate that the unconscious wish is not for the success of the love affair, but for 

Vesper’s death, which allows the availability of Bond as an action-hero who will 

endure more tortures and more sexual liaisons. Recall the viewers’ responses 

acknowledging the narrative necessity as well as payoff for Vesper’s death. Her 

removal from the story offers up Bond as the redeemed protagonist to continue 

the story. It is significant that, in this era of filmmaking, creating franchises and 

serializing protagonists are part of what viewers expect. (“‘First’” 19) 

 

That Staiger’s findings are consistent with Moretti’s conclusions about boys and 

literature is not too surprising—both are based on the experiences of younger males. As I 

will discuss in Chapter 5, when girl readers explain their tears, they do not present 

exactly the same kind of resignation to melodramatic loss in the service of serialization; I 

argue girls articulate more resistance. Thus, as Mercer and Shingler note, the gendered 

aspects of crying in response to melodrama have not been fully addressed: “The question 

of whether male and female viewers cry at the same things in a melodramatic film has 
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barely arisen within film scholarship, constituting another uncharted area” (91). Here is 

yet another area that a study of neo-Victorian melodrama in contemporary girl culture 

contributes. 

Film and media studies scholars’ findings about crying, especially theories of 

melodrama’s capacity to address issues of power and (ongoing) loss, not only encourage 

more complex interpretations of the pathos melodrama inspires. These theories also offer 

a better foundation for realizing the form and function of neo-Victorian melodrama in 

contemporary girl culture, in which girls’ crying is most prevalent. Does melodrama 

address something about the powerlessness of (female) youth as a social position? Do 

moments that foster crying facilitate a critique of this position? Does crying—and other 

kinds of affective responses—indicate a kind of liberating hope in the face of today’s 

powerlessness? What kind of hope? Previous studies have offered useful theories that 

bring us a step closer to answering these questions and ultimately discerning the 

rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture, but more is needed, 

which my case studies prove. Indeed, crying and excessive emotional interactions are 

essential for girl characters and audiences alike, as I will show in forthcoming chapters. 

Another significant point of concern among feminist scholars of melodrama is the 

representation of motherhood in twentieth-century film, a thematic carry-over certainly 

inherited from the nineteenth-century domestic melodrama. Doane, Kaplan, and Williams 

each examine motherhood to understand how or if women’s perspectives were present in 

film melodrama and to what degree films could advance progressive feminism. In her 
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1987 analysis of the film Stella Dallas (1937), Williams articulates a position that has 

had significant traction in feminist melodrama studies:  

some maternal melodramas have historically addressed female audiences about 

issues of primary concern to women […] these melodramas also have reading 

positions structured into their texts that demand a female reading competence. 

This competence derives from the different way women take on their identities 

under patriarchy and is a direct result of the social fact of female mothering. 

(“‘Something’” 305) 

 

Thus, understanding melodrama as a form communicating or related to socialized female 

perspectives involves a preoccupation with theorizing subjectivity and spectatorship. 

While these early feminist film scholars relied heavily on psychoanalytic thought to 

theorize spectatorship and the woman’s film, I will not use psychoanalysis to understand 

the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama. Rather, as I will explain in the 

next chapter, my analysis more relies on a comparative, cultural studies approach to 

generic criticism. A concern for psychology is pertinent here; after all, I am concerned 

with affect, emotion, and interiority (see also Chapter 3’s discussion of the principles of 

generic rhetorical criticism). Still, I also examine discourses of girlhood particular to 

different historical moments in order to theorize the rhetorical dimensions of neo-

Victorian melodrama in contemporary girl culture.  

Melodrama is almost always viewed as a mode conversant with its cultural 

context—especially when considering female writers, characters, and audiences. 

Modleski and Gledhill in particular have both worked to understand twentieth-century 

melodrama in the context of its Victorian legacy and illustrate what is at stake in 

melodrama’s ongoing transformation. Although I will expand on the usefulness of this 
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comparative methodological practice in the following chapter, Gledhill makes an 

important claim about melodrama’s adaptability that bears consideration here: 

If, as Peter Brooks contends, melodrama feeds a demand for significances 

unavailable within the constraints of socially legitimate discourse but for which 

there is no other language, it must invest in highly symbolised personages, events 

and relations. But equally, melodrama must conform to realism’s ever shifting 

criteria of relevance and credibility, for it has power only on the premise of a 

recognisable, socially constructed world. As the terms of this world shift so must 

the recognition of its changing audiences be continually re-solicited. As 

melodrama leaves the nineteenth century behind, whose moral outlook it 

materialised, these two levels diverge, and it becomes a site of struggle between 

atavistic symbols and the discourses that reclaim them for new constructions of 

reality. (“Melodramatic” 37) 

Gledhill’s explanation, which demands scholars’ attentiveness to changes in relation to 

audience, is fascinating to consider in light of the re-investment of specifically Victorian 

melodrama happening in contemporary girl culture.  

Decades later, Gledhill and Williams, early feminist pioneers of melodrama in 

film and media studies, both argue that melodrama is such a pervasive mode of 

expression in U.S. cinema that it is not bound to the woman’s film or to domestic issues 

(Gledhill, “Rethinking” 228-30; Williams, “Melodrama”). Indeed, Williams argues 

against seeing melodrama as a film genre:  

Melodrama is the fundamental mode of popular American moving pictures. It is 

not a specific genre like the western or horror film; it is not a “deviation” of the 

classical realist narrative; it cannot be located primarily in woman’s films, 

“weepies,” or family melodramas—though it includes them. Rather, melodrama is 

a peculiarly democratic and American form that seeks dramatic revelation of 

moral and emotional truths through a dialectic of pathos and action. It is the 

foundation of the classical Hollywood movie. (“Melodrama” 42) 

Williams’s use of the words “mode” and “form” rather than “genre” is an important 

theoretical move as it encourages interpretations of melodrama’s presence across genres. 



 109 

In “Rethinking Melodrama” (2000), Gledhill offers an instructive and precise explanation 

for conceptualizing melodrama as a mode: “The notion of modality, like register in socio-

linguistics, defines a specific mode of aesthetic articulation adaptable across a range of 

genres, across decades and across national culture” (229). Once again, here is the 

emphasis on melodrama’s capacity to adapt and address its contemporary moment. This 

is not to say that melodrama cannot also exist as a genre of film; decades of film 

scholarship have worked to label films under this classification. But as Staiger’s recent 

work illustrates, melodramatic conventions can appear in a variety of film genres, even a 

James Bond film: 

Casino Royale is in the mode of the melodramatic. Using the arguments of Linda 

Williams and Rick Altman, scholars recognize that it is analytically fruitful to see 

melodramatic characteristics of narrative and narration as pervasive across 

numerous genres. Laura Mulvey and Tom Schatz have discussed melodrama 

within westerns and 1950s family stories with male protagonists; John Mercer and 

Martin Shingler, amongst others, note that action movies are ripe for melodrama. 

(“‘First’” 16) 

Following an expanded notion of melodrama’s recurrence across genres, melodrama 

spans mediums, existing in the most popular venues for news and entertainment: 

television, print, and online media. Using the term “mode,” then, connotes a formal 

system, what I will explain as “a class of messages” in the next chapter (Hart 121). Thus, 

a mode is not bound by specific genres and in specific mediums and the term also 

connotes certain tropes and motifs characteristically melodramatic. Working to specify 

Twilight as a melodrama genre rather than a text indicative of the melodramatic mode 

would be fruitless; Twilight’s multiple generic tendencies toward melodrama, romance, 

gothic, horror, and fantasy make that impossible. In fact, these very multiplicities are 
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furthermore consistent with the melodramatic mode, which can house all of those generic 

possibilities. 

Given this preference for understanding melodrama as a mode, I can recognize its 

functions in a variety of texts: young adult literature, cinematic adaptations, and girl-

made texts distributed via social media. Indeed, the following chapter will be clear about 

how methods for generic rhetorical criticism encourage us to classify it through recurring 

rhetorical functions. Despite the recognition of melodrama’s pervasiveness across genres 

(which can still include the “woman’s film”) and mediums, being able to talk about 

melodrama’s particular characteristics and rhetorical dimensions in contemporary girl 

culture means that we need a more specific term. After all, if melodrama is everywhere, 

and popular texts frequently operate in the melodramatic mode, then what isn’t 

melodrama? If melodrama is everywhere, what makes girls’ preference for and use of it 

notable?  

Although melodrama is indeed a pervasive mode of discourse across genres and 

mediums in Western popular culture at large, it does have special significance—

particular characteristics and rhetorical functions—in contemporary girl culture. These 

include a marked return to distinctively nineteenth-century melodramatic conventions, 

conflicts, and characterizations that are derived from a specific nineteenth-century text. 

The reinvestment of Victoriana in contemporary visions of melodrama calls for a 

delineation of “neo-Victorian melodrama” as particular type of melodramatic mode. As 

such, feminist film and media scholars’ earlier contributions to defining melodrama as a 

film genre remain instructive. Such findings facilitate an appreciation for melodrama’s 
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relationship to contemporary female youth, who, are still diminished for their 

melodramatic preferences.  

Intriguingly, in her re-appraisal of melodrama, Williams also appreciates 

Brooks’s earlier contribution; it seems he was onto something in his view of melodrama 

that has held up over the course of several decades. Williams explains:  

Brooks’s greatest advantage in this project may have been his ignorance of film 

theory and criticism. Unlike film critics who have seen melodrama as an 

anachronism to be overcome or subverted, Brooks takes it seriously as a 

quintessentially modern (though not modernist) form arising out of a particular 

historical conjuncture: the postrevolutionary, post-Enlightenment, postsacred 

world where traditional imperatives of truth and morality had been violently 

questioned and yet in which there was still a need to forge some semblance of 

truth and morality. Brooks’s central thesis is that, in the absence of a moral and 

social order linked to the sacred, and in the presence of a reduced private and 

domestic sphere that has increasingly become the entire realm of personal 

significance, a theatrical form of sensation developed that earned the burden of 

expressing what Brooks calls the ‘“moral occult,” the domain of operative 

spiritual values which is both indicated within and masked by the surface of 

reality (5).’ This quest for a hidden moral legibility is crucial to all melodrama. 

(“Melodrama” 51-52) 

Williams recognizes the continuing usefulness of Brooks’s theories of melodrama as a 

“modern” mode of sensationalism and excess that spoke profoundly to audiences, 

especially those searching for moral truth. Returning to Brooks for theoretical guidance 

when defining melodrama, then, is also a useful move that complements specifically 

feminist approaches to melodrama.  

Although I have already explained how Brooks’s articulation of melodrama as a 

mode informs my conceptions of the mode and of “neo-Victorian melodrama” in Chapter 

1, understanding what he said about appeal helps further link melodrama studies to my 

rhetorical investigation. In the updated 1995 preface to his influential work on 
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melodrama and the nineteenth century, Brooks summarizes the outcome of scholarly 

efforts that occurred alongside and since the original publication of his The Melodramatic 

Imagination in 1976: 

the melodramatic mode no longer needs to be approached in the mode of apology. 

We know about its limitations, its easier effects, and its more inauthentic thrills, 

but we have also learned that it is an exceptionally supple and adaptable mode 

that can do things other genres and modes can’t. […] The study of melodrama has 

come to be an engagement with an inescapable and central form of our cultural 

lives. (xii) 

 

Like other scholars of melodrama, Brooks’s treatment of the melodramatic mode is 

intimately tied to appeal and adaptability to contemporary conditions.  

While melodrama studies have usually grown out of literary and film and media 

studies projects, a common thread this work has espoused is an inherent concern for 

melodrama’s allure based on the kinds of affective interactions that melodrama 

encourages. In this way, the rhetorical functions of melodrama have always seemed to 

captivate scholars, whether they use the term “rhetoric” or not. Take for example, 

Brooks’s statement:  

The few critics who have given serious attention to melodrama have noted its 

psychological function in allowing us the pleasures of self-pity and the experience 

of wholeness brought by the identification of the “monopathic” emotion, in 

Robert Heilman’s phrase. (12) 

 

Brooks’s theories (along with Booth’s scholarship) theorize nineteenth-century 

melodrama, which I am using to define neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. Thus, I 

will continue to rely on Brooks’s framework, especially when showing the connection 

between the Twilight Saga and Jane Eyre in Chapter 4. I offer a rationale for this decision 

in Chapter 3 (Methods), but part of my choice has to do with Brooks’s definition of 
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melodrama as a pervasive, modern mode, a position to which film scholars eventually 

arrive (Williams, “Melodrama Revised” 51-2). And as I will argue, Brooks’s theories of 

nineteenth-century melodrama are helpful when considering contemporary girl culture, 

which reinvests melodrama’s Victorian legacy. This is not to say, however, that no 

studies have taken up melodrama and contemporary female youth.  

Today, some scholars have addressed girls’ relationships to melodrama, but these 

efforts have not been encompassing enough to show 1) melodrama’s pervasiveness in girl 

culture and 2) melodrama’s particularities in girl culture. Ironically, despite the fact that 

literary studies gave rise to legitimizing melodrama as a scholarly area of inquiry in the 

1960s (Gledhill, “Melodramatic” 1), that field is lacking in its critical appreciation of the 

mode’s connection to adolescents and adolescence, much less girls (Kapurch 165). Still, 

noting what others have said about girls’ connection to melodrama offers more 

theoretical justification for what my case studies offer. 

Melodrama’s particular relevance to the cultural preferences of female youth has 

been noted by communication scholar, Kirsten Drotner, in “Intensities of Feeling: 

Modernity, Melodrama and Adolescence” (1991). Although Drotner is concerned with 

young women’s preferences for romantic melodrama as she makes a case for the feminist 

study of popular culture, she insists her study is not intended to “contribute a great deal to 

an overall understanding of female consumption of the genre or genre development” (59). 

Rather, Drotner wants to “help reopen an analytical space within which we may create a 

more nuanced understanding of the social and aesthetic changes in popular culture” (59). 

As she prefers the term “young women,” Drotner seems ambivalent about using the term 
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“girls” for female adolescents, likely an indication of her scholarly moment (the early 

1990s) in which interventions in girls’ studies had not yet defined the term as an 

encompassing one (see Chapter 1). While Drotner’s study bring us a step closer to 

realizing melodrama’s significance for teen girls, she does not do enough to theorize 

melodrama’s pervasiveness in girl culture as a mode of discourse apparent in the books 

girls read, the films they view, and the speech that they themselves utter in everyday 

life—nor does she adequately theorize melodrama’s particularities for girls in different 

historical moments.  

Another study, Kathleen Rowe Karlyn’s Unruly Girls, Unrepentant Mothers: 

Redefining Feminism on Screen (2011) includes one chapter that offers a serious 

treatment of melodrama in girl-oriented media. “Teen-Girl Melodramas: My So-Called 

Life and Thirteen” focuses on the representation of mother-daughter relationships in 

television and film, highlighting the kind of generational conflict that is characteristic of 

the domestic melodrama. In her analysis, which treats melodrama more as a genre than a 

mode, Karlyn demonstrates how melodrama qualifies tensions between generations and 

feminisms. She concludes: 

Both works demonstrate that girls need their mothers. Mothers need their 

children, too. This is a simple message—after all, these are melodrama—but one 

that resonates literally and symbolically. Thirteen and My So-Called Life remind 

us of the power of melodrama to put urgent social issues in the public 

consciousness, and the ability of maternal melodrama to draw our attention to the 

lives of girls and women related generationally to each other. (190) 

 

Karlyn offers a detailed analysis to support the idea that the maternal melodrama 

accentuates social issues related to the family. Her appreciation of mother-daughter unity 
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is consistent with feminist stances that celebrate familial female solidarity. Yet Karlyn’s 

low expectations of melodrama’s complexity are disappointing; perhaps this is due to the 

rendering of melodrama as a genre, rather than an adaptable mode. While melodramatic 

markers are indeed readily identifiable, the mode’s rhetorical dimensions, especially 

through the multiple subject positions encouraged within the text, are not always obvious. 

Also unsatisfying are Karlyn’s prescriptive, adult-oriented conclusions about solutions to 

contemporary conflicts facing girls. Melodrama’s characteristic excess, as multiple 

scholars have proven, is not simply an over-the-top reflection of a supposed reality, but 

this exaggeration can also encourage more nuanced understandings of melodrama’s 

rhetorical functions, namely why this is a mode that holds such strong appeal for many 

girls.  

In addition to overemphasizing girls’ relationships with adult women, Karlyn 

focuses exclusively on a textual analysis of films and television and does not make larger 

claims about melodrama as an omnipresent rhetorical mode of discourse in girl culture as 

adult-and-girl generated. She comes close to this recognition when she notes that Nikki 

Reed, one of the co-stars of Thirteen, collaborated on the script with director Catherine 

Hardwicke (Karlyn 162), who is also the director of Twilight (2008). (Incidentally, Reed 

also appears in the Twilight films.) Recognizing girls’ perspectives, not only as characters 

in texts with melodramatic tendencies, but also as rhetors who produce melodramatic 

discourse is a stance I advocate, encouraged by recent scholarship in girls’ studies.  
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Underrepresented Perspectives: Girls’ Studies 

While feminist scholars of rhetoric and critics of melodrama generally tended to 

ignore the concerns of girls, recent interventions by feminists in girls’ studies have paved 

the way for my focus on girlhood. While scholars in what Kearney terms a “coalescing” 

interdisciplinary field have not given much attention to girls’ preferences for melodrama 

or their rhetorical practices, feminist critics in girls’ studies have worked to recover and 

recuperate girls’ perspectives. This kind of scholarship is more prevalent in film and 

media scholars’ treatment of popular culture, but I argue it should extend more visibly to 

rhetorical studies.  

Recovering and recuperating girls’ perspectives is a project feminist scholars have 

worked to address, especially in studies that address media use and popular forms of 

entertainment. Angela McRobbie and Jenny Garber’s foundational work, “Girls and 

Subcultures” (1978), intervened in cultural studies, a field whose concern with youth 

culture was limited to males; a prime example is Dick Hebdige’s canonical study of 

punk, Subculture: The Meaning of Style (1979). As McRobbie and Garber begin,  

Very little seems to have been written about the role of girls in youth cultural 

groupings. They are absent from the classic subcultural ethnographic studies, the 

pop histories, the personal accounts and journalistic surveys of the field. When 

girls do appear, it is either in ways which uncritically reinforce the stereotypical 

image of women with which we are now so familiar. (12) 

 

Providing a necessary corrective to male-oriented youth research that dominated the early 

years of cultural studies research, McRobbie and Garber’s work disrupted the notion that 

girls do not participate in subcultures or engage mass culture: “Girls negotiate a different 

leisure space and different personal spaces from those inhabited by boys. These in turn 
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offer them different possibilities for ‘resistance’” (24). Noticing how girls relate to 

magazines and music, in Feminism and Youth Culture: From Jackie to Just Seventeen 

(1991) McRobbie develops her theory about how girls’ subcultural activities often occur 

in private spaces like the bedroom.  

Following McRobbie, feminist scholars in girls’ studies recognize how the 

perspectives of female youth have been marginalized in scholarship that constructs young 

males’ experiences as the norm. Surprisingly, adult feminists even tended to ignore the 

concerns of girls in twentieth-century feminist movements (Kearney, “Coalescing”). 

Furthermore, girls’ studies scholars with cultural studies inclinations have worked to 

disrupt the limiting view of teenage girlhood as a period of crisis. That view became 

widespread in academic and popular circles in the 1990s due to psychological studies. 

Mary Pipher’s Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls (1994) 

particularly contributed to notions of adolescent girls as passive and voiceless. A variety 

of girls’ cultural studies scholars have worked to overcome this reductionist perspective, 

especially ethnographic studies like Dawn H. Currie, Deidre M. Kelly, and Shauna 

Pomeranz’s “‘The Geeks Shall Inherit the Earth’: Girls’ Agency, Subjectivity and 

Empowerment” (2006). After asserting, “girls are active creators of girlhood,” the authors 

ultimately state their research inquiry: “Against the all-too common academic 

representation of girls as ‘victims’ of gender subordination, what might these girls tell us 

about navigating the transition from girlhood to womanhood? About the possibilities for 

transforming adolescent femininity?” (420). Currie et al.’s feminist perspective is 

informed by a critical ethnographic approach that I find useful when approaching girl-
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made texts of girl culture; this approach also demands that scholars realize girls’ agency 

and subjectivity through their discursive practices, a finding consistent with some 

feminist rhetorical studies’ conclusions about women’s rhetoric.  

One of the scholars most influential in advocating for girls’ agency and 

subjectivity is Kearney, whose work has motivated subsequent researchers to appreciate 

girls’ agential perspectives through their media production, a stance that has significant 

implications for rhetorical studies. Kearney’s scholarship, particularly her work on girls’ 

bedroom culture and girl-made media, works toward the recognition of girls as producers 

and, as I argue, rhetors. Thus, while early work in girls’ studies examined girls as 

consumers, Kearney theorizes girls’ experiences with popular culture and mass media as 

productive. Beginning with essays like “Producing Girls: Rethinking the Study of Youth 

Culture” (1998), Kearney’s scholarship has been crucial to the development of 

subsequent analyses of girls as producers of media—through online as well as film 

technologies.  

While much of McRobbie’s early research explored girls’ consumer practices in 

their bedrooms as sites of cultural consumption, Kearney specifically problematizes this 

consumer-oriented portrayal in “Productive Spaces: Girls’ Bedrooms as Sites of Cultural 

Production” (2007). Kearney argues:  

recent developments in media technologies have contributed to an increase in 

both the domestic cultural productivity of American girls and the circulation of 

their media texts beyond their homes, which in turn have significantly altered 

bedroom culture while also subverting the public/private binary that has 

historically limited girls’ experiences. (126-27) 
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With augmented public participation and visibility through online spaces, girls agentially 

position themselves as public producers as they engage pop culture; often this very public 

engagement occurs in the private space of the bedroom (Kearney, “Productive”). 

Appreciating how girls’ private production is outwardly projected for certain 

communities’ public consumption is a practice consistent with the kind of third-wave 

consciousness-raising practices Sowards and Renegar notice. 

A vital way of realizing how girls’ perspectives have been recovered and 

recuperated is through Kearney’s book-length study of girl filmmakers, Girls Make 

Media (2006). Kearney offers another example of girls’ agency through media production 

and demonstrates how girls’ films reflect their unique perspectives on girlhood. Through 

these findings, her investigation also shows how speaking with girls is possible in 

feminist scholarship. Consistent with the kind of recovery efforts feminist rhetoricians 

have articulated when restoring women to the canon of rhetorical studies, Kearney 

foregrounds her study by explaining why girls have traditionally been denied access to 

filmmaking. Justifying the recent surge in numbers of girl filmmakers, Kearney points to 

“various social transformations” like “the diffusion of feminist ideology, the increased 

accessibility of inexpensive video technology, and the introduction of more media 

education programs for youth” (191). Understanding these historical and contemporary 

realities encourages analyses that recuperate girls’ media use.  

Kearney’s moves are furthermore consistent with feminist rhetoricians’ emphasis 

on close reading and feminist theories of the “women’s film” and “feminine melodrama.” 

In particular, Kearney explains how recent examples of girl-made movies offer insight 
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into what can be called “a girl gaze,” a transformation of Mulvey’s famous contribution 

to film studies, “the male gaze” in classical Hollywood narrative cinema (199). Through 

textual analysis of girl-made movies, Kearney posits: “close analyses of these films help 

to shed light on girl directors’ interests, pleasures, and fears, as well as their relationship 

to the commercial media industries whose portrayals of girlhood have dominated the 

American cultural landscape for many decades” (212). Thus, analyzing girls’ media 

production gives us insight into girls’ subjectivity: their filmic perspectives demonstrate 

how they look and what stories they tell. Such examinations also validate girls’ cultural 

activity as contributing to discourses of girlhood. Kearney’s scholarly interventions are 

therefore instrumental when arguing for the recognition of girls’ rhetorical practices in 

my theory of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture.  

The emphasis on feeling that is inherent in some feminist rhetorical studies 

considerations of affective proofs and personal experience is present in melodrama 

studies’ theories of audience affect. But the rhetorical nature of affective feeling has not 

been taken up in great lengths when it comes to girls. As I argue in the introduction, 

feminist scholars often emphasize the spoken word over other forms of bodily expression 

when it comes to analyzing discourses of female youth. Karen A. Foss and Sonja K. Foss 

do offer a study that privileges nonverbal experiences; Women Speak: The Eloquence of 

Women's Lives (1991) argues for an appreciation of things like children’s birthday 

parties, baking, and women’s quilting projects as a forms of women’s communication 

practices. Yet, as even the title suggests, here is yet another example of adult women’s 

practices superseding the concerns of youth. In order to theorize the kind of affective 
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responses girls demonstrate in relation to Twilight, it is worth returning to “Beatlemania: 

Girls Just Want to Have Fun.” Barbara Ehrenreich, Elizabeth Hess, and Gloria Jacobs 

theorize the social factors and implications associated with girls screaming publicly for 

the Beatles in the 1960s.  

Ehrenreich et al. suggest the girls’ screams implied a kind of collective agency 

that was more about the girls’ liberation from constrictive social norms than the members 

of the Beatles themselves. Given the sexually restrictive culture of the late 50s and early 

60s, the authors argue, Beatlemaniacs’ screaming was more about the girls’ expression 

than the Fab Four: “It was hard to miss the element of defiance in Beatlemania. If 

Beatlemania was conformity, it was conformity to an imperative that overruled adult 

mores and even adult laws” (17). In many ways, the Beatles represented the freedom for 

which many girls so yearned; the scream was a way of articulating that hunger. 

Ehrenreich et al. draw on a wide variety of sources, including published articles, 

members of the Beatles’ reactions to American fans, and a few adult informants’ 

recollections of their Beatle fandom as girls to theorize broadly the surge of feeling: 

“Beatlemania was the first mass outburst of the sixties to feature women—in this case 

girls, who would not reach adulthood until the seventies and the emergence of a 

genuinely political movement for women’s liberation” (11). Interestingly, Ehrenreich et 

al.’s choice to theorize screaming as a form of agential and liberating affect coincides 

with Campbell’s findings about affective proofs in the women’s liberation movement: in 

both cases, affect becomes a form of resistance. 
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One might argue, however, that Ehrenreich et al.’s findings are a bit generalized 

about girls’ fandoms.  I also wonder what kind of insight into the Fab Four phenomenon 

might have been possible with data collected from actual girls in the moment of their fan 

activity in the 1960s. For example, what did girls say about the Beatles in their diaries? 

How did girls change their dress in response to the Beatles? Were girls inspired to write 

songs to articulate their Beatlemania? These concerns inform part of the urgency that 

drives my research on Twilight fans as I endeavor to recover girls’ producerly fan 

activities before they disappear from the web. While girls’ physical diaries might be 

recoverable artifacts, online activities are not so retrievable. Still, Ehrenreich et al.’s 

insight into why girls screamed for the Beatles speaks to a notion of girls’ resistance 

through affect; in the 1960s, female youth screamed to break through constrictive social 

expectations through the vision of playful, sexual freedom offered by the Beatles. The 

liberating nature of the scream is a perfect example of girls’ affective agency, also 

exemplified in some girls’ affective responses to Twilight. Thus, considering how popular 

culture complements, disrupts, and perhaps reflects feminist thought is another major 

field of inquiry that feminist scholars address. 

POPULAR CULTURE AND FEMINIST THOUGHT 

 Understanding the role of popular culture—and girls’, women’s, and feminists’ 

relationships to it—is a tricky one for feminist scholars in a variety of fields. On the one 

hand, very popular mass-mediated texts often perpetuate limiting, conservative messages 

that seem, for example, to doom girls and women to a heteronormative fate that demands 

bodily perfection. On the other hand, scholars, especially those who align with third-
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wave feminism and who practice ethnography, have revealed how popular culture and its 

contradictions can enhance feminist thought. In this section, I consider the contributions 

of third-wave feminist rhetoricians, especially their reconciliation of popular culture’s 

contradictory claims in relation to agency and appeal. Then, I will consider how feminist 

scholars in both melodrama studies and girls’ studies have uncovered similar findings, 

focusing on vital debates and scholarly trends within those fields. Of particular relevance 

are ethnographic studies that work to understand how readers interpret texts. Ultimately, 

this section bridges disciplinary perspectives and argues for an appreciation of how 

feminist thought can unpack popular culture’s liberating and critical potential, especially 

through the recognition of girls’ critical interpretations and their capacity to negotiate 

contradictions. This section ultimately reiterates the emphasis on girls’ voices that the 

previous section introduces and shows why girls’ preference for and use of the 

melodramatic mode has not been adequately theorized, especially in this postfeminist 

media culture. 

Popular Culture: Rhetorical Studies 

Viewing popular culture as a site of political negotiation is consistent with Barry 

Brummett’s rhetorical theories, as well as those of third-wave feminists. Sowards and 

Renegar’s theory of third-wave consciousness-raising as a rhetorical practice not only 

recognizes how personal affect can be projected publicly, but how popular culture can 

make a difference privately. This finding is vital to an appreciation of neo-Victorian 

melodrama in girl culture: neo-Victorian melodrama in contemporary girl culture often 

works diligently to produce and portray an affective emotional response (like crying), but 
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is not a feminist rhetorical practice that necessarily works for change at structural, 

institutional levels. Moreover, Sowards and Renegar suggest interactions with mass-

mediated popular culture, like the television series Buffy the Vampire Slayer, are an 

expressly third-wave feminist rhetorical approach for engaging feminism: “Some 

television shows have inspired third wave feminists through the use of empowered 

female characters; audiences come to believe that women are capable of the same kinds 

of action packed adventures as men” (544). Like Baumgardner and Richards, Sowards 

and Renegar do not see the appreciation and consumption of popular culture, especially 

with empowered female characters, as necessarily inconsistent with a feminist agenda. 

Recognizing mass media’s potential to enhance feminism, in spite of narratives that 

overtly perpetuate hegemonic outcomes, is integral to a consideration of neo-Victorian 

melodrama’s rhetorical functions in girl culture through a phenomenon as popular as the 

Twilight Saga.  

Sowards and Renegar have contributed significantly to theorizing third-wave 

feminism in rhetorical studies. In “Liberal Irony, Rhetoric, and Feminist Thought: A 

Unifying Third Wave Feminist Theory” (2003), Renegar and Sowards articulate a 

philosophical praxis to unify and to imbue third-wave feminist thought with a coherent 

perspective: “Third wave feminists […] are in a unique position to simultaneously create 

and embrace a coherent philosophy while developing their feminist ideas and practices” 

(331). Drawing on Richard Rorty’s notion of liberal irony, the authors suggest changes to 

vocabulary and comfort in conclusions that rest contradiction. Bridging theoretical 

perspectives, Renegar and Sowards claim to 
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develop the basis for a coherent, unifying, ironic feminist rhetorical theory that 

demonstrates the importance of language and rhetoric, eliminating pain and 

humiliation from our language, demanding solidarity among all sorts of humans, 

highlighting social hope and optimism, and providing a theory that tolerates, 

mediates, respects, and encourages differences. (332) 

While I do not explicitly apply Renegar and Sowards’s theory of liberal irony, 

understanding how feminist rhetorical theory advocates for diversity and optimism 

through contradiction is particularly consistent with rhetorical functions of the neo-

Victorian melodramatic mode in girl culture.  

As third-wave feminist rhetoricians, Renegar and Sowards continue to emphasize 

contradiction as a tool for empowerment, especially through engagements with popular 

culture. To reconcile the meaning of contradictions from a third-wave perspective, 

Renegar and Sowards offer the article, “Contradiction as Agency: Self-Determination, 

Transcendence, and Counter-Imagination in Third Wave Feminism” (2009). Renegar and 

Sowards first explain, “Contradictions […] emerge when individuals actively participate 

in how they present and represent themselves. Such activities might include choice of 

dress, the television shows and movies they watch, and the books and magazines they 

read” (“Contradiction” 11). Renegar and Sowards then explain how popular culture’s 

contradictions function in conjunction with third-wave feminism: “Choices in 

entertainment […] reflect an ability to accept, resist, and problematize the consumption 

of mass-mediated images” (“Contradiction” 12). To ground this assertion, the authors 

point to 

the relatively new genre of female action heroes, such as […] Buffy the Vampire 

Slayer” […] women who are both sexualized and empowered. Some third wave 

feminists discuss how they consume these images because they are empowered by 
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such female portrayals, but at the same time they recognize the problems inherent 

in representing strong women in highly sexualized ways. (“Contradiction” 12)  

Despite the potentially problematic portrayal of, for example, the revealing clothing 

Buffy Summers wears while she stakes vampires, a third-wave approach allows for such 

contradictions because they ultimately allow room for innovative possibilities. According 

to Renegar and Sowards, “When the artificial boundaries of consistency are revealed, 

contradictions emerge as powerful tools for creating new choices” (“Contradiction” 10). 

Thus, contradiction emerges as a liberating tool for agential resistance. The idea that 

viewers actively recognize and reconcile contradictions they encounter in mass media 

becomes vital to remember when approaching a seemingly conservative mode of 

discourse, like melodrama, in girl culture. Just because a narrative draws a conclusion 

about, for example, coming-of-age girlhood, does not automatically mean girl readers 

accept or agree with it. Girls’ particular capacity to engage in critical readings might have 

to do with their socialization and education in Western culture, which I will explain in a 

following section in this chapter. 

Following Sowards and Renegar’s aforementioned publications advancing 

rhetorical theory, some third-wave critics offer rhetorical criticism that illustrates that 

feminist approach to analyzing a particular text in popular culture. Once again calling 

upon Buffy the Vampire Slayer, authors Susan Payne-Mulliken and Valerie Renegar show 

how a third-wave perspective can complement metaphor criticism. Explaining the legacy 

of Kenneth Burke’s articulation of metaphor in rhetorical studies, they argue: 

There is now a greater understanding of the capabilities, functions, and effects of 

metaphor; clearly metaphor is more than a mere ornament. Scholars who adhere 
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to the broader definition of metaphor […] have generated the metaphoric 

approach to rhetorical criticism and have adopted this critical perspective to 

reveal the social significance and implications of specific metaphors. (57) 

Payne-Mullikan and Renegar then show how metaphor functions progressively in a 

vampire narrative to articulate third-wave feminism, “making it accessible to a larger 

audience” (57). Specifically, the authors highlight the role of sisterhood, a principle 

valued across different forms of feminism, in Buffy’s success: “The dialectical tension 

between the patriarchal metaphors and the feminist metaphors in the program rhetorically 

construct sisterhood as an agent of social change” (59). Payne-Mulliken and Renegar’s 

approach and findings are helpful because they reveal how a third-wave feminist lens can 

offer insight into a text’s formal attributes. Indeed, the rhetorical dimensions of neo-

Victorian melodrama are better understood through this feminist lens. Intriguingly, both 

the emphasis on a popular text’s contradictions and the metaphorical treatment of female-

oriented relationships are also present in melodrama studies. 

Popular Culture: Melodrama (and Romance) Studies 

Contradictory representations of women’s experiences in popular media have 

likewise posed feminist film and media studies scholars with a critical problem. Gledhill 

reveals fundamental tensions associated with melodrama in film studies: “A major issue, 

then, in the exploration of melodrama is the relationship and difference between 

melodrama and realism. Is one the ideological undoing of the other, or do they constitute 

different projects?” (“Melodramatic” 13). Understanding how scholars attempt to 

reconcile the meaning of seemingly unrealistic excess in the face of more realistic 

circumstances helps foreground a discussion of the reconciliation of melodrama’s 
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inherent contradictions with feminist thought. Moreover, feminist scholars who attempt 

to reconcile melodrama with feminist theory have also espoused an inherent concern for 

melodrama’s rhetorical functions. Revealing these perspectives furthers my argument for 

why feminist rhetorical studies should consider the contributions of feminist melodrama 

studies related to literature, film, and media.  

Beginning with Mulvey, all of the feminist melodrama critics cited in this chapter 

have wrestled with the contradictory nature of melodrama’s function and appeal for 

women audiences. The continued presence of traditional gender roles and other 

conventional domestic expectations, on the surface, makes melodrama a difficult mode to 

reconcile with progressive feminism. Nevertheless, in her study of nineteenth-century 

women’s writing, silent-era films, and later cinematic works, Kaplan observes a similar 

kind of resistance that Sowards and Renegar recognize in third-wave feminists’ 

engagements with popular culture. Kaplan argues: “The resisting maternal woman’s film 

[…] may serve women better in terms of opening up a space for critical appraisal of how 

women are constructed or positioned in a particular scenario” (125). The idea that 

popular texts with seemingly polarizing, extremist, and even conservative tendencies 

might exist as sites of critical negotiation and resistance is a foundation upon which my 

theory of neo-Victorian melodrama rests. 

Of course, melodrama is not the only mode of discourse that includes outwardly 

conventional and polarizing messages about sexuality and gender roles; the romance is 

also applicable here. For feminist scholars, work on melodrama and the romance have 

often happened side-by-side, which is not surprising considering melodrama’s intimate 
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connection to romance; indeed, one might see melodrama as a mode that houses 

romance. For example, Drotner explores young women and the romance melodrama in 

order to argue for popular culture “as a site for feminist intervention” (59). Earlier, 

Modleski’s Loving with a Vengeance (1982/2008) had reclaimed texts formerly 

dismissed by academic study, such as Harlequin romances, gothic novels, and soap 

operas. She offers insight into mass-mediated romances and the sometimes-contradictory 

manner in which they represent and speak to women and their experiences. Modleski 

demonstrates  

that even the contemporary mass-produced narratives for women contain 

elements of protest and resistance underneath highly ‘orthodox’ plots. This is not 

to say that the tensions, anxieties, and anger which pervade these works are 

solved in ways which would please modern feminists: far from it. (16) 

 

This statement reveals an important underlying problem for the feminist critic committed 

to taking seriously the critical potential of melodrama in pop culture. 

Acknowledging the paradox feminists have often encountered when attempting to 

understand melodrama’s connection to women’s lives, Modleski is not alone in her 

recognition of pop culture’s subversive potential. This is a stance espoused by Janice 

Radway’s influential study of romance. Based on her ethnographic study of women 

readers of romance, in Reading the Romance (1984) Radway attests:  

while the act of romance reading is used by women as a means of partial protest 

against the role prescribed for them by the culture, the discourse itself actively 

insists on the desirability, naturalness, and benefits of that role by portraying it not 

as the imposed necessity that it is, but as a freely designed, personally controlled 

individual choice. (208) 

 

Radway later explains:  
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What they achieved through romance reading was twofold: a temporary release 

from the demands of the social role that defined them, and psychological 

gratification for the needs they experienced because they had adopted that role. It 

might be said that romance reading functioned for the women as a kind of tacit, 

minimal protest against the patriarchal constitution of women. (481) 

 

Thus, despite conventional messages about heterosexual romance in the novels 

themselves, Radway’s women subverted norms and expectations by the very act of 

carving out reading time in which they found pleasure and escape. Modleski, however, 

took issue with Radway’s avoidance of critiquing women’s preferences for gender 

inequality, suggesting Radway’s approach rang “an early postfeminist note” (xv). Later 

Radway re-evaluates her own position:  

What is needed, I have come to feel, is a recognition that romance writers and 

readers are themselves struggling with gender definitions and sexual politics on 

their own terms […] and that what they may need most from those of us 

struggling in other arenas is our support rather than our criticism or direction. 

(qtd. in Modleski xv, emphasis in original) 

 

I will address the methodological challenges facing the adult feminist researcher of girl 

culture in the following chapter. For now, recognizing that readers and audiences 

negotiate meaning “on their own terms” is an important perspective to bring to the study 

of girls’ engagements with a popular text, whose appeal may be much more complex than 

the surface suggests.  

Radway’s and Modleski’s observations are, then, both fundamental to my 

consideration of neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical functions in girl culture. These 

studies articulate the important paradox for the feminist critic: like the romance, 

melodrama is an essentially conservative mode or genre, typically redirecting outcomes 

to “happy endings” with heteronormative and other hegemonic outcomes. Nevertheless, 
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recognizing complex moments of negotiation or resistance that belie the trappings of 

those happy endings offers feminist thought important insight into melodrama’s 

rhetorical significance and appeal, as well as its role in girls’ everyday lives. Considering 

how girl readers voice their interpretations in response to melodrama (and romance) is a 

necessary step in discovering how the mode offers opportunities for meaning 

negotiation—evidenced through readings that at once critique and invest in melodrama. 

Popular Culture: Girls’ Studies 

Understanding whether or not girls’ have agency in and through Western popular 

culture first involves defining the present moment in Western media culture, what has 

been termed “postfeminism.” As Yvonne Tasker and Diane Negra explain, 

“Postfeminism broadly encompasses a set of assumptions, widely disseminated within 

popular media forms, having to do with the pastness of feminism, whether than supposed 

pastness is merely noted, mourned, or celebrated” (1). Explaining that qualifying this 

concept as a phenomenon more complex than simply a “backlash” to feminism, Tasker 

and Negra continue:  

What appears distinctive about contemporary postfeminist media culture is 

precisely the extent to which a selectively defined feminism has been so overtly 

“taken into account,” as Angela McRobbie has noted, albeit in order ‘to 

emphasize that it is no longer needed.” The limits of the kind of gender equality 

enacted within popular media culture are profound: they are marked by a 

valorization of female achievement within traditionally male working 

environments and the celebration of surgical and other disciplinary techniques 

that “enable” (i.e., require) women to maintain a youthful appearance and attitude 

later in life[…] such a limited vision of gender equality as both achieved and yet 

still unsatisfactory underlines the class, age, and racial exclusions that define 

postfeminism and its characteristic assumption that the themes, pleasures, values, 

and lifestyles with which it is associated are somehow universally shared, and 

perhaps more significant, universally available. (1-2) 
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Particularly relevant to a consideration of texts representing coming-of-age girlhood like 

the Twilight Saga is this emphasis on youthful femininity for adult women in 

postfeminism. Rosalind Gill also underlines the postfeminist value of maintaining 

youthful perfection in her definition. Theorizing postfeminist media culture as a 

“distinctive sensibility,” Gill draws on a variety of texts, like Sex and the City and 

Bridget Jones’s Diary, in order to outline “interrelated themes”:  

the notion that femininity is a bodily property; the shift from objectification to 

subjectification; an emphasis upon self-surveillance, monitoring and self-

discipline; a focus on individualism, choice and empowerment; the dominance of 

a makeover paradigm; and a resurgence of ideas about natural sexual difference. 

(147) 

 

By recognizing how these themes deviate and conform to Victorian notions of ideal 

womanhood, I will argue that neo-Victorian melodrama’s excess in fact shines a critical 

light on postfeminism. 

As such definitions illustrate, Western media culture is full of contradictions, 

whereby female empowerment is defined narrowly, particularly for girls, who are in a 

precarious position of power. On the one hand, their very youth is a coveted status; 

however, maintaining this youth is a tenuous, temporary foothold into power. The 

discourse of “Girl Power,” which the British pop group, the Spice Girls, anthemized in 

the 1990s, has actively contributed to postfeminist representations of girlhood in mass 

media. Sue Jackson and Elizabeth Westrupp offer a useful summary:  

Girl Power arguably comprises one of postfeminism’s most potent expressions, 

seductively inviting girls to be fun loving, sassy, and independent and self-

pleasing (Griffin 2004a). These postfeminist meanings of being a girl are 

constructed within the entangling discourses of feminism, neoliberalism and 
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conventional femininity producing a contradictory femininity that delivers 

“empowerment” through a (consuming) girlie femininity and sexuality 

(McRobbie, 2008). (358) 

 

Resting on this theme of consumerism, postfeminist girlhood has inherited a legacy of 

conspicuous mass-mediated efforts to position girls as desirable consumers, a marketing 

effort that began to take hold during and following World War II (Schrum 135). As a 

specifically postfeminist discourse, Girl Power advocates for consumerism as a primary 

means to female empowerment (Kearney, “Coalescing” 14; Durham 28-9; Ch. Griffin). 

Buffy the Vampire Slayer’s title character offers an excellent example: while her 

commitment to eradicating the world from evil is certainly metaphorical of female 

agency in the face of patriarchy, as feminist rhetoricians cited above argue, her girlie-girl 

femininity values consumerism. As Buffy announces to her friends early in the third 

season of Buffy the Vampire Slayer “I just want to get my life back, you know, do normal 

stuff […] date and shop and hang out and go to school and save the world from 

unspeakable demons. You know, I wanna do girlie stuff!” (“Faith”).
31

 So while Buffy the 

Vampire Slayer is a text in which third-wave rhetorical critics see great potential, its 

feminist underpinnings might be undercut by other messages that belie a postfeminist 

sensibility, especially at the beginning of the seven-season series.  

Many feminist scholars in girls’ studies are attempting to work out the 

contradictory nature of Girl Power, which includes feminist themes, like sisterhood, but 

also a value on girlie femininity in mass media. A frequent conclusion is that ostensibly 

                                                 
31 Buffy the Vampire Slayer ran for seven seasons, from 1997 to 2003. 
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empowered female adolescent protagonists are bound by narratives that might have 

liberating potential, but are re-routed toward hegemonic outcomes (Durham; Harris; Ch. 

Griffin; Saxton xxi). As Durham argues, works that tend toward the supernatural (like 

Buffy the Vampire Slayer) especially tend to reflect a version of female empowerment 

that is constrained by ideologies that privilege whiteness, blondness, thinness, and 

heterosexuality “all in the interests of capital” (3). Intriguingly, as I surveyed in the 

introduction, feminists have criticized Twilight’s protagonist for her very non-

postfeminist tendencies, her clumsy humanity, which is antithetical to Girl Power. I 

suggest delineating the rhetorical functions of neo-Victorian melodrama will help me 

intervene in scholarly discussions that actually perpetuate postfeminist notions of female 

empowerment. 

The discourse of “Girl Power” plays a large part in the formation of discursive 

constructions of girlhood, what Anita Harris has observed as competing discourses of the 

“can-do” girl and the “at-risk” girl. Harris’s categories identify discourses circulated and 

perpetuated by media, in addition to government and education policy-related literature. 

As the inheritors of Girl Power, the “can-do” girls are “‘the girls with the world at their 

feet’” and “are identifiable by their commitment to exceptional careers and career 

planning, their belief in their capacity to invent themselves and succeed, and their display 

of consumer lifestyle” and “are also distinguished by a desire to put of childbearing until 

‘later’” (Harris 14). By contrast, “at-risk” girls “are more likely to suffer from […] 

‘misaligned occupational ambitions,’ a lack of a sense of power or opportunity, and 

inappropriate consumption behaviors, for example, drugs or alcohol” and “are also more 
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likely to become pregnant at a young age” (14). Harris argues that these delineations are 

problematic because the categories overdetermine the cultural myth of individual 

responsibility:  

These constructs show how success and self-invention have become linked 

together in the project of surviving in a risk society. Through these discourses 

young women are disciplined into creating their own successful life trajectories 

and into taking personal responsibility if they fail. (35) 

 

Recognizing how neo-Victorian melodrama dramatizes and heightens these very conflicts 

to life and death seriousness in the Twilight Saga does more than simply perpetuate the 

same messages; the excessive rendering of such issues opens up a space for critique.  

While the contradictory representations of empowered girlhood are well 

documented, such findings provide only part of the picture of girl culture, as I have 

argued in Chapter 1. As Sherrie A. Inness notes:  

It is important to consider the culture that girls themselves create as active 

producers and shapers of their realities as well as the culture that is created and 

shaped by adults and then marketed to girls, who, in their turn shape market-place 

commodities in ways that might or might not have been intended by their adult 

creators. (4) 

 

With increased visibility through online spaces (Kearney, “Productive” 137; Mazzarella, 

Introduction), girls agentially position themselves as producers as they actively engage 

pop culture, often disrupting and blending the previously discrete boundaries between 

various forms of media (literature, film, and music). Discerning the rhetorical dimensions 

of a neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture, then, involves a consideration of girls’ 

voices. 
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A perspective on girls as cultural producers is also evident in other scholars’ work 

addressing online girl fandoms. Two important studies of girl fans online demonstrate 

how girls resist dominant culture, especially through community-building practices on 

their websites. In “Saving Our So-Called Lives: Girl Fandom, Adolescent Subjectivity, 

and My So-Called Life” (1999), Susan Murray explores girls’ online interaction relating 

to the 19-episode ABC television show My So-Called Life in order to better appreciate 

“the relationship between female teens and television” (221). Examining fan discourse 

available on an American Online “bulletin board” initially implemented for conversations 

about the show, Murray reveals how fans originally flocked there to save the program 

from cancellation,  

But with time, the billboard took a different form. As often occurs on-line, fans 

altered the intended function of the billboard space: they used it to generate 

friendships, share experiences, and talk about themselves through their relation to 

MSCL. Also, more complex interpretive strategies appeared as fans wrote to each 

other and exchanged scripts and stories that extended the show’s narrative beyond 

the final episode. (223) 

 

Recognizing the agential potential of girls’ uses of a commercial space and their spirit of 

collaboration within their community, Murray’s study is also important because her 

findings are based on a close reading of girls’ writing, which is presented in large blocks 

of quotations. Giving girls’ voices a space within scholarship is a method that promotes 

dialogue with the research subjects (an ethnographic strategy I examine more in Chapter 

3). Based on the serious treatment of girls’ words and interaction as fans, Murray finds:  

The ways in which these girls make meaning involves the processes of 

participatory spectatorship, identification, the development of a relationship to an 

ideal self, and girl-culture activism. As a result, MSCL and its narrative 

trajectories become not simply entertainment, and education on social issues, or 



 137 

fantasy fulfillment for this group of teen girls, but rather an investment in an 

individual and communal understanding of teenage girl identity. (222) 

 

To augment her analysis, Murray draws on a variety of sources addressing spectatorship, 

some of which are outdated (even for 1999) and unnecessary to glue to her findings. Yet 

the kind of methodology Murray demonstrates, a close reading of girls’ productive fan 

activity presented alongside the adult researcher’s analysis informs my approach to 

writing girl-generated girl culture. I build on Murray’s findings about community-

building in online spaces to argue for neo-Victorian melodrama’s potential to promote 

community among girls (see Chapter 5). 

Murray’s girls often exemplified overt resistance, challenging and refusing to 

accept ABC’s decision to cancel My So-Called Life. In “Claiming a Space: The Cultural 

Economy of Teen Girls Fandom on the Web,” Mazzarella examines fan websites created 

and maintained by girls. These fansites also demonstrate a more subtle, but just as 

noteworthy, resistance to dominant culture. Bridging Kearney’s call for recognizing girls 

as producers of culture with John Fiske’s understanding of producerly fan practices along 

with McRobbie’s theory of girls’ relationships to teen idols, Mazzarella examines 10 

websites in which girls participate in fan activity. Mazzarella finds:  

Girls are willing to exert their control as cultural producers to create the kind of 

atmosphere/environment they want and need. Paralleling their selection of a nice, 

safe, romantic hero to celebrate on their sites, these girls are also working to 

create a safe space for all who visit so that no one is offended by language or 

pictures that might be aggressive, vulgar or risqué. (“Claiming” 157) 

 

Mazzarella perhaps over-determines girls’ yearning for safety in their own websites; 

while the online productions of girls that I have observed do articulate rules in order to 
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demarcate the kind of polite participation they prefer, there is sort of awareness about 

how their exposure risks and courts critique from others. I would also like to interrogate 

the notion that girls seek “safe” romantic heroes in light of the vampire phenomenon; 

certainly, there is an element of (eroticized) danger with which girls are knowingly 

flirting and flaunting. 

Mazzarella nevertheless notes how the girls’ websites in her study demonstrate 

the kind of resistance to dominant culture that other fan scholarship has recognized. 

Mazzarella concludes: 

these sites celebrate girls, their fandom, and their roles as cultural producers. 

Through celebrating their fandom, as well as their own textual productivity (and 

the productivity of others) in the form of positive guest book postings, fan art, fan 

fiction, awards, and links/affiliates, the girls who participate in this online fan 

community are claiming a space, both virtual and cultural, for themselves. 

(“Claiming” 157) 

 

Exemplifying the spirit of feminist collaboration through girls’ supportive attitudes, 

Mazzarella’s girl website-creators are similar to Murray’s MSCL fans in that they actively 

foster community. Thus, while Murray pays close attention to girls’ writing, Mazzarella 

demonstrates how a variety of textual materials can inform an ethnographer’s 

understanding of girls’ online culture. Today, girls’ writing appears often alongside 

audio-visual and musical fan productions. As Murray’s and Mazzarella’s studies reveal, 

when scholars are committed to understanding what girls say about and do with culture, 

especially as fans, ethnographic approaches are necessary. I will expand on the idea of an 

ethnographic approach to girls’ online fan activity in Chapter 3, but here I will expand 



 139 

upon what several other scholars have theorized about girls’ cultural participation with 

such ethnographic methods. 

While ethnographic scholarship has not yet considered girls’ preferences for 

melodrama in relation to Twilight, one recent study examines girls’ and women readers’ 

reception of romance in Meyer’s saga. Elizabeth Behm-Morawitz, Melissa A. Click, and 

Jennifer Stevens Aubrey’s “Relating to Twilight: Fans’ Responses to Love and Romance 

in the Vampire Franchise” reflects a girl-oriented ethnographic approach to reader-

fandom research. Given the Twilight Saga’s adherence to the conventions of romance 

novels, a specific emphasis on that genre is appropriate. Partly enabled by the authors’ 

attendance at a Twilight fan convention in Dallas (143), this 2010 reception study uses 

large-scale survey and small-scale focus-group data (142) to demonstrate the engrossing 

nature of Meyer’s texts on the basis of romantic relationships. After surveying and 

interviewing both girls and women, the study concludes:  

Although the Twilight series offers fans a range of romantic relationships with 

which to identify, Twilight directs readers’ and viewers’ attention to the most 

arguably traditional and unequal one in the series—the relationship between 

Edward Cullen and Bella Swan. Indeed the Edward-Bella relationship was the 

most frequently desired by the adult and teen fans in our study. Our results echo 

Radway’s (1984) findings that romance readers may use the genre as escape to 

fulfill their need for nurturance, which is relatively absent from their lives. 

(Behm-Morawitz et al. 152) 

 

Despite the similarity to Radway’s conclusions, the study’s results also show that readers 

who identify with feminist thought “cannot completely immerse themselves in the text or 

connect with the Edward-Bella relationship because they are too distracted by the 

conservative gender politics of the series” (152). Behm-Morawitz et al. do offer insightful 
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contributions (based on quantitative and qualitative data) to the study of Twilight female 

fans’ perspectives on romance and their ability to critically evaluate such representations. 

But it is unclear if girls censored themselves, for example, as the result of a mother’s 

presence. Ultimately, girl-fan responses are the result of adult researchers’ framework for 

soliciting responses. I will expand on this methodological predicament in the following 

chapter, but a couple of other theories of girls’ reading experiences offer more theoretical 

groundwork about contemporary girl readers. 

In Angela E. Hubler’s chapter in Delinquents and Debutantes: 20th Century 

American Girls’ Cultures, a then-groundbreaking scholarly contribution to the field of 

girls’ studies research in 1998, the author calls for more reception and ethnographic work 

on girls’ responses to literature. Hubler takes issue with the practice of adult (feminist) 

scholars re-evaluating literature they formerly valued in their childhood and finding it 

lacking the progressive qualities to which they were drawn as girls:  

The controversy over the ideological influence of key texts for girls suggests the 

need to test hypotheses about particular effects against the actual reports of 

adolescent female readers. However, very little reader-response criticism and few 

ethnographies of adolescent female readers exists. The pioneers in this field 

suggest that reading facilitates accommodation rather than resistance to traditional 

femininity. Given that much of the work done with girls’ reading has been 

modeled on Janice Radway’s Reading the Romance, a study of adult female 

romance readers, that is not surprising. (268) 

 

Turning away from an exclusive focus on the romance genre, Hubler interviewed 42 girls 

(“predominantly white and middle class, although one-third were not part of this 

majority”), who talked about a “startlingly varied” selection of fiction (269). While 

Hubler acknowledges that the size of her sample prohibits gross generalizations, she does 
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argue for the significance of the insight gained based on this limited sample because it 

privileges girls’ voices. Hubler finds that “girls read both adult and young adult fiction 

simultaneously” (269). Furthermore, girls’ active reading strategies often exemplify 

ideological resistance to the (conservative) outcomes of the texts, what Hubler terms 

“liberatory reading”:  

girls in my sample commonly focused on aspects of texts that confirmed female 

behavior they found desirable while ignoring or forgetting aspects that 

undermined those behaviors. Liberatory reading helps account for the gap 

between childhood memories of a book and the substantially different analysis an 

adult critic might construct when returning to it. (270) 

 

Hubler’s theory of girls’ selective reading practices based on interviews with actual girls 

is consistent with later studies that also make the case for girl readers’ active reading 

strategies. 

Another more recent study of girl readers of is Holly Virginia Blackford’s Out of 

This World: Why Literature Matters to Girls (2004), which specifically demonstrates 

how girls read fiction for the aesthetic experience of reading itself. Through interviews 

with 33 “racially, socioeconomically, and geographically diverse girls, ages eight to 

sixteen, about their experiences with stories in books and other media,” Blackford finds:  

Girls construct a literary text as both an aesthetic object and an alternative world, 

separate from life and their social worlds. By forging a relationship with the 

presumed spectator of a text, they experience a welcome diffusion of identity, 

bifurcating themselves into a “seeing and imagining” agent “in” the text and 

differentiating this omniscient, reading self from the self that exists in life. 

Inhabiting this reader position allows them to feel that they “see” the conventions 

by which the literary world is made and the vision of the world that the text 

presents. (9) 
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Realizing how this kind of reader-spectator position is informed by cinematic experiences 

(25-26), Blackford discovers girls assume multiple subject positions, reading for theme 

and form, rather than for character identification. Instead of fictional female protagonists, 

Blackford’s girls report actively seeking role models  

in what they perceive as real life. They crave stories about and told by the women 

in their lives. They hang posters around their mirrors and imagine themselves 

being the women in those posters […] Many girls feel television and magazines to 

be models of information for problem solving in their lives. (11) 

 

Blackford’s study thus offers a wealth of information about girls’ engagements with not 

only literature, but also other forms of media.  

Theories of girls’ reading strategies, which often actively negotiate complexity 

and paradox, complicate an approach to melodrama as a constrictive mode of discourse 

based on its overt ideological messages alone. Bridging together scholarly insight into 

contradictions’ rhetorical potential with theories of melodrama’s empowering functions 

then paves the way for theorizing melodrama’s appeal in girl culture. This theoretical 

foundation also begs for an analysis of what girl readers have to say about melodramatic 

moments and their appeal.  

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I have not only suggested how theories from multiple 

disciplines—feminist rhetorical studies, melodrama studies, and girls’ studies— have 

addressed similar themes, like working to recuperate marginalized perspectives and using 

feminist thought to theorize the role of popular culture in women’s and girl’s lives. I have 

also demonstrated how certain threads of scholarship have left the door open for an 
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investigation of the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. 

Feminist rhetorical studies have failed to treat adequately the complexity of melodrama’s 

appeal, as well as girls’ rhetorical practices. However, theories by third-wave feminist 

rhetoricians certainly offer a basis for an investigation of melodrama’s contradictory 

messages and the mode’s potential to enhance intimacy between girls.  

The excessive affect inherent in the melodramatic mode also validates highly 

personal and collaborative forms of communication that feminist rhetoricians have 

highlighted in regards to women’s rhetorical practices. Moreover, girls’ studies theories 

that privilege girls’ perspectives and voices, especially those related to girls’ media 

production and online fandoms, help pave the way for a scholarly appreciation of girls’ 

rhetorical practices, especially at the service of uncovering why they prefer and how their 

speech exemplifies neo-Victorian melodramatic discourse. A feminist approach to 

theorizing the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama offers a comprehensive 

and critical perspective to the study of melodrama in girl culture.  

Realizing the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture, 

then, involves the recognition of melodrama’s adaptability as a mode that pervades 

genres and mediums. As many note, melodrama is a modern form that responds 

poignantly to particular historical moments. Yet melodrama’s emphasis on the search for 

moral truth often results in overtly old-fashioned outcomes that, for example, romanticize 

marriage and family. Indeed, melodrama critics have long struggled to reconcile the 

mode’s conservative exterior, dressed up in exaggeration and tearful sobs, with the 

mode’s popularity, especially among women. Seeing melodrama’s critical potential is 
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possible, however, by recognizing the mode’s capacity to depict and affect readers 

through loss and powerlessness. If melodrama champions the powerless and we 

recognize that girls are in a precarious position of power, melodrama may, through 

excess and other over-the-top melodramatic conventions, shine a critical light on the 

constrictive pressures and social expectations of contemporary girls. Indeed, melodrama 

may liberate girls through its excessive “working out” of such conflicts taken seriously 

by the mode. 

This multidisciplinary theoretical foundation helps advance the argument for 

melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions: to critique, for example, postfeminist girlhood; to 

validate girls’ emotional lives; to promote intimacy between girls through revelation. 

This position is only possible, however, through the recognition of the mode’s Victorian 

legacy in contemporary girl culture. Contemporary texts illustrating neo-Victorian 

melodrama, like the Twilight Saga, clearly reinvest themselves with their nineteenth-

century roots, which are not always so visible in other contemporary melodramatic texts.  
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Chapter 3: Methods for the Finding Rhetorical Functions of Neo-

Victorian Melodrama in Popular Girl Culture 

How does one recognize and make sense of the rhetorical functions of neo-

Victorian melodrama in popular girl culture? In the previous chapter, I offer a theoretical 

foundation for the rhetorical dimensions of melodrama in girl culture based two common 

threads of scholarly thought: 1) the recognition of underrepresented perspectives and 2) 

the role of feminist thought in studies of popular culture. These theoretical insights come 

out of disciplines and fields addressing rhetoric, literature, film and media, and girls. 

Chapter 2 thus offers feminist theories, particularly those related to importance of 

revelation, affect, and intimacy between girls, which help make sense of what I discover 

in the forthcoming case studies. But how does one harness this feminist theoretical 

insight into a systematic investigation of girl culture?  

A more precise explanation of how I gather the findings presented in the next 

three chapters offers methodologies for an investigation of neo-Victorian melodrama girl 

culture. As I note in the previous chapter, Eileen E. Schell’s and Kathleen J. Ryan’s 

respective encouragements for feminist rhetorical critics to cross disciplinary lines to 

produce innovative studies of rhetoric have motivated my multi-methodological 

approach. In addition to rhetorical scholars, feminist critics of literature, film and media 

studies, as well as girls’ studies have offered methods on which I will draw to determine 

neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical functions. 

In this chapter, I begin by explaining how Sherrie A. Inness’s definition of girl 

culture offers a preliminary methodological cue for my study. This circular approach to 
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girl culture informs the order of my case studies, which follow and build on each other. 

After explaining this overarching approach, I then articulate my primary method, generic 

rhetorical criticism, which underscores all of the following case studies. More 

specifically, a side-by-side comparative analysis between texts offers a strategy for doing 

generic criticism concerned with the representation of coming-of-age girlhood. Pairing a 

contemporary text with a nineteenth-century predecessor is also an approach that 

qualifies neo-Victorian studies.  

Although generic criticism unifies all of my case studies, Chapter 5 interprets girl-

made media in online fan communities. Thus, I also rely on (feminist) ethnographic 

approaches to reception studies concerned with fandom and girls. In addition, Chapter 6’s 

treatment of the Twilight films isolates the form and function of the narrating voiceover, 

as well as music, to explore the translation of neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical 

functions from page to screen. As a result, I explain how basic tenets related to a 

formalist approach in film studies offer methods relevant to analyzing cinematic 

adaptations of literary works as well as point of view in film; in addition, since I am 

identifying rhetorical effects of particular media characteristics, methods associated with 

Barry Brummett’s discussion of media-centered criticism are also useful. Thus, while 

generic criticism from a rhetorical perspective is a primary method that unifies all three 

case studies, methodologies from other disciplines are also relevant. 

“GIRL CULTURE”: A METHODOLOGICAL CUE 

Seeing “girl culture” as non-hierarchal dialogue between adults and girls is a 

perspective Inness offers in her then ground-breaking edited collection, Delinquents and 
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Debutantes: Twentieth-Century American Girls’ Cultures (1998). She defines girl culture 

as both adult-generated (often through mass media) and girl made:  

It is important to consider the culture that girls themselves create as active 

producers and shapers of their realities as well as the culture that is created and 

shaped by adults and then marketed to girls, who, in their turn shape market-place 

commodities in ways that might or might not have been intended by their adult 

creators. (4) 

I suggest Inness’s definition of girl culture functions as a beginning methodological 

prompt for approaching the multitude of texts that comprise girl culture, especially when 

they relate to a particular phenomenon like Twilight. As a result, separate investigations 

presented as individual case studies in this dissertation will analyze the form and function 

of melodrama in the saga’s literary texts, fangirl productions, and films. Nevertheless, 

given Inness’s circular orientation, which shows how girls are impacted by and impact 

the market, I also examine how these texts dialogue with each other. As such, Chapter 4 

compares Stephenie Meyer’s literary saga with its nineteenth-century predecessor; in 

turn, Chapter 5 puts fangirls’ discourse in conversation with the findings that a 

comparison between the saga and Charlotte Brontë’s novel elicits. Finally, Chapter 6 is 

able to understand whether the films translate the novel’s neo-Victorian impulses 

onscreen in order to appeal to girls because of the previous chapters’ insight into 

melodrama in the literary saga and fangirls’s responses. 

If one uses Inness’s definition as a starting point, one might have begun an 

investigation of melodrama in girl culture by recognizing how melodrama existed as a 

mode of discourse among girls before the advent of Twilight. Yet this is a project for 

another study; indeed, a historical investigation of the legacy of melodrama in girl culture 
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(and perhaps youth culture more broadly) is a necessary next step for my own research 

since no one has traced this tradition in Western popular culture. Still, the maintenance of 

specifically nineteenth-century melodramatic impulses in Meyer’s twenty-first-century 

saga suggests that the mode of excess has not lost its footing in popular culture. Rather, 

the massive popularity of the Twilight Saga, with its obvious melodramatic tendencies, 

suggests girls’ receptiveness to this mode of discourse, which my subsequent discussion 

of generic criticism illustrates. Thus, recognizing how melodrama functions in Meyer’s 

saga begins to define neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture through the novels’ 

dialogue with Jane Eyre in Chapter 4. In Chapter 5, seeing how girls’ respond to those 

precise melodramatic moments illustrates the mode’s appeal, but, even more importantly, 

fangirls’ discourse reveals how it also adheres to melodramatic convention. This finding 

helps certify the mode’s pervasiveness in girl culture. Armed with this awareness, I 

consider how the films—as adult-generated “market-place commodities” aware of their 

girl fan-base—translate neo-Victorian melodrama and its rhetorical functions in girl 

culture to the big screen.  

Seeing Inness’s articulation of girl culture as a circular, hermeneutical negotiation 

coincides with feminist rhetorical theory, especially Stacey K. Sowards and Valerie R. 

Renegar’s explanation of third-wave feminists’ rhetorical practices. In this way, rhetoric 

in girl culture is a meaning-making conversation by which rhetor and audience alike 

derive meaning through, within, because of, and/or in resistance to a text. The back-and-

forth meaning-making facilitated by a non-hierarchal dialogue de-privileges the easily 

delineated categories of speaker and audience; in many ways audience becomes rhetor, 



 156 

which is the case when one looks at girls’ fan production. This perspective not only 

emphasizes girls as active cultural participants, but recognizes girls’ rhetorical practices. 

Thus, instead of engaging in a debate about textual analysis versus audience analysis as 

separate projects in rhetorical criticism and cultural studies, I want to collapse the 

distinction between the two. Indeed, the kind of “audiences” I am approaching are 

communities of fangirls and these girls are producing texts, which are distributed for 

mass consumption via the Internet. This does not mean that ethnographic approaches to 

and theories of fandom are not applicable—because they are, especially when it comes to 

data collection and presentation, which I will discuss in a subsequent section in this 

chapter. But this collapse does mean that girl-made fan productions warrant the same 

kind of rhetorical analysis I offer the adult-generated Twilight novels and films. Further, a 

methodological advantage to studying audiences that produce their own texts is also that 

one does not need to wonder what the audience in question really thinks about the 

primary text under analysis. Girl audience’s texts, then, enrich and in many ways confirm 

the findings of Chapter 4, which theorizes the appeal of melodrama for girl audiences. 

Guided by Inness’s definition as a methodological cue, I can now more 

specifically suggest what methodological approaches are necessary for the case studies of 

my dissertation. What I have realized is that neo-Victorian melodrama is a pervasive 

mode of discourse in many texts of girl culture; the recurring pattern begs for a critical 

method that recognizes the mode’s reinvestment of its nineteenth-century roots. 
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PRIMARY METHODOLOGY: GENERIC RHETORICAL CRITICISM 

In this section, I first explain generic criticism from the lens of rhetorical studies. 

Some rhetoricians’ approaches to genre help articulate its consistency with my definition 

of neo-Victorian melodrama as a “mode” of discourse in girl culture. Generic criticism in 

rhetorical studies also points to some vital assumptions that bring forth neo-Victorian 

melodrama’s rhetorical functions in girl culture. Following, I show how a side-by-side 

comparative method, which pairs a nineteenth-century text with a post-nineteenth century 

text, magnetizes the contemporary text to its predecessor, bringing forth melodrama’s 

rhetorical functions. This comparative method, which encourages a process of 

magnetizing texts to one another, is also one that characterizes methods in neo-Victorian 

studies. As a result, I show how generic criticism, as well as more precise methods for 

qualifying contemporary texts as “melodramatic” or “neo-Victorian,” is a method that 

illustrates the rhetorical dimensions of melodrama in girl culture. 

Generic Criticism in Rhetorical Studies 

Realizing how rhetorical critics’ approaches to generic criticism encourage the 

appreciation of patterns that span a variety of texts and contexts is a fundamental premise 

on which my forthcoming case studies are situated. Given my overarching concern for 

melodrama and my initial emphasis on literary texts, this method is an obvious choice; 

after all, “Genre criticism has long been important in literary analysis but has only 

become a major critical focus in speech communication since the early 1970s” 

(Burgchardt 399). Intriguingly, then, beginning with Brontë’s and Meyer’s literary works 

and then moving to a consideration of a whole range of texts— an online discussion 
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forum, YouTube videos, Twilight-inspired songs, and the cinematic adaptations— 

parallels trends associated with generic criticism that Carl R. Burgchardt notices.  

While generic rhetorical criticism has its roots in “the writings of Aristotle and 

other classical rhetoricians” (Foss 194), Karlyn Kohrs Campbell and Kathleen Hall 

Jamieson’s influential work, “Form and Genre in Rhetorical Criticism: An Introduction” 

(1978) sets forth premises on which subsequent rhetorical critics concerned with genre 

will build. Importantly, Campbell and Jamieson draw, in part, on Kenneth Burke’s theory 

of the “‘psychology of forms’” and they cite his memorable insight: “‘form is the creation 

of an appetite in the mind of the auditor, and the adequate satisfying of that appetite’” 

(408). Realizing that forms help situate a response—and expectations for a kind of 

response—helps us determine how melodramatic moments, those formal attributes that 

make up melodrama, function rhetorically to position the girl reader. This explanation 

leads to a better understanding of genre, which Campbell and Jamieson explain: 

genre is composed of a constellation of recognizable forms bound together by an 

internal dynamic. When a generic claim is made, the critical situation alters 

significantly because the critic is now arguing that a group of discourses has a 

synthetic core in which certain rhetorical elements, e.g., a system of belief, lines 

of argument, stylistic choices, and the perception of the situation, are fused into an 

indivisible whole. The significance of this fusion of forms for the critic is that it 

provides an angle of vision, a window, that reveals the tension among these 

elements, the dynamic within the rhetorical acts of human beings, in different 

times and places, responding in similar ways as they attempt to encompass certain 

rhetorical problems—the death of a member of the community, an accusation to 

which no forensic defense is adequate, and the like. (409) 

 

As Campbell and Jamieson suggest, generic criticism offers a “window” onto the 

cooperation of certain “elements,” forms that function together at the service of a whole 

system of meaning. This particular explanation of genre, which is not a kind of text, but, 
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rather, a type of response to a rhetorical problem (like a mode), offers a prime directive 

for the kind of criticism my case studies present. Indeed, illustrating melodrama’s 

rhetorical functions in girl culture involves not only the recognition of defining 

melodramatic moments. Exploring melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions also reveals how 

those moments work together to respond to coming-of-age girlhood (a rhetorical 

problem, so to speak) as well as to create expectations among girl audiences—who 

respond in kind with their own melodramatic discourse. 

Following Campbell and Jamieson, subsequent scholars have defined and refined 

key actions that drive generic criticism. In his discussion, “Generic Studies of Form,” 

Roderick P. Hart explains how rhetorical critics can use generic criticism to “[describe] 

patterns of discourse” and to “[explain] their recurrence” (122). Sonja K. Foss echoes that 

statement:  

Rather than seeking to discover how one situation affects one particular rhetorical 

act, the generic critic seeks to discover commonalities in rhetorical patterns across 

recurring situations. The purpose of generic criticism is to understand rhetorical 

practices in different time periods and in different places by discerning 

similarities in rhetorical situations and the rhetoric constructed in response to 

them. (193) 

 

Foss’s explanation of generic criticism’s practice of noting congruities that span time and 

place is an important reiteration of Campbell and Jamieson’s insight and is a starting 

point for a consideration of melodrama’s appeal to girls. Indeed, Meyer’s Twilight Saga 

generally upholds the melodramatic conventions available in Jane Eyre, the 

contemporary young adult series’ nineteenth-century predecessor. Discovering this 

connection begs for a consideration of why rhetorical situations related to girls in the 
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twenty-first century align with concerns relevant to female coming-of-age experiences in 

the Victorian era. As I argue, melodrama’s concern with the powerless (Vicinus 128) 

coincides with the mode’s ability to address girlhood, a social construct today still as 

contested as it was in the nineteenth century. 

Despite Hart’s and Foss’s similar emphasis on the recognition of patterns, their 

precise definitions of “genre” vary and these variations are important to clarify. Hart does 

not bind the term to a particular kind of text; rather, Hart defines “genre” as “a class of 

messages having important structural and content similarities and which, as a class, 

creates special expectations in listeners” (121, emphasis in original). Besides melodrama, 

we might say that another such “class of messages” is the apology, a mode of 

communicating that attempts to make amends, especially for some wrongdoing. Hart’s 

explanation would encourage us, then, to use generic criticism to understand how 

apology functions in a variety of discourses. These texts could range from, for example, a 

politician’s public address to a song like Willie Nelson’s “Always on My Mind” to an 

everyday person’s private letter. On the contrary, Foss’s definition would seem to suggest 

more boundaries for approaching apology as a genre. Foss recalls the French origin of 

“genre” as “the term used to refer to a distinct group, type, class, or category of artifacts 

that share important characteristics that differentiate it from other groups” (193). Because 

Foss’s definition of “genre” is artifact-bound, it would, then, encourage the critic to 

approach apology speeches instead of grouping the speech, the song, and the letter 

together in analysis. Grouping those seemingly disparate texts together, however, would 

imply that apology is a mode of speaking that transcends mediums and different types of 
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discourse—which is also the case with melodrama. Thus, Hart’s specification of genre as 

“a class of messages” (191) rather than Foss’s “category of artifacts” (193) is more in 

line with the definition of melodrama as a mode. Indeed, recognizing recurring patterns 

across groups of artifacts and mediums underscores melodrama’s modal qualities rather 

than its functions as a genre that is specific to a particular set of texts, like “the woman’s 

film” of the 1940s. Thus, I want to be clear that my alignment with “generic criticism” is 

not implying that neo-Victorian melodrama is a genre related to certain artifacts. Rather, 

as I have explained in Chapters 1 and 2, and as I continue to demonstrate in the case 

studies, melodrama’s recurrence across texts and mediums makes it best identified as a 

mode. Nevertheless, as an examination of the Twilight phenomenon reveals, melodrama’s 

particular form and function in popular girl culture today demonstrate a reinvestment of 

the mode’s nineteenth-century roots; this reinvestment begs for the classification, “neo-

Victorian melodrama,” a type of melodramatic mode. 

An approach to generic criticism that privileges the discernment of the functions 

of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture— rather than a dominant focus on the mode’s 

formal attributes— is informed by Carolyn R. Miller’s scholarship. In “Genre as Social 

Action” (1984), Miller intervenes in rhetorical studies:  

Although rhetorical criticism has recently provided a profusion of claims that 

certain discourses constitute a distinctive class, or genre, rhetorical criticism has 

not provided firm guidance on what constitutes a genre. For example, rhetorical 

genres have been defined by similarities in strategies or forms in the discourses, 

by similarities in audience, by similarities in modes of thinking, by similarities in 

rhetorical situations. The diversity among these definitions presents both theorists 

and critics a problem. (151) 
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Recognizing Campbell and Jamieson’s aforementioned findings, Miller goes on to argue 

for interpretations that highlight rhetorical outcomes: “a rhetorically sound definition of 

genre must be centered not on the substance or the form of discourse but on the action it 

is used to accomplish” (151). Indeed, this explanation is consistent with the kind of 

emphasis espoused by Peter Brooks, whose findings about melodrama’s functions are 

embodied in this important claim: “the dramaturgy of excess and overstatement 

corresponds to and evokes confrontations and choices that are of heightened importance, 

because in them we put our lives—however trivial and constricted—on the line” (ix). 

Melodrama’s forms, then, validate and bring forth the mode’s vital rhetorical functions, 

or “action[s] it is used to accomplish” to use Miller’s phrase (151). Although my 

methodological approach to genre criticism does catalogue the forms that comprise 

melodrama (especially in an attempt to define “neo-Victorian melodrama”), what is 

essential to my study is the revelation of how and to what purpose those forms work 

together: their rhetorical functions in girl culture. Indeed, Miller’s methodology helps me 

make claims about neo-Victorian melodrama’s pervasiveness in girl culture as evidenced 

not only by the popular novels, but also by girls’ online discourse and the films, whereby 

the rhetorical dimensions of melodrama are often the same as they are in the Twilight 

Saga and its nineteenth-century predecessor Jane Eyre. Miller’s emphasis on function 

additionally offers a methodological approach to the Twilight films as adaptations of 

novels illustrative of neo-Victorian melodrama. In Chapter 6, then, I argue the latter films 

in the franchise do not appeal to girls through neo-Victorian melodramatic means; even 

though the cinematic adaptations might retain some forms associated with melodrama 
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(melodramatic moments, so to speak), they violate the rhetorical functions of neo-

Victorian melodrama in girl culture. 

My concern with girl culture and the way neo-Victorian melodrama functions for 

communities of girls continues to follow Miller’s directives. She suggests,  

what we learn when we learn a genre is not just a pattern of forms or even a 

method of achieving our own ends. We learn, more importantly, what ends we 

may have […];[…] genres serve as keys to understanding how to participate in 

the actions of a community. (165) 

 

Indeed, the presence of certain rhetorical functions of melodrama in a variety of texts and 

mediums in girl culture leads to my arguments about the mode’s appeal for girls. Further, 

Miller’s approach to generic criticism remains instructive as I approach girl-authored 

texts distributed via social networking websites. In “Blogging as Social Action: A Genre 

Analysis of the Weblog” (2004), Miller and Dawn Shepherd uncover findings associated 

with the online public projection of the private sphere that is so relevant to my 

exploration of fangirls’ discourse online. Their findings continue to reveal an approach to 

defining genre based on the “actions it is used to accomplish” (Miller 151): 

Our aim in this genre analysis of the blog is to explore the emergent culture of the 

early 21st century as revealed by the self-organized communities that support 

blogging, the recurrent rhetorical exigences that arise there, and the rhetorical 

roles (or subject positions) they support and make possible. (Miller and Shepherd) 

 

Although their exclusive focus on weblogs as a genre is more consistent with Foss’s 

“category of artifacts” definition, Miller and Shepherd highlight weblogs’ rhetorical 

dimensions in order to argue for genre classification. Their appreciation of genre’s 

community-building potential is one that my analysis of neo-Victorian melodrama also 
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uncovers specifically in relation to girl culture—although I am not limited to a particular 

set of texts, like weblogs. 

Realizing melodrama’s special significance in girl culture as a neo-Victorian type 

is helped by the set of assumptions Hart offers for generic criticism in rhetorical studies. 

In the following discussion, I respond to each one, clarifying the directive’s usefulness to 

my study and explaining how it offers a methodological prompt for the case studies that 

follow. 

 Hart’s first assumption for generic criticism speaks precisely to the premise of my 

dissertation, which argues for a serious consideration of girls’ cultural preferences for 

texts, like Twilight, with definite melodramatic impulses. Realizing that girls’ own 

discourse exemplifies melodramatic tendencies further substantiates the mode’s 

prevalence in girl culture: 

1. Generic study exposes cultural tastes. Huspek and Kendall [1991] note, for 

example, that the street corner conversations of blue-collar workers continually 

reflect the essential contentiousness of the American people and their 

unwillingness to submit to a single, consistent ideology. (Hart 126, emphasis in 

original) 
 

Recognizing melodrama’s pervasiveness in girl culture, then, illustrates many girls’ 

cultural tastes, which often appreciate excess and affect. As Chapter 1 explains, girls’ 

cultural tastes for melodrama have been the subject of derision. Yet my case studies 

reveal how melodrama, a mode of excess, responds to coming-of-age girlhood, especially 

frustration associated with social pressures facing girls. As such, Hart’s next assumption 

underscores the importance of contemporary melodrama’s nineteenth-century legacy: 
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2. Generic study explains rhetorical power. Jamieson [1975a] argues that one 

cannot understand why some rhetoric (e.g. the papal encyclical) has the influence 

it has unless one also understands its “chromosomal imprints,” the rhetorical 

features it retains from its historical roots (in this case, the speeches of Roman 

emperors). (126, emphasis in original) 

 

Why does melodrama, a mode of discourse popular among Victorians, still speak to the 

experiences of contemporary girls? Hart’s directive encourages us to recognize how the 

Twilight texts inherit melodramatic moments carried over from the nineteenth-century; as 

a subsequent section will show, this carry-over can be realized through a side-by-side 

comparison of texts. And as Chapter 4 reveals, such a comparative method also 

distinguishes congruities associated with historical contexts, especially rhetorical 

problems related to girlhood. Thus, Hart’s second assumption about generic criticism 

underpins my recognition that Victorian melodramatic tendencies not only exist today, 

but also that they continue to have power because of their inherited capacity to address 

girls’ lived experiences. 

 Following directions for generic criticism to expose cultural tastes and rhetorical 

power, which both encourage cultural studies orientations, Hart’s third assumption 

suggests that generic criticism exposes something about the psychology of the speaker. 

The speaker’s preferences might be second-nature and, to varying extents, unconscious: 

3. Generic study reveals psychological style. Vartabedian [1985] argues that some 

speakers are “generically blind,” excessively committed to one style of speech. 

He notes, for instance, that Richard Nixon tried to justify himself rather than his 

policies in Vietnam largely because self-justification had served him so well 

earlier in his career (e.g., the Checkers Speech). (127, emphasis in original) 

 

In this case, Hart’s example of Vartabedian’s generic study suggests negative outcomes 

from psychological style; indeed, rhetorical effectiveness might be hindered by a 
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sustained adherence to a particular genre that is not appropriate to the rhetorical situation 

at hand. Yet, in the case of melodrama in girl culture, the continual presence of the mode 

in adult-generated and girl-authored discourse is not so troublesome; indeed, melodrama 

often works to validate feelings, a rhetorical function that indeed speaks to psychological 

needs. In addition, generic criticism’s perception of a speaker’s psychological style offers 

important clarification. In this study, I am not suggesting girls’ preferences for and uses 

of melodrama are necessarily intentional; in the same way, Meyer’s adherence to the 

melodramatic mode, especially its nineteenth-century roots evidenced by the Jane Eyre 

connection, is also not intentional. Thus, in the case studies that follow, I do not mean to 

suggest that the novels, fangirl discourse, and films are produced by speakers who are 

consciously employing melodramatic impulses they know are indicative of Victorian 

convention. Rather, the speakers’ adherence to the melodramatic mode suggests a 

psychological tendency to respond in a certain way to a particular rhetorical situation, 

especially one related to girls’ experiences. That these responses often address coming-

of-age girlhood in extreme and excessive ways reveals Hart’s fourth directive: 

4. Generic study uncovers latent trends. O’Leary [1994] has tracked the 

increasing use of apocalyptic rhetoric (i.e., talk of imminent doom and gloom) 

and found it to have been popular in the United States throughout the years. 

Despite this popularity, one wonders if they genre’s attractions may eventually 

cause people to despair of peaceful solutions to the world’s problems and make 

them susceptible to defeatism: “Things are so bad that we might as well try 

anything.” (127, emphasis original) 

 

Again, Hart uses an example that concludes with a negative perspective about a certain 

genre’s appeal. Indeed, this is the attitude toward melodrama that previous rhetorical 

critics have taken as they worry about melodrama’s representation of extremes, 
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particularly good versus evil, in political discourse (see Chapter 1). Yet, if we recognize 

the existence of similar melodramatic impulses in the nineteenth century and today, we 

might realize how the mode’s sustained popularity among girls reflect trends related to 

their experiences. As I will argue, melodrama’s permission for the revelation of excessive 

feelings in response to constrictive social pressures reveals the mode’s rhetorical 

functions in girl culture.  

Recognizing neo-Victorian melodrama as a mode of discourse particular to girl 

culture leads to Hart’s last directive: 

5. Generic study provides evaluative standards. Griffin [1990] has studied the 

rhetoric of autobiographies, particularly those written by former criminals. He 

notes that such a work cannot be judged by the standards applied to the general 

biography (e.g., Did all of this really happen?) but must be evaluated by a 

different set of standards entirely (i.e., Does the author seem genuinely 

remorseful?). Only then, says Griffin, will the critic be dealing with the text on 

the same basis as its intended readers. (127, emphasis original) 

 

Intriguingly, Hart’s example of Griffin’s study, which distinguishes between 

autobiography and biography, parallels my distinctions about melodrama in girl culture. 

Indeed, I am arguing for a particular type of melodrama, neo-Victorian, in a particular 

culture, popular girl culture. Thus, I am not making claims about melodrama at large; 

indeed, melodrama is a pervasive mode of discourse whose influence is far-reaching in 

many forms of Western media (see Chapter 2). But the Twilight phenomenon texts’ 

illustration of melodramatic impulses that correspond so precisely with Victorian 

conventions and articulation of experiences relevant to coming-of-age girls beg for 

different evaluative standards. As such, locating melodrama’s special significance in girl 

culture means that I am working to deal with melodrama “on the same basis” as girl 
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audiences. In this way, I am ultimately able to make an argument about the Twilight 

films, some of which translate neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical functions at the 

service of privileging relationships with girl viewers— and some of which do not. 

 Of course, this is not to say that generic criticism is without limitations. After all, 

Hart defines it as “the study of […] constraints” (122). He goes on to explain: 

While generic study can be highly useful, it can also be misapplied or used 

excessively. There is no particular merit in classifying discourse its own sake. Its 

value lies, rather, in its utility: Does it identify a rhetorical trend that might have 

been missed? Does it explain why a given speaker failed or succeeded? Does it 

highlight an interesting rhetorical problem that might have been missed? In other 

words, the most creative generic research asks and answers important questions. 

(Hart 128) 

 

Hart’s warning against classification for classification’s sake is an important caution that 

I have heeded throughout these case studies. I do initially work to define neo-Victorian 

melodrama, especially through a side-by-side analysis of Jane Eyre and the Twilight 

Saga since “genre classification comes before the actual criticism” (Burgchardt 399). But 

noting similarities begs for interpretation, especially since shared melodramatic moments 

highlight some interesting rhetorical problems associated with girlhood.  

Another motivation for this method involves previous studies’ deficiencies and 

oversights. As I argue in Chapter 1, previous rhetorical critics’ studies of melodrama 

have missed some important insight into the mode of excess because they have seen 

melodrama only in terms of its face-value qualities: good versus evil, a happy ending, and 

moral absolutes. While these are forms related to melodrama, understanding their appeal 

and rhetorical function depends on understanding how they work together for different 

audiences, especially youth; this is the community view of genre espoused by Miller. 
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With these explanations in mind, especially Hart’s tenets of generic criticism, I can now 

explain the more particular methods useful to my articulation of neo-Victorian 

melodrama in girl culture. 

Textual Pairings: Side-by-Side Comparisons 

Following a discussion of generic rhetorical criticism, the question remains: how 

does one show how a contemporary text inherits nineteenth-century melodrama? What 

methods help us understand the legacy of Victorian melodrama in the twenty-first 

century? These questions beg for an explanation of how to determine a text’s neo-

Victorian affiliation; after all, I am arguing the Twilight phenomenon illustrates neo-

Victorian melodrama in girl culture. Indeed, I rely heavily on Brooks’s and Michael R. 

Booth’s respective scholarship to help identify the formal qualities of melodrama; their 

scholarship is integral to identifying and understanding of nineteenth-century melodrama 

conventions. Yet noting how a contemporary work illustrates, upholds, and, in some 

ways, transforms the characteristics of Victorian melodrama is more meaningful if also 

read alongside another nineteenth-century work. Thus, reading Jane Eyre’s treatment of 

coming-of-age girlhood through a melodramatic lens offers a direct point of comparison 

with the Twilight Saga and shows how the rhetorical problems facing girls are similar 

across historical contexts. As a result, I first offer a side-by-side comparison of Jane Eyre 

and the Twilight Saga in Chapter 4. This comparative method, which relies on close 

reading, is informed by key ideas in neo-Victorian studies as well as a recent study of 

melodrama’s function in To Kill a Mockingbird. 
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Most neo-Victorian studies share a concern for understanding the sustained allure 

of Victoriana, especially in contemporary popular culture. Rohan McWilliam asserts, 

“the Victorians never went away” (107). I have already defined the terms, “neo-

Victorian,” “melodrama,” “Victorian melodrama,” and “neo-Victorian melodrama” in 

Chapter 1; these definitions bring forth methodological challenges related to determining 

neo-Victorian affiliation. As one of the field’s founders, Mark Llewellyn offers a precise 

starting point when framing an inquiry about a specific Victorian text and its 

contemporary revisions and adaptations: “as the neo-Victorian text writes back to 

something in the nineteenth century, it does so in a manner that often aims to re-fresh and 

revitalise the importance of that earlier text to the here and now” (171). Llewellyn’s 

directive is particularly suited to the analysis of an individual text. Yet instead of arguing 

that the Twilight Saga is simply a neo-Victorian vision of Jane Eyre, I am suggesting 

these novels’ shared melodramatic moments speak to a mode of discourse that reclaims 

its nineteenth-century roots and is pervasive and widespread in girl culture. Indeed, it 

should be noted that melodrama in the general sense shares conventions with nineteenth-

century melodrama; however, given melodrama’s special features and functions in girl 

culture, I need a way of talking about melodrama in girl culture in a way that reinforces 

the legacy of the nineteenth century. Thus, Llewellyn’s suggestion to examine the 

nineteenth-century work to which a contemporary phenomenon is writing back helps 

situate an approach to Meyer’s Twilight Saga in the context of Jane Eyre. This 

connection continues to inform my exploration of fangirl-authored texts, as well as the 

cinematic adaptations.  
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Llewellyn’s methodological cue inspires the following questions: How do the 

Twilight texts’ uses of melodrama negotiate contemporary concerns, especially those 

regarding coming-of-age girlhood, through a dialogue with–or by holding onto– the past? 

What melodramatic conventions in Brontë’s literary work are translated, highlighted, and 

transformed not only to address girlhood, but also to appeal to today’s girl audiences? In 

this way, neo-Victorian melodrama might (unconsciously or consciously) pay homage to 

a nineteenth-century predecessor like Jane Eyre. The mode also helps the critic 

understand neo-Victorianism’s more progressive social critique, attending to “the ‘neo’ 

as well as the ‘Victorian’” (Carroll 173). This comparative perspective, which, in part, 

encourages us to see how a neo-Victorian text both critiques the present and the past, 

helps articulate how neo-Victorian melodrama addresses contemporary social 

constructions of girlhood. This is why my first case study firmly establishes the 

connection between Jane Eyre and the Twilight Saga through a side-by-side close 

reading. 

Nineteenth-century melodrama was not a static category, which I discuss in 

Chapter 1 when I define terms. Thus, I present a comparative method that first 

magnetizes a contemporary text (like the Twilight Saga) to a specific Victorian text (like 

Jane Eyre) to define “neo-Victorian melodrama” before tracing its functions in other 

elements of Twilight-inspired girl culture. These comparative measures enhance 

conversational aspects of the texts in dialogue with each other as well as the non-

hierarchal approach Inness advocates for approaching girl culture. Furthermore, as I 

suggest in Chapter 1, few studies have explored the connection between youth and 
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melodrama. One study that not only considers a young character, but also offers a 

comparative method that situates a nineteenth-century text and a later work together in a 

side-by-side analysis is Holly Virginia Blackford’s recent treatment of To Kill a 

Mockingbird (1960) and Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852).  

Blackford offers one reading of melodrama’s function in To Kill a Mockingbird, a 

novel whose narrator retrospectively recounts her experiences as a child. Blackford draws 

on an earlier text, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, in order to explicate the 

conventions of melodrama in Harper Lee’s mid-twentieth-century novel: “By updating 

Uncle Tom melodrama, Lee taps into a thriving American literary tradition to which 

readers have been conditioned to react: they must not only think about but also feel the 

outrage of persecuting innocence” (Mockingbird 90). Blackford justifies her comparative 

approach:  

Reading Mockingbird through [the nineteenth-century novel’s] nexus of meaning 

enables us to more thoroughly understand why a young daughter is the witness to 

the American romance—to all it excludes and affects. If we view Mockingbird 

through the lens of melodrama, we find that pantomime in the trial overwhelms 

the literary form of the novel’s earlier emphasis on consciousness and irony. 

Pantomime and spectacle shut down Scout’s usually perceptive mind, explaining 

her increasing sleepiness. (89–90) 

 

In order to prove these findings, Blackford offers a direct comparison of key 

melodramatic moments in the novels, identifying particular conventions or forms, but 

also showing their similar functions in both novels. For example, Blackford finds,  

Mockingbird simultaneously appeals to America’s nostalgia for small-town 

childhood and its embrace of liberal progress. This paradox provides the context 

to the novel’s mythic emphasis on a persecuted innocent African American Tom, 

which updates Uncle Tom melodrama. (94) 
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By revealing the tension associated with Lee’s inheritance and transformation of a 

Victorian melodramatic convention (innocence’s persecution), Blackford is able to 

discover how the twentieth-century novel addresses a rhetorical problem related to race, a 

situation Stowe’s novel was certainly calling upon melodrama to navigate.  

Blackford’s generic examination thus demonstrates how theorizing the 

melodramatic mode in more recent texts often requires comparative analyses that 

acknowledge and appreciate the legacy of the nineteenth century. Intriguingly, just as I 

take seriously Twilight fangirls’ reactions as clues about melodrama’s appeal, 

Blackford’s study of melodrama in Mockingbird was initially motivated by the responses 

of young readers: “I wrote chapter 2 on racial melodrama after analyzing the remarkable 

way young people voiced their pride at ‘figuring out’ the trial and believing they had 

uncovered Tom’s innocence” (xi). Our similar approaches point to the importance of 

acknowledging reader affect when it comes to the melodramatic mode. 

SECONDARY METHODOLOGIES: ETHNOGRAPHY, RECEPTION STUDIES, AND GIRLS’ 

STUDIES 

Generic criticism, which recognizes the forms and rhetorical functions of neo-

Victorian melodrama in both adult-generated and girl-authored texts comprising the 

Twilight phenomenon, is my primary methodological tool. Yet I have also employed 

other methods to collect and present data. In Chapter 5, I offer a rhetorical analysis of 

fangirl-authored texts as they respond to precise melodramatic moments in Meyer’s 

novels with online discourse equally illustrative of neo-Victorian melodrama. 

Nevertheless, selecting and collecting data from girls’ online communities involved 
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ethnographic methodologies; indeed, I conducted regular, often daily observations of 

online fan communities over the course of several years. To be clear, this research does 

not qualify as human-subjects research whereby I, as the researcher, interacted directly 

with participants. The communities I observed were public websites and all information 

cited in this dissertation was made publicly available via the web. Names are the aliases 

girls give themselves through screen names, except in the case of the Bella Cullen 

Project, a fangirl-band. The band members’ full names are used since they function as 

public figures (like actors). Still, my encounters were indeed informed by ethnographic 

methods, particularly from a feminist standpoint. In addition, because I am interpreting 

fangirls’ writing and media production, methodological concerns related to both fandom 

and female youth apply.  

Ethnography, Reception Studies, and Fandom 

Realizing that neo-Victorian melodrama is a pervasive mode of discourse in girl 

culture arose from ethnographic encounters with Twilight fangirl communities. As such, a 

brief consideration of the interconnection between ethnography and media reception-

studies scholarship is useful. Janet Staiger offers fundamental questions that characterize 

approaches to media reception studies: “How does a text mean? […] What kinds of 

meanings does a text have? For whom? In what circumstances? With what changes over 

time? And do these meanings have any effects? Cognitive? Emotional? Social? 

Political?” (2). Staiger’s work is important not only because it situates the researcher with 

the kinds of questions she should be asking. Staiger’s questions are also reminiscent of 

the kind of approach Clifford Geertz advocated in his pioneering work, The 
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Interpretation of Cultures (1973). The fundamental questions Geertz suggests still have 

relevance to both an ethnographer and a media studies scholar concerned with reception: 

What are they doing? Why do they think they are doing it? What is the import to them? 

What does it mean? These questions validate an ethnographer’s treatment of peculiarities 

within cultures. Furthermore, constructing culture as something humans do, rather than 

something that is done to them, highlights a kind of participant-agency that contemporary 

ethnographers and media-reception scholars often acknowledge. Indeed, this recognition 

is vital to my argument for the serious consideration of girls’ rhetorical practices, which 

illustrate melodramatic discourse in their fan activities. 

Neo-Victorian melodrama’s capacity to address girls’ lived experiences parallels 

the manner in which fandom intersects with everyday life. Adhering to the framework 

Staiger illustrates, Jenkins’s pioneering work on television fandom argues for an 

appreciation of the way fans use texts in their everyday lives. In his ethnographic study of 

Star Trek fans, Jenkins explains,  

One becomes a ‘fan’ not by being a regular viewer of a particular program but by 

translating that viewing into some kind of cultural activity, by sharing feelings 

and thoughts about the program content with friends, by joining a ‘community’ of 

other fans who share common interests. For fans consumption naturally sparks 

production. (Star Trek 175) 

 

Jenkins also explains how fan experiences translate into skills needed for everyday living 

and even augment the dreariness of “ordinary life” (Star Trek 176), a recognition that 

recalls Burke’s theory of literature as equipment for living. Jenkins’s characterization of 

fandom continues to apply, particularly to fans’ responses to and uses of melodrama in 

Twilight-oriented online communities.  
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Understanding how neo-Victorian melodrama functions to build community 

among girls at the service of helping them navigate “real life” is a generic insight 

supported by ethnographic approaches to reception studies. Jenkins was, of course, not 

the first reception studies scholar to employ ethnographic techniques to reveal how 

fandom meaningfully applies to everyday experiences. As I note in Chapter 2, Janice 

Radway’s influential study of women readers of romance helped advance a critical 

appreciation for the way some women readers take pleasure in traditional discourses of 

heterosexual love even though the reading experience itself, which promises escape and 

evasion, might allow these women readers to subvert the limitations of patriarchy. Ellen 

Seiter et al.’s “‘Don’t treat us like we’re so stupid and naïve’: Toward an Ethnography of 

Soap Opera Viewers” also reflects an ethnographic approach to understanding women’s 

engagement with texts that are seemingly antithetical to feminist thought, like the soap 

opera. The authors demonstrate how the genre operates “in the context of everyday life 

for women working the home” (Seiter et al. 223) and their analysis reveals complex 

viewing strategies that relate to considerations of the soap-opera genre and multi-layered 

identification strategies. Seiter et al.’s recognition of fans’ voices—and the authors’ 

approach to speaking alongside them in scholarship—is another method relevant to 

ethnographic approaches to girl culture. 

Why (Fan)Girls’ Voices? Feminist Critical Ethnography 

Reflecting real girls’ voices in a study concerned with melodrama in girl culture is 

of vital importance. Historically, girls and their interests have been neglected by feminist 

scholars who focus on adult women and cultural studies critics who emphasize male 
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youth (Kearney, “Coalescing”). Radway’s and Seiter et al.’s projects reflect an adult bias 

in feminist ethnographic approaches, which is not necessarily surprising considering what 

Kearney has observed: “considerable barriers prevented the coalescence of girls’ studies 

until the late twentieth century” (“Coalescing” 1). Girlhood, however, is a contested 

social construct, one that adults fervently and continually seek to regulate and define 

through discursive and institutional practices (see Chapter 1). As such, feminist scholars 

committed to social justice should care about what girls have to say about girlhood. As 

Elaine J. O’Quinn advocates,  

Because girls are present regularly in most of our lives, it is easy to assume we 

know a good deal about them simply through observation. While this may in part 

be true, it does not tell us the whole truth of what girls know that we do not, and 

what they assimilate to as well as rebel against in larger arenas. (13)  

One way to understand how girls know what they know and how they resist what they 

resist is through a serious consideration of their voices and ideas. These are often made 

available through their cultural productions, frequently as fans and frequently online. 

And, in the case of the Twilight phenomenon, fangirls’ voices often illustrate 

melodramatic tendencies as they respond to particular melodramatic moments in the saga.  

While Twilight fangirls might respond affectively and positively to Meyer’s 

saga’s melodramatic impulses, this does not necessarily mean that these girls are not 

resisting dominant culture; indeed, I will argue they are resisting adults’ limiting views of 

their cultural tastes. Catherine Driscoll encourages girls’ studies scholars to consider 

girls’ voices in order to locate their resistance. In her discussion of ethnography, Driscoll 

explains,  



 178 

Understanding degrees of resistance to the mainstream is the overarching interest 

of feminist ethnographies of girls, and it is worth considering some influential 

examples in light of this imperative to assess girls’ responses in terms of 

resistance to patriarchal discourses. (166) 

Driscoll’s perspective reflects D. Soyini Madison’s definition of critical ethnography as 

starting “with an ethical responsibility to address processes of unfairness or injustice 

within a particular lived domain” (5). Thus, my ethnographic approach to fangirls’ 

discourse not only takes seriously their rhetorical activities that belie preferences for 

Twilight and melodrama, but also works to examine how girls’ voices articulate 

resistance. As I will show in Chapter 5, we should be open to understanding many forms 

of resistance—even when it takes the form of tears. This methodological approach is 

important because it allows me to explore how girls who are generally favorable to 

Twilight still offer resistance to mainstream attitudes that disparage their affective 

responses to the vampire romance. 

Following a methodological concern for the inclusion of girls’ voices, is the 

ethnographer’s reflexive consideration of her own voice as an adult researcher. Driscoll 

explains:  

Ethnographers have more recently turned to a model of the ethnographic 

encounter that stresses the role of research subjects as active participants in, rather 

than passive objects of, the ethnographic encounter. Feminist ethnographers have 

been particularly interested in this strategy, which seems compatible with a 

feminist ethics. (165) 

Madison likewise poses a question that encourages reflexivity when it comes to the 

presentation of participants’ voices: “How can I prevent my voice, as researcher, from 

overpowering the voices of the subjects themselves?” (131). Madison’s query is relevant 

to the fangirls’ discourse that I explore in Chapter 5, as I ask: What is the right balance 
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between illustrating girls’ voices through a presentation of their cultural production and 

my own rhetorical analysis concerned with melodrama? One solution that seems 

particularly helpful is Madison’s explanation and advocacy of Dialogic Performance, 

Dwight Conquergood’s theory, which is “an ethical imperative” (167): “It is through 

dialogue that we resist the arrogant perception that perpetuates monologic encounters, 

interpretations, and judgments” (167). An indictment of the scholar’s potential arrogance 

is consistent with Linda Alcoff’s move in the essay, “The Problem of Speaking for 

Others,” which offers insight for navigating the balance between advocate and imperialist 

academic, and Maria Lugones’s theory of “world traveling as loving perception” of 

which Madison makes explicit reference (99-106). Problems associated with voice in 

ethnographic research are, then, remedied through methodologies that encourage shared 

space among ethnographer and participants within the scholarship itself. As much as 

possible, in Chapter 5 I have tried to present girls’ voices in their original, unedited 

format; I also present whole passages of girl-authored text and avoid paraphrasing when 

feasible in order to afford a space for girls’ voices. While I have not dialogued with my 

subjects in one-on-one conversations (again, I have never spoken directly to them), I see 

the Chapter 5 as a dialogic endeavor.  

The concept of dialogue, or shared space, in reception studies and ethnographic 

research dovetails with my generic analysis of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. 

The possibilities for researchers to speak in a sort of dialogue with their respondents are 

evident in a variety of recent feminist scholarship, especially research that reclaims the 

study of communities, like female soap-opera fans or girls’ subcultures, previously 
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dismissed for their cultural tastes. In fact, ethnographic scholarship has demonstrated 

how voices within these groups have advocated for their own recognition. One example 

is the aforementioned study by Seiter et al., which cites women soap-opera viewers who 

articulate their desire not to be seen as cultural dupes. Another article, Kristen Schilt’s 

“‘I’ll Resist with Every Inch and Every Breath: Girls and Zine Making as a Form of 

Resistance,” presents a similar findings about girl producers of independent magazines 

(zines). Thus, not only can the ethnographer reveal through analysis and interpretation the 

girl respondents’ resistance, but these feminist ethnographic studies also demonstrate 

how girls’ own voices call for a disruption of popular, limiting conceptions of their own 

agency. 

Why Girls Online? 

To demonstrate neo-Victorian melodrama’s pervasiveness in girl culture, Chapter 

5 explores fangirls’ online discourse as evidence of girls’ rhetorical pratices. While a 

variety of methodological approaches for researching girl-generated girl culture exist, 

here I will be specific to approaches for studying fangirls’ online discourse relevant to 

Chapter 5.  

Why are ethnographic studies of fangirls’ online practices sometimes preferable 

to explorations conducted by researchers who directly contact and interview girls? One of 

the strengths of ethnographies of online communities relates to the prospect of 

understanding girl fandoms through the spaces girls themselves build and maintain in 

spite of dominant culture, which often disparages both girls and fans alike. As Sharon R. 

Mazzarella’s study of girl fans online relates: “Considering that fandom, as Fiske (1992) 
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notes, is typically denigrated by the mainstream culture, these webmistresses are actively 

constructing safe spaces for themselves and others to publicly engage in an activity they 

previously would have kept hidden” (157). Susan Murray’s 1999 exploration of girls’ 

online discussions of My So-Called Life offers similar findings. Chapter 2 references both 

Mazzarella and Murray’s theoretical insight into girls’ online fandom, especially in 

regards to its community-building potential. Worth reiterating here is that Murray’s 

method in particular is one that observes fan activity in discussion forums, but she does 

not directly contact the girls (a method I will illustrate in Chapter 5). Instead, Murray 

draws conclusions about the community based on what was made public. Given My So-

Called Life’s own tendencies toward the melodramatic mode, worth recognizing here is 

that these girls’ rhetorical practices in online spaces again reflect a preference for 

melodrama and articulate its capacity to affect community and applicability to lived 

experiences.  

Moreover, my research on girls’ online fan discourse is consistent with scholarly 

explorations of girls’ diaries, whereby the adult researcher has access only to the written 

discourse produced by girls, not the girls themselves. Jane Hunter and Barbara Crowther 

have each offered studies of girls’ diaries. In her study of American girls’ Victorian-era 

diaries, Hunter “focuses on the function and the practice of the Victorian girl's diary, 

providing an analysis of the strategies by which girls used diaries both as technique and 

discipline in their formalization of one kind of self” (51). In fact, although she is not 

working specifically in the field of rhetorical studies, Hunter’s exploration contributes to 

a historical understanding of girls’ rhetorical practices: “[Girls] came to use their diaries 
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not as an escape from the Victorian family, but as a way of discovering -or constructing -

the self within it” (53). Intriguingly, as evidence of Romantic tendencies in middle-class 

Victorian life, girls’ were encouraged to keep daily journals that recorded their 

accomplishments; in this way, they were often considered “semi-public” (Hunter 56). By 

discovering similar kinds of public discursive negotiations about the self, I add to this 

conversation, recognizing similar kinds of rhetorical dimensions of girls’ discourse. The 

online nature of YouTube and other web spaces at once allows for diary-like disclosure 

and revelation—as well as public performance, but one that elicits immediate feedback, 

often from other girls. Moreover, the melodramatic capacity for girls’ diary-writing to 

engage in a performative display of emotion is also consistent with Crowther’s insight in 

“Writing as Performance: Young Girls’ Diaries.” I will continue to position my work in 

line with Hunter’s and Crowther’s research as I problematize the nature of online 

discourse opposed to girls’ archived diaries (see Chapter 6’s conclusion). 

Following the connection between Victorian-era girls’ diaries and contemporary 

girls’ online discourse, I am working to discern melodrama’s rhetorical functions in girl 

culture “on the same basis” (Hart 127) as girls, or as Radway terms it, “on their own 

terms” (qtd. in Modleski xv, emphasis in original). An advantage associated with 

ethnographic approaches to girls’ online fandoms, then, relates to the lack of the 

interviewer’s direct influence on young fans. Elizabeth Behm-Morawitz, Melissa A. 

Click, and Jennifer Stevens Aubrey’s “Relating to Twilight: Fans’ Responses to Love and 

Romance in the Vampire Franchise” (see Chapter 2) does reflect a girl-centered 

ethnographic approach to fandom research concerned with genre. Behm-Morawitz et al. 
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offer insightful contributions to the study of Twilight female fans (both girls and women), 

by revealing their varying perspectives on romance, as well as their critical evaluation 

representations of romantic relationships ins Meyer’s series. Yet the study’s authors 

employed “an online survey and focus group interviews with self-identified Twilight 

fans” in addition to including adult subjects (142). Thus, fan responses are largely the 

result of adult researchers’ framework for soliciting responses. In regards to the study of 

audience reception, Staiger brings up the question of validity related to ethnographic 

methods based on the researcher’s presence: 

One of the most widely praised recent methods for searching out audience effects 

and meaning-making is ethnography, which, however, also has a strong record of 

criticism. Throughout their book, John Tulloch and Henry Jenkins (1995) discuss 

problems with investigating audiences and fans, including the power differential 

between ethnographers and their subjects and more specific matters such as 

leading audiences and interviewees toward answers that the interviewers desire. 

Factoring in the influence of being studied is necessary. (14) 

 

Anxiety over the researcher’s status contributing to hierarchical relations and a 

dominating influence between observer and observed becomes even more poignant when 

considering the adult researcher engaging youth (fan) cultures.  

Informed by Hart’s fifth directive (that generic critics develop evaluative 

standards related to the rhetorical situation of a particular mode of discourse), as well as 

Murray’s and Schilt’s examples, I advocate an ethnographic approach that does not 

include an adult researcher’s intervention in instigating girls’ discourse. As a result, I 

realized that melodrama is a pervasive mode of discourse in girl culture because of girls’ 

rhetorical practices, not because I asked them, for example, what they thought about 

particular melodramatic moments in Meyer’s saga. As such, I am privileging fangirls’ 
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voices in the current moment of their fandom. In this way, their online discourse is the 

main and primary text; asking girls to talk about those online fan experiences in person 

would be derivative. Nevertheless, while I have not prompted girls’ responses, their 

discourse is still filtered through me, the adult researcher, since I have compiled, selected, 

and organized girls’ responses. In addition, I am analyzing their discourse as a feminist 

critic concerned with girls’ rhetorical practices that are operating in the melodramatic 

mode. Yet I agree with Schilt, who makes an important methodological justification for 

examining girls’ writing (in her case, published zines) without the prompting intrusion of 

an adult researcher:  

Using zines as a research tool provides a unique opportunity to hear girls speaking 

about their experiences outside of a clinical or research setting, because zines are 

examples of girls writing about their lives without an adult audience in mind. 

Thus, examining girls’ writings in zines is an unobtrusive method that captures 

how girls choose to represent their lives in writing rather than how they describe 

their lives to researchers. (73) 

 

Differences between zines and online discourse do exist: on the one hand, an independent 

girl-produced zine intended for girls sympathetic to a particular subculture (like Riot 

Grrrl) would be distributed through a mail-order system or tucked into a mainstream 

periodical like YM (Schilt). On the other hand, an online forum does not always require a 

login name or membership to view the discussion board (although such membership is 

often required to post and participate fully). In the case of TwilightTEENS, the forum is, 

then, situated in a public space that anyone can access, which may influence individual 

girls’ participation. The same goes for thetwilightreader’s YouTube channel and the social 

networking sites of the Bella Cullen Project.  
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Despite the differences between zines and an online forum, major similarities 

regarding private disclosure exist. From my observations of TwilightTEENS forum as a 

whole, while girls sometimes will censor themselves because the friends they see on a 

day-to-day basis might check the forum, these girls often share intimate details without 

an expressed concern for the public nature of the forum. Such thoughts often turn to 

serious matters, such as relationship struggles and even thoughts of suicide, the kinds of 

serious subject matter Schilt also finds in girls’ discourse in zines. Thus, Schilt’s rationale 

is particularly relevant to my purposes and my commitment to offering a space for girls’ 

voices—and to taking them seriously through a rhetorical analysis guided by generic 

criticism. What I see as most problematic is the process of selecting which girls’ voices to 

cite since I cannot possibly represent all Twilight fangirls’ responses in Chapter 5. No 

doubt this is the kind of challenge with which most ethnographers contend when they are 

faced with a substantial amount of data from the field. Nevertheless, I have tried to 

highlight responses that represent common, recurring themes and show dissent when 

present in order to illustrate how neo-Victorian melodrama functions in girl culture. In 

Chapter 5, I offer a more explicit rationale for my selection of fan communities, but 

before such an explanation, a consideration of how an ethnographer accesses girls’ online 

fandoms is relevant. 

How to Access Girls’ Online Fandoms? 

Further methodological challenges to investigations of online girls and their 

fandoms still exist. First, discerning how to access actual girls online is not without 

effort. For example, Mazzarella offers a “snowball sampling procedure” that begins with 
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a Google search and concludes with a sample of 10 girls’ websites (145). One must be 

attuned to what girls might be searching to understand where they go online, and, in the 

case of fans, where they go to participate in the phenomenon associated with their 

passion. A definite familiarity with the texts around which girls are cohering as fans is 

thus required to understand the way they talk since fans function as speech communities 

with shared languages.
32

 Thus, fan-specific websites are a good start, but sometimes, 

particularly in the case of written text, it is not always undoubtedly clear whether 

participants in online forums are indeed girls. TwilightTEENS offers a unique opportunity 

since the forum is organized with the majority of subtopics and threads delineated only 

for girls under age-18. Sometimes, the process of discerning girls’ online fan activity 

involves recognizing adult-generated places for girls to talk about mass media (Seventeen 

magazine’s website for instance) or girls’ participation in sites previously considered the 

domain of adults (like YouTube). Furthermore, YouTube, MySpace, and Facebook offer 

unique opportunities since these sites involve girls’ visual productions that feature their 

images and certify the involvement of female youth. In Chapter 5, I will expand on the 

                                                 
32 In fan communities, as in speech communities, a common language is a means of community building, 

establishing hierarchy, and excluding outsiders. Staiger notes, “Talk of several types occurs among fans” 

and that one particular type, “recognition” is “the use of catch phrases or insider information that would 

identify the depth of knowledge that a ‘true’ fan would know, creating a system of marking who does and 

does not belong to the fan community or establishing degrees of fan knowledge” (108). For example, 

“Team Switzerland” is a moniker fans of Meyer’s Twilight will know (whether they are girls, adult women, 

or males) means a neutral position in the Team Edward/Team Jacob debate. However, knowing the origin 

of the reference to Switzerland relies on insider knowledge from Meyer’s saga (the third novel, Eclipse, to 

be exact). Furthermore, other communicative practices like make-up, dress, and deportment similarly 

function as a kind of language to articulate membership in the fan community. Lisa A. Lewis’ book-length 

study of girl fans of Madonna recognizes the importance of fan style in relation to girls’ fandoms in 

particular.  
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notion of public performance—and the concept of masking and revelation—as a feature 

relevant to melodrama in girl culture.  

Theorizing the rhetorical functions of melodrama in girl culture based, in part, on 

fangirls’ online discourse should be coupled with disclaimers that make such a study’s 

limitations explicit. In addition to the unique challenges a study of girls’ online fandom 

presents, this data set is limited to girls who access online spaces. Of course, girls’ ability 

to participate online may bespeak certain class privileges. Middle-and upper-class girls 

will likely have more access to the necessary technology in their homes, especially their 

bedrooms. In addition, filmmaking and other artistic endeavors are often facilitated by 

technological equipment (cameras, instruments, and editing software) along with spare 

leisure time. This leisure time also speaks to class privileges, through family income and 

other means of support, which afford girls the space and time to participate regularly in a 

fandom. Still, with better accessibility to computers, the Internet, and digital literacy 

programs in schools and libraries (and increased wireless access in many public places), 

in addition to the falling costs of personal computers and other hardware, girls have more 

contact with online spaces and technology than ever before (Kearney, “Productive” 134).  

Also, although one might initially assume that a specific concern with girl fans of 

U.S. author Meyer’s Twilight indicates an exclusive focus on American girls, or at least 

English-speaking girls, the phenomenal appeal of the saga as a worldwide sensation is 

visible through the diverse participants in online fan communities like TwilightTEENS. 

Further, while thetwilightreader and the members of the Bella Cullen Project are white 

and appear to be middle-class, the same cannot be assumed for girls participating on 
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TwilightTEENS’s website or for the saga’s fan-base as a whole. For example, one recent 

study, “Team Bella: Fans Navigating Desire, Security, and Feminism” explores “the 

interpretive work” of a diverse selection of 20 Twilight readers. Ananya Mukherjea 

surveyed and interviewed self-described Twilight fans living in “two major metropolitan 

areas on the East Coast of the U.S.” and who were  

between the ages of eighteen and forty-one, the majority of whom are working 

class or middle class and of mixed racial and immigration biographies. They 

come from a variety of religious backgrounds (Muslim; Hindu; Jewish; Christian, 

specifically Roman Catholic; agnostic). (74) 

 

Mukherjea does not speak to tween or younger teen girls, but she finds female and gay 

male readers’ use of Twilight to negotiate complex issues related to feminine subject 

positions, feminist thought, and power. These discoveries parallel some of the findings in 

Behm-Morawitz et al.’s aforementioned study, whereby girl and women readers’ higher 

levels of feminist identification resulted in decreased attachments with the Bella-Edward 

relationship. However, as I have noted, methodologies associated with the interviewer’s 

direct influence can be problematic since responses are directed to the researcher as 

audience for participants’ discourse. As a result, in order to determine neo-Victorian 

melodrama’s pervasiveness in girl culture, I encourage an approach that examines 

fangirl-authored texts, whose primary audiences are not adult researchers, but, rather, 

other girls. 

SECONDARY METHODOLOGIES: ADAPTATION, FORMALIST APPROACHES TO FILM, AND 

MEDIA-CENTERED CRITICISM 

 In this section, I explain methods particularly relevant to Chapter 6, which 

examines how neo-Victorian melodrama and its rhetorical functions, discernible in the 
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novels as well as fangirls’ discourse, are translated onscreen. Following Miller’s 

suggestion for rhetorical critics to focus on “actions [genre] is used to accomplish” (151), 

in Chapter 6 I ask if those rhetorical dimensions are upheld in the films in order to appeal 

to the girl viewer, especially one who is a reader of Meyer’s Twilight series. In that 

chapter, I explain how Michel Chion’s theory of film sound, especially narrating 

voiceover, underpins my investigation. Here I expand on the methodology associated 

with exploring the function of sound in an investigation concerned with melodrama and 

cinematic adaptations of literary works. This approach is consistent with a basic approach 

to formalist criticism in film and media studies: How do technical elements work together 

to facilitate a larger meaning? What are the justifications for the presence of certain 

elements? These questions encourage isolating narrating voiceover at the service of 

determining the translation of neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical functions from page 

to screen. Following, understanding the effects these cinematic conventions achieve for 

girl audiences is furthered by Brummett’s explanation of media-centered criticism, which 

helps situate a particular concern with narrating voiceover, a trope with a special history 

in girls’ media. 

Adaptation and Perspective  

 Numerous methodologies and theoretical insights could assist an investigation of 

how a literary series is adapted for the screen. Indeed, Thomas Leitch proclaims, 

“Adaptation theory, the systematic study of films based on literary sources, is one of the 

oldest areas in film studies” (1), although he also recognizes that adaptation theory has 

not had a remarkable influence on film theory as a whole given adaptation studies’ 
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connection to literature (3). Yet, due to my focus on neo-Victorian melodrama in girl 

culture, I have a built-in focus for my investigation: the translation of Bella’s first-person 

perspective from page to screen and how—or whether— the films uphold this interior 

perspective to validate girls’ affective experiences and/or position girl viewers to 

empathize. Chapter 6, then, focuses on how the reading experience is replicated through 

the translation of these rhetorical functions to the screen. Following Miller’s directive for 

generic rhetorical criticism, the emphasis is on the functions of melodrama’s forms and 

their cooperation, not simply the identification of the forms themselves. 

Prior to a discussion of how I will determine whether and to what purpose the 

reading experience is replicated onscreen at the service of neo-Victorian melodrama, here 

I would like to raise concerns associated with this methodological focus. Scholars 

disagree about the necessity of maintaining point-of-view in a filmic adaptation of a 

literary work with a first-person narrator. In fact, this is the very criticism Donna Marie 

Nudd brings forth in her exploration of adaptations of Jane Eyre, the saga’s predecessor. 

Nudd questions why scholars and critics on Jane Eyre adaptations “demand that 

filmmakers be faithful to the first-person point of view of the novel” (525) and suggests 

that “critics might try to discover for what purpose the point of view was violated” since 

“it may be to develop the characterization of another major or minor character in the 

novel” (526). Indeed, Nudd’s suggestion that critics pay attention to the violation of the 

first-person perspective may inspire thought-provoking analyses; noting when Bella’s 

point of view is violated does help illustrate important differences between the four 

Twilight films. Nevertheless, Bella’s first-person perspective is integral to the rhetorical 
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functions of neo-Victorian melodrama in the novels. Indeed, in Chapters 4 and 5 I show 

how melodrama in girl culture facilitates the revelation of interior, personal experiences 

to enhance intimacy between girls, validate feelings, and even critique social pressures 

facing girls. These rhetorical functions are the reason I compare the films with their 

literary predecessor. While I do not mean to suggest that all filmic adaptations are always 

required to maintain allegiance to their literary source material, in this case, the 

translation of neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical functions necessitates the 

maintenance of the first-person perspective. 

Because of my emphasis on neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions in 

girl culture, my exploration of the films’ depictions of Bella’s interiority underpins an 

investigation of the films’ adherence to neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. Indeed, 

the films may depict key melodramatic moments that qualify as “melodrama.” But if they 

do not work to privilege Bella’s interior melodrama at the service of enhancing a 

relationship with the girl reader, they are not functioning to appeal to girls in the ways 

that the novels and fangirls’ own discourse appeals. As a result, my approach is not one 

that seeks to determine whether the films qualify as filmic melodrama or how faithful 

they are to every plot detail in Meyer’s novels. Rather, I am particularly concerned with 

the representation of Bella’s interiority at the service of my overarching methodological 

disposition, generic criticism.  

A Formalist Lens 

How does one determine whether a film articulates a first-person perspective? 

Scholarship has addressed this question using approaches that encourage a close reading 
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of particular cinematic conventions. Noting how a film’s technical elements—from 

cinematography to sound to editing—work together to articulate a particular character’s 

point of view (or facilitate some other larger meaning) is a method informed by the kind 

of formalist film criticism articulated by David Bordwell and Kristen Thompson in Film 

Art: An Introduction (2004).
33

 As Bordwell and Thompson explain, “If form in cinema is 

the overall interrelation among various systems of elements, we can assume that every 

element in this totality has one or more functions. That is, every element will be seen as 

fulfilling one or more roles within the whole system” (60, bold in original). In this case, it 

is necessary to explain that what Bordwell and Thompson refer to as “elements” are more 

like what some rhetorical critics call “forms.” Thus, these film scholars’ terminology 

would have us ask how certain elements fit together to create melodramatic form in an 

aesthetic, holistic sense, which these critics do with film noir and melodrama (Christie 

62). As I have noted, I am not theorizing melodrama as a particular genre in literature or 

film, but as a mode that transcends genres and mediums. Still, Bordwell and Thompson 

make compelling statements about form and audience expectations related to affect: “It is 

first and foremost the dynamic aspect of form that engages our feelings. Expectation, for 

instance, spurs emotion. […] emotion felt by the spectator will emerge from the totality 

of formal relationships she or he perceives in the work” (54). Understanding how the 

                                                 
33 In film and media studies, theories and approaches associated with Formalism are much more complex 

than what I am offering here (see Christie). I specifically use the word “formalist” to indicate my close 

reading of how technical elements work together at the service of a film’s larger meaning. I do not see my 

methodological approach, however, as consistent with the aims of Formalism, which “was born, 

historically, out of the desire to find an objective or scientific basis for literary criticism,” an agenda taken 

up by New Criticism in literary studies. Rather, I align with Bordwell and Thompson who work against the 

Formalist tendency “to isolate theory from either detailed textual criticism or social and historical 

interpretation” (Christie 62). For these reasons, Ian Christie calls Bordwell and Thompson “neoformalists.”  
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films use narrating voiceover (as well as music) in conjunction with images onscreen in 

order to articulate Bella’s point of view is, in many ways, a study of the way that film 

creates affective expectations for the viewer, in this case girls, by recalling the reading 

experience.  

Bordwell and Thompson’s discussion of form offers a method for determining a 

particular cinematic element’s function, which is useful to my rhetorical generic 

criticism. Importantly, my investigation of film sound is specifically for the purpose of 

understanding the representation of Bella’s interiority, and, therefore, the translation of 

neo-Victorian melodrama from the page to the screen. This translation often involves the 

articulation of Bella’s perspective through narrating voiceover that recalls words of the 

novels and thus replicates the reading experience. As Bordwell and Thompson suggest, 

“One way to notice the functions of an element is to consider the element’s motivation. 

Because films are human constructs, we can expect that any one element in a film will 

have some justification for being there. This justification is the motivation for that 

element” (60, bold in original). Bordwell and Thompson’s explanation inspires the 

following questions for Chapter 6: What is the justification for the presence of Bella’s 

narrating voiceover? What motivates Bella’s voiceover in the first place? Is this 

motivation different among the various Twilight films? What do varying motivations 

imply when it comes to the representation of the girl protagonist’s interiority— and the 

films’ differing appeals to girl audiences? Most importantly, how do these motivations 

help us understand the films’ maintenance of neo-Victorian melodrama rhetorical 

functions in girl culture? These questions activate a precise concern for the Twilight 
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films’ uses of narrating voiceover, whose recurrence qualifies it as a “motif,” which is 

“any significant repeated element in a film” (Bordwell and Thompson 61). These 

fundamental definitions are helpful to review in terms of articulating a method for 

approaching a particular sound feature and its cooperation with other technical elements 

in the Twilight cinematic adaptations. 

A variety of scholars have examined technical elements to argue for an 

understanding of point of view in film. In “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” 

(1975), Laura Mulvey’s theory of the male gaze suggests classical Hollywood cinema 

forces the viewer to adopt the male character’s determining point-of-view through the 

camera’s look and shot composition, which objectifies female characters and their body 

parts. Edward Branigan’s body of scholarship, especially Point of View in the Cinema 

(1979), offers semiotic approaches to the study of film, subjectivity, and spectatorship; he 

also interrogates the form and function of dialogue and voiceover. Diane Waldman’s “‘At 

Last I Can Tell It to Someone!’: Feminine Point of View and Subjectivity in the Gothic 

Romance Film of the 1940s” argues, “the films of the war and post-war period place an 

unusual emphasis on the affirmation of feminine perception, interpretation, and lived 

experience” (29). Waldman addresses the significance of narrative form in addition to 

costuming, gestures, and music, technical elements that enhance the viewer’s recognition 

of feminine subjectivity.  

Distinguishing subjectivity, as Waldman does, is especially important when it 

comes to cinematic adaptations of literary texts. Indeed, Bella’s point of view is essential 

to the maintenance of neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical functions in girl culture. As 
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Linda Costanzo Cahir explains in Literature into Film: Theory and Practical 

Approaches, “First person narration is also used in films where words, most often via 

voice-over narration, establish that the story is being told from the point of view of a 

character who experienced the events about to unfold” (66). Thus, scholarly treatments of 

adaptations frequently highlight certain technical elements, like the narrating voiceover, 

and notice how they work together at the service of fidelity (or lack thereof) to the 

literary source material. My examination is focused on the translation of neo-Victorian 

melodrama’s rhetorical functions, so this involves a concern with the films’ fidelity to the 

novels’ rhetorical functions, especially Bella’s presentation of her interior feelings.  

Methodologies associated with and informed by a formalist’s lens to film 

criticism are helpful as I determine neo-Victorian melodrama’s translation onscreen 

through the close reading of specific elements like the narrating voiceover and, to a lesser 

extent, music—and how these sounds work together with onscreen images. Chion makes 

a particularly compelling case for sound and its relationship with images onscreen; his 

theory leads to a method for interpreting film based on recognizing nuances associated 

with sound. Chion’s theory of film sound in Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen, especially 

his articulation of narrating voiceover as a “subjective-internal sound,” offers the precise 

theory I will use to investigate Bella’s narrating voiceover in the films. For example, he 

distinguishes the “I-Voice” from general subjective internal sounds and these sounds 

from background noise. Such distinctions help me specify the often slight differences 

between each film and the rhetorical functions associated with sounds’ appeals for girl 

viewers. I outline Chion’s theory in detail in Chapter 6 since his vocabulary and insight 
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need to accompany my analysis. Prior to that discussion, however, another 

methodological rationale helps explain how I approach narrating voiceover as a particular 

trope with rhetorical significance in girls’ media. 

Media-Centered Criticism: Media Logic and Narrating Voiceover 

In terms of methodology for a rhetorical approach to film, the question still 

remains: How does one determine the effects of a film’s technical elements for a 

particular audience? In my case, how am I able to say that narrating voiceover appeals to 

girls, especially those who are readers of the Twilight novels? Bordwell and Thompson’s 

explanation of motivation, as well as their suggestion that form creates expectations 

among audiences, is a good starting point. Nevertheless, because I am suggesting 

particular media characteristics have the potential to position girl audiences a certain 

way, especially to feel alongside Bella, Brummett’s explanation of media-centered 

criticism is also useful. He defines the approach as one that “argues that texts of popular 

culture should be analyzed using concepts that take into consideration the medium in 

which the component signs of the text appear” (190, emphasis in original). Indeed, while 

Meyer’s novel can use the first-person perspective in written form, the translation of this 

perspective for film does, obviously, require different tools. Narrating voiceover, along 

with a musical soundtrack and score, coupled with the camera’s perspective, are some of 

those tools. According to Brummett, “Media-centered criticism would […] caution critics 

to consider the characteristics of the […] medium, and to show how those characteristics 

affect many other dimensions of how texts are created and received” (190). Given 

narrating voiceover’s legacy in girls’ media, I suggest an approach to this cinematic 
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convention can be explained through media logic since voiceover is a trope consistently 

used to call girls’ attention to female protagonists’ interiority in girls’ media. 

How does one recognize voiceover as a motif or trope of girls’ media and as one 

that articulates Bella’s interiority at the service of appealing to girl audiences? Aside 

from generic criticism that examines whether or not voiceover helps uphold neo-

Victorian melodrama’s conventions, media-centered criticism’s understanding of media 

logic can help. As Brummett explains, “Underlying the idea of media logic is the 

assumption that as people become accustomed to a technology and to the social uses to 

which it is put, they internalize certain ways of thinking and perceiving” (191). As such, 

defining narrating voiceover as a media logic is instructive since this helps me make 

claims about the sounds’ appeals to girls based on “social uses” (Brummett 192). Indeed, 

as Brummett concludes, “Media logics can become deeply sedimented in our 

consciousness” (192). This insight leads to the question: how have girls become 

accustomed to narrating voiceover as a signal of a girl character’s interiority? How has 

this trope positioned girls to experience voiceover as a confessional sort of discourse? 

Recognizing this legacy explains why I am able to claim that narrating voiceover is a 

convention that positions girls to be the recipients of intimate disclosures from the female 

protagonist. 

Confessional voiceover sound-features are often expected in cinematic 

adaptations of first-person literary works. One of the most well-known Jane Eyre 

adaptations, the 1943 film starring Joan Fontaine and Orson Welles, uses voiceover in an 

effort to replicate the literary source material onscreen. During voiceover moments, a 
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book’s text appears onscreen as Fontaine’s voice reads the visible lines—although they 

are not direct quotes from the novel; rather, they are trite paraphrases that work to move 

the plot along. Following this, voiceovers also function as a media logic in films about a 

young woman’s transformation. Bridget Jones’s Diary, both an adaptation of an 

epistolary novel (loosely based on Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice) and a film about a 

woman’s transformation begins with a narrating voiceover. But voiceovers have a 

particularly significant legacy in girls’ media.  

Understanding the voiceover’s appeals to girls requires a consideration of mid-

twentieth-century marketing efforts aimed at female youth. Just as they did for 

nineteenth-century Victorians, who worried how to socialize female youth, girls also 

presented a “problem” for television executives in the early-to-mid 1960s (Luckett 388). 

In her important contribution to a historical understanding of girls’ media through her 

study of girl protagonists and television, Moya Luckett explains the paradox:  

Socially and culturally […] teenage girls and their peculiar, ever changing tastes 

were deemed incomprehensible, unpredictable, and potentially unrepresentable. 

Yet, at the same time, these girls were a source of media fascination due to their 

spending power and their new role as trendsetters. (388) 

 

Popular shows, especially Gidget starring Sally Field, continued a legacy already 

established in girl culture through conventions of literary texts, as Luckett explains: 

These strategies drew on observable aspects of girl culture and on older traditions 

of representing youthful femininity. For instance, the confessional strategies 

adopted by Gidget have been a trademark of much of the fiction centered around 

young women since the eighteenth-century publication of Clarissa. (388) 

 

Thus, the voiceover is aligned precisely with confessional first-person literary narratives 

concerning coming-of-age girls and women protagonists. Of course, Brontë’s original 



 199 

Jane Eyre also contributes to this confessional tradition (recall the memorable line, 

“Reader, I married him”). Luckett goes on to explain how voiceover regularly positioned 

the (girl) viewer:  

Gidget’s voice-over started most shows (her implied authorship “authenticating” 

the program), and most episodes concluded with scenes where she playfully 

discussed events first with her father and then with the audience, using direct 

address to share her real feelings with her viewer-confidants […] Gidget used 

confessions, diaries, direct address, and voice-overs to represent the internal 

contradictions of her teen femininity. (389) 

 

Luckett also importantly notes that this representation of the girl protagonist’s interiority 

served to subjugate and monitor her sexual desire given the “taboo of female sexuality” 

for the time (389). These examples begin to illustrate the manner in which mid-twentieth-

century television establishes confessional discourse, often through voiceover, as a 

revelatory convention inherited from literature. Recognizing how sound features translate 

the first-person literary perspective in audio-visual texts leads to a discussion of 

voiceover as a media logic that appeals to girls.  

As a media logic particular to girl culture, narrating voiceover positions girl 

audience’s expectations, especially to establish intimacy between girl characters and 

viewers. Thirty years after Gidget, another television text, My So-Called Life, featuring a 

girl protagonist still navigates the complicated terrain associated with female sexuality 

through narrating voiceover. This example continues to reinforce my approach to 

recognizing narrating voiceover’s capacity to articulate a girl character’s interiority at the 

service of appealing to girl audiences. As Luckett notices in Gidget, voiceover positions 

the audience to receive and identify with the main character: 
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The casual, confessional voiceover of Angela Chase serves as an introduction to 

her fifteen-year-old character and her view of the world around her in the pilot 

episode of My So-Called Life, drawing the viewer into her perspective. 

Throughout the nineteen-episode run of the series, Angela’s narrative voice 

provides a space for viewer identification, particularly among teenage girls. 

(Murphy 165) 

 

Like Murphy, Unruly Girls, Unrepentant Mothers: Redefining Feminism on Screen 

Kathleen Rowe Karlyn also links MSCL’s use of narrating voiceover to the show’s efforts 

to appeal to girls, who were being recognized as a desirable market: “Recognizing the 

opportunity provided by the lack of media attention to teen girls, writer Winnie Holzman 

developed the series around Angela, a sensitive and introspective girl whose voice-over 

defines the consciousness and tone of the series” (163). Karlyn continues recognize the 

voiceover’s confessional function whereby the viewer shares knowledge that characters 

with whom the protagonist interacts do not. In one instance in the one-season show, 

“[Angela] notes wistfully in voice-over that her growing breasts have come between 

them. When Graham becomes distraught about Angela’s withdrawal, Patty comforts him 

by explaining that Angela is merely pushing him off his pedestal” (Karlyn 167). 

Recognizing narrating voiceover as a media logic particular to girls’ media is 

helped by Karlyn’s study, which explores generational tensions between mothers and 

daughters in contemporary media to explore tensions between feminisms. Karlyn 

consistently makes the case for voiceover’s connection to interiority: “A female voice-

over privileges female subjectivity, and it is rare in mainstream cinema” (268). Despite 

its rarity, Karlyn recognizes how a coming-of-age female protagonist’s interiority appeals 

to the viewer. For example, in the blockbuster Titanic, the audience is positioned 
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alongside the main character, “Rose, who is the film’s main point of identification and 

whose voice-over links us to her subjectivity” (Karlyn 37). Narrating voiceover also 

appears in less epic films, working to align the viewer with the protagonist, who may 

educate the viewer at the same time. This is the case in Clueless:  

From romantic comedy Clueless draws its unruly female protagonist, and Cher’s 

voice-over anchors the film in her subjectivity. Throughout, she asserts her 

authority as narrator, speaking directly to use with affectionate tolerance for our 

ignorance of her universe. (Karlyn 82) 

 

In a more recent comedy, Mean Girls, Karlyn again notes voiceover’s positioning of the 

viewer in relation to the girl protagonist: “And once again, the film takes viewers inside a 

teen girl’s consciousness with the on-going voice-over of its protagonist Cady (Lindsay 

Lohan)” (88). These examples illustrate not only that a concern for voiceover is 

important, but also that my approach to the sound feature recognizes the trope’s appeal 

for girls based on a legacy particular to girls’ television and film; this methodology aligns 

with a media-centered approach.  

If we understand voiceover in the Twilight films as a media logic associated with 

girls’ media, we recognize the sound feature’s ability to enhance intimacy between girls, 

who have “become accustomed to technology and to the social uses to which it is put” 

(Brummett 191). While Karlyn does not treat Catherine Hardwicke’s Twilight extensively 

(since it premiered as she was finishing the book), she is more critical of voiceover’s 

function in that film: “First it puts female desire at its center, beginning with teen 

protagonist Bella’s voice-over. It also recreates the family romance around the missing 

mother. Bella is the daughter of divorced parents” (125).Yet, as my analysis will show, 
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not reading Twilight through the lens of melodrama misses the point of Bella’s initial 

voiceover. Indeed, my approach to generic criticism enhances a formalist’s approach to 

the narrative and other cinematic elements. Given our understanding of voiceover as a 

media logic, then, I am able to say that in Twilight Bella’s opening lines work to reflect 

her interiority, but at the service of positioning the girl viewer alongside the protagonist’s 

insecurity and anxiety. And while Bella’s later voiceovers do articulate sexual desire, the 

initial voiceover reflects Bella’s awareness about her persecution and the impending 

danger she faces when she thinks she is rescuing her mother from danger. Again, here is 

an example of how an approach to isolating voiceover complements generic criticism 

concerned with melodrama in girl culture. 

These references to voiceover are insightful as they recognize the trope’s 

rhetorical functions, especially the confessional revelation of interiority as an appeal to 

the girl viewer. Nevertheless, I suggest a more systematic reading of voiceover’s form 

and function across the four Twilight films is necessary. Being able to distinguish 

different types of voiceover, as well as their precise relationships to images onscreen, 

reveals more nuanced insight into how the sound feature positions the girl viewer through 

the translation of neo-Victorian melodrama. This precise method is explained in Chapter 

6, when I discuss Chion’s theoretical contribution to film sound, as well as his 

approaches for isolating sound and putting it in conversation with images onscreen.  

CONCLUSION 

 This chapter has set forth methods that drive the following case studies. To begin, 

the definition of girl culture offers a methodological cue for seeing girl culture as a 
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meaning-making exchange between girl- and adult-authored texts in dialogue with each 

other. This leads to an explanation of my primary method, generic criticism for rhetorical 

analysis. Generic rhetorical criticism has encouraged me to classify melodrama not just 

through the repetition of particular melodramatic conventions (or forms). Rather, I show 

how such melodramatic impulses work together to produce certain rhetorical outcomes 

that respond to coming-of-age girlhood and appeal to girl audiences. Generic criticism 

helps illustrate not only the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl 

culture, but also the relationship between certain texts within girl culture. Comparative 

strategies that pair texts from the nineteenth century and today help determine 

melodramatic affiliation among literary works, as well as fangirls’ own discourse and 

film.  

As a secondary methodology related to collecting and presenting data from 

fangirls’ online communities, ethnography offers methods that relate to Chapter 5. In 

addition, methodologies in film and media studies help with an interpretation of 

adaptation and the translation of point of view. Specifically, formalist methods lead to a 

tight focus on sound as I examine and determine the presence of the rhetorical functions 

of neo-Victorian melodrama in the Twilight films. Understanding the effects of such 

technical conventions, particularly voiceover, is ultimately furthered by scholarship that 

addresses adaptation, as well as subjectivity in film. Brummett’s articulation of media-

centered criticism and research related to girls’ media also offer methods relevant to my 

investigation. 
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My methodological rationale is especially relevant to my case studies, which 

address the Twilight phenomenon as a representative phenomenon of girl culture. I 

suggest, however, that my approach to recognizing girl culture as a conversation between 

texts—as well as my emphasis on girls’ voices—offers methods useful for other studies 

of girl culture, especially those working to understand girls’ rhetorical practices. 
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PART II 

Chapter 4: “Unconditionally and Irrevocably”: Towards a Definition of 

Neo-Victorian Melodrama in Girl Culture through the Twilight Saga and 

Jane Eyre 

INTRODUCTION 

“Shall we call you ‘Jane’?” asks Edward Cullen in Twilight when he and Bella 

Swan use aliases to discuss mysteries associated with his supernatural vampiric condition 

(Meyer 173). In this situation, Bella negotiates her characteristic mix of feelings: 

insecurity about her self-worth, coupled with curiosity about and sexual attraction to the 

alluring male character. Such a combination of feelings resembles Bella’s literary 

predecessor, Jane Eyre, who navigates a similar sea of emotions in relation to Edward 

Rochester. Edward Cullen’s question, then, makes the connection between Stephenie 

Meyer’s Twilight Saga and Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre eerily obvious; indeed, one 

could call Bella “Jane.” Specifically, these first-person female protagonists’ presentations 

of their interior emotional lives adhere to the melodramatic mode. The Twilight Saga and 

Jane Eyre partake in almost identical nineteenth-century melodramatic impulses through 

narrative structure and other melodramatic conventions. But, following Carolyn R. 

Miller’s and the other rhetorical critics’ suggestions that I outline in the previous chapter, 

it is the rhetorical dimensions of those melodramatic features that help define neo-

Victorian melodrama as a pervasive mode of discourse in girl culture. 

As works characterized not only by similar heroines, heroes, and romantic plots, 

Brontë’s and Meyer’s novels share melodramatic tendencies. As I explain in Chapter 3 

(Methods), scholars have gained fruitful insight into the workings of melodrama through 
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a form of generic criticism that pairs a more contemporary text with a nineteenth-century 

predecessor. Holly Virginia Blackford’s exploration of To Kill a Mockingbird and Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin offers one such useful exemplar that uses a comparative framework to 

understand how melodrama operates in each text. Even with studies like Blackford’s, 

there exists an absence of scholarly treatment of melodrama in texts about and for 

youth—particularly adolescent literature—in spite of its profound visibility today. 

Nevertheless, recognizing and naming the formal characteristics of melodrama, without 

fear of its historically pejorative connotations, offers critics of youth culture a tool for 

advancing interpretations of political, social, and cultural messages ascertainable only 

through the melodramatic mode. Theorizing the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian 

melodrama in a young adult series centered on coming-of-age girlhood more specifically 

works toward the project of recognizing the cultural, discursive preferences of girls, the 

initial fan base for the mega-popular Twilight Saga. That Twilight’s female fan base often 

gravitates toward Jane Eyre, evidenced by that novel’s recent filmic adaptations and the 

YouTube activity I mention in Chapter 1, says something significant about the 

relationship between the nineteenth-century and twenty-first-century texts in girl culture. 

Through an exploration of Meyer’s literary series’ connection to Brontë’s text, my 

specific goals in this chapter are twofold. The primary goal is to define “neo-Victorian 

melodrama” and to highlight the mode’s rhetorical dimensions, especially in relation to 

girlhood and girl readers. Based on the potency of the melodramatic mode, a secondary 

outcome is an explanation for the appeal of those specific texts in girl culture. Achieving 

these goals involves understanding how the girl reader is positioned in the saga through a 
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narrative about coming-of-age girlhood. As such, when I refer to the reader, I am 

specifically addressing girl readers; this is not to say that melodramatic conventions do 

not appeal to other readers (like adult women), but I offer this narrowed audience given 

my focus on girl culture. 

Beginning with a general consideration of the saga’s preliminary Brontë 

connections serves several purposes: textual similarities along with authorial evidence 

support the coupling of Jane Eyre and the Twilight Saga. These broad similarities 

introduce key ideas related to melodrama’s rhetorical functions and bring up what other 

scholars have revealed about Twilight’s intertextual influences. Making a case for the 

saga’s relationship to Jane Eyre, I subsequently situate the texts’ relationship on the basis 

on melodrama to lead into melodrama’s rhetorical functions in girl culture. A side-by-

side analysis of the literary works defines “neo-Victorian melodrama,” revealing how 

much the contemporary vampire romance owes to its Victorian predecessor. I highlight 

shared conventions of melodrama, first explaining how both works illustrate the overall 

structure of a melodramatic narrative with profound gothic elements. I then illustrate the 

rhetorical functions of more specific melodramatic conventions: music(al gestures), 

revelation and secrecy, moral feelings, dreams, female villainy, suffering and separation, 

crying, and closure through coupling. Because many melodramatic moments appear in 

Meyer’s lengthy novels, this examination will be limited to examples shared with Jane 

Eyre, a connection essential for a definition of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. 

These moments’ rhetorical dimensions also happen to be those that girl readers 

continually address and reflect in their fan discourse (Chapter 5). Further, while 
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structured on the premise of formal connections as similarities, I recognize shades of 

difference within these shared melodramatic moments. Both reveal rhetorical dimensions 

of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture today. 

In short, based on an analysis of Jane Eyre and Twilight, I argue that neo-

Victorian melodrama is a mode of discourse that validates girls’ interior, emotional lives, 

promoting intimacy and empathy based on affective revelation. The excessive emotional 

gravity granted to romantic issues and other coming-of-age conflicts, rendered in the 

black and white terms, confirms their moral weight while, at the same time, critiquing 

their social importance. The representation of Bella’s weakness and insecurity juxtaposed 

with Edward’s supernatural strength and beauty, along with the restoration of social order 

through heterosexual pairings and other conventional outcomes, might seem simply to 

perpetuate an ideologically conservative worldview. I argue, however, that excess and 

exaggeration respond to—and promote a critique of— social pressures facing female 

youth in a postfeminist cultural context, which often upholds restrictive Victorian notions 

of girlhood and womanhood. Further, the mode’s awareness about its own over-the-top 

tendencies, often made possible by the narrator’s consciousness about melodrama’s 

characteristic excess, enhances neo-Victorian melodrama’s critical capacity. All of these 

rhetorical dimensions begin to explain the appeal of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl 

culture. 

PRELIMINARY BRONTË CONNECTIONS 

 Prior to a close reading of Jane Eyre and the Twilight Saga through the texts’ 

shared melodramatic impulses, this section explores the multifaceted ways the novels 
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sync up and introduces key ideas, especially about melodramatic tendencies, that 

subsequent sections will explore in more detail. From explicit intertextual allusions to 

Meyer’s own statement of appeal, Brontë connections abound in the contemporary saga. 

These connections not only support a coupling of the nineteenth-century and twenty-first-

century texts. The textual links have also inspired other scholars to explore the Twilight-

Brontë relationship, especially through the lens of romance. Yet I argue the best way to 

understand the appeal of Twilight in girl culture is to understand how melodrama’s 

excessive impulses appeal to girl readers and corresponds to social constructions of 

girlhood.  Thus, this section concludes by considering how Meyer and Brontë have 

openly addressed “melodrama” and have defended the mode. This insight brings forth 

one of neo-Victorian melodrama’s vital rhetorical functions: contemporary melodrama in 

girl culture calls attention to its characteristic excessiveness in order to defend such 

exaggerated and affective representations, particularly of girls’ emotional lives. 

Authorial Influence: “Good Friends” 

Textual similarities, as well as evidence of Meyer’s acknowledgement of 

intertextual influences, situate a discussion of Twilight and Jane Eyre. Specifically, 

realizing Meyer’s profound indebtedness to both Charlotte and Emily Brontë enriches an 

appreciation for the Twilight Saga’s inherited nineteenth-century melodrama. Bella’s 

worn copy of Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights haunts the action of Eclipse, the third 

installment of the saga; the nineteenth-century novel both becomes a point of discussion 

between characters and parallels Bella’s interior conflict when she is forced to choose 

between Edward, the vampire, and his rival Jacob, a werewolf. The heightened drama of 
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this love triangle not only corresponds to melodramatic convention, but also reflects one 

of melodrama’s most profound affective responses, crying, which a forthcoming section 

will explain in detail. 

While Eclipse explicitly acknowledges Wuthering Heights, the influence of 

another Brontë’s work, Charlotte’s Jane Eyre, pervades the entire saga. In a 2009 

interview recalling her artistic inspirations, Meyer acknowledges Jane Eyre’s impact:  

I read it when I was nine […] and I’ve read it literally hundreds of times. I do 

think that there are elements of Edward in Edward Rochester and elements of 

Bella in Jane. Jane was someone I was close to as a child—we were good friends! 

I think in some ways she was more real to me than any other fictional heroine. 

(qtd. in Valby) 

 

Meyer expands her rationale for Jane Eyre’s importance in a 2008 interview published in 

The Twilight Saga: The Official Illustrated Guide (2011). Explaining that Jane Eyre “was 

such a big part of my growing-up experience and the way I viewed the world,” the author 

goes onto draw parallels between the heroines: 

Because actually, I do think there’s a Bella-Jane Eyre relationship. Jane Eyre’s a 

stoic. She does what she thinks is right, and she takes it—and she doesn’t mouth 

off about it. You know, in her head, maybe, she suffers, but she never lets that 

cross her lips. And I do think that there’s some of that stoicism—not in the same 

way, but there’s a little bit of that—in Bella. (Meyer, “Conversation” 41) 

 

Meyer’s own articulation of appeal is an initial clue toward the rhetorical dimensions of 

neo-Victorian melodrama. The author not only stresses the vitality of the heroines’ 

interior drama, which, in fact, distinguishes Jane Eyre from the novel’s stage 

contemporaries, which emphasized exterior, action-oriented excess. Meyer’s own 

response also signals the empathetic relationship that her own series replicates with 
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characters in Jane Eyre. Indeed, Meyer’s statement is consistent with what some her own 

readers report on Twilight online forums (see Chapter 5).  

Coming-of-Age Interiority: Jane and Bella 

Even without knowledge of the author’s preferred childhood reading, a reader can 

recognize obvious similarities between Jane Eyre and Meyer’s novels. Jane’s and Bella’s 

growing self-consciousness links the characters while aligning their stories with the 

particularly female coming-of-age story. In The Voyage In, Elizabeth Abel, Marianne 

Hirsch, and Elizabeth Langland distinguish the female bildungsroman from the male 

prototype: “Novels of female development, by contrast, typically substitute inner 

concentration for active accommodation, rebellion, or withdrawal” (8). Jane’s and Bella’s 

self-doubts characterize much of their narrations, and are often directed at questioning 

their potential for their respective Edwards’ love. For example, when Jane perceives 

Rochester’s romantic affection for the beautiful and cunning Blanche Ingram, she 

commands herself to render portraits of Blanche and herself with precise attention to 

detail, and to title her own, “‘Portrait of a Governess, disconnected, poor, and plain’” 

(Brontë 161). Just as late-teenaged Jane peers into her glass and sees a plain misfit, at the 

beginning of Twilight seventeen-year-old Bella gazes into her own mirror and reflects, 

“physically, I’d never fit in anywhere” (Meyer 10). These mirror moments not only 

situate the reader to reflect on the female narrators through their perspectives, but they 

also function as a rhetorical practice specific to girl culture, which the next chapter will 

demonstrate. 



 215 

Jane’s and Bella’s insecurities speak to a perceived otherness that parallels the 

overt monstrosity of their love interests. These counterpoints not only explain the 

heroines’ sympathy for and points of connection with these men, but may also explain 

why the texts hold such appeal for girl readers. Jane and Bella are narrators whose self-

descriptions of plainness, social awkwardness, and emotional insecurity defy the ideal 

poster girl of postfeminist empowerment. Jane and Bella’s acknowledgement of their 

own certain deficiencies in the beginning of their narratives signal a rejection of certain 

aspects of postfeminist media culture, which demands attention to constant physical 

improvement (Gill). The forthcoming analysis of specific melodramatic conventions will 

expand on the significance of these appealing, sympathetic constructions in light of 

contemporary discursive constructions of girlhood. One could certainly read Twilight as a 

“postfeminist fantasy,” as Kristine Moruzi does when she argues for an appreciation of 

Bella as “a postfeminist agent” (55).
34

 Indeed, throughout her analysis, Moruzi 

recognizes the nineteenth-century connection between postfeminism and the Gothic 

romance. I am taking this kind of analysis one step further in a rhetorical analysis that 

works to understand how Bella’s conflicts appeal to girl readers by validating their 

affective responses to everyday experiences as well as constricting postfeminist 

discourses of girlhood. Melodrama, then, offers the critical lens for that kind of rhetorical 

investigation. 

                                                 
34 Moruzi concludes: “Bella’s agency invites us to reconsider her position with regard to patriarchal and 

heterosexual norms and to see her in a less conservative light that embraces her sexuality and remains alert 

to the paradoxes and possibilities of postfeminism” (62). 
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Jane and Bella are cognizant, to varying degrees, of their presentation of 

psychological distress, another illustration of the texts’ awareness of their own 

melodramatic tendencies and of the interior workings of melodrama in Brontë’s and 

Meyer’s texts. Jane continually invites intimacy, positioning her readership to understand 

her motivations through addresses to “Reader.” While Bella does not directly name and 

call forth the “Reader” as Jane does, Bella also encourages a close relationship with her 

(girl) readers, a process Sarah K. Day terms, “narrative intimacy”
35

 in her exploration of 

the Twilight Saga (66).
36

 Bella does seem especially conscious of how her perceived 

weakness and the extremism of emotional turmoil might be judged by an audience, which 

is not surprising considering Bella’s social anxiety. In her analysis of Bella’s narrative 

through the myth of Persephone, Blackford addresses Bella’s presentation of her 

interiority through the Twilight–Wuthering Heights relationship:  

Catherine’s writing in Wuthering Heights inscribes her voice into the margins of a 

male text and Lockwood’s consciousness, a theme that becomes paramount in 

Bella’s ‘twilight’ story. She is the narrator for most of the series and her voice 

becomes her compensatory agency in the struggle against her inner feelings of 

monstrosity and insecurity. (Myth 12) 

                                                 
35 “I offer the term narrative intimacy to refer to the construction of the narrator-narratee relationship as a 

reflection or model of intimate interpersonal relationships, established through the disclosure of 

information and the experience of the story as a space that the narrator shares with the reader” (Day 66).  

 
36 Day’s analysis focuses on how Bella’s narrative intimacy facilitates “Bella’s claiming agency over her 

feelings and desires” determining that Meyer “limits the potential and scope of that agency by relegating it 

to the narrator-reader relationship” (66). Day views this conclusion as problematic: “by asking the reader to 

align herself with Bella’s experiences of and decisions about love, desire, and sex, Meyer presents the 

narrator-reader relationship as a model of submission to control” (66). While I agree with the premise that 

Bella’s intimacy with the reader encourages a particular understanding for Bella’s experiences, my 

exploration of melodrama demonstrates how this empathetic construction not only validates girls’ 

emotional lives and promotes intimacy between girls, but also critiques social constructions of girlhood. In 

this way, melodrama’s awareness about its excess works to critique Bella’s decisions, especially in the 

latter part of the series; this will become evident not only in this chapter’s analysis, but also in Chapter 5’s 

exploration of fangirls’ discourse. 
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Bella’s interior conflict is largely a struggle to overcome her own freakish humanity—a 

correlation of which Bella is aware as she reads Wuthering Heights and later compares 

her choices with Cathy’s, whom Bella acknowledges is “a monster” (Meyer, Eclipse 

610). While I will expand on the significance of this particular conflict when I discuss 

crying as a melodramatic convention, Bella’s awareness is essential to remember. Such 

cognizance not only comments on the nineteenth-century connection, but it also 

underscores the rhetorical functions of neo-Victorian melodrama, which actually calls 

attention to its own excessive qualities. The text’s consciousness about its over-the-top 

tendencies, made possible by Bella’s self-conscious narration, illustrates melodrama’s 

ability to critique social constructions of girlhood and to promote empathetic 

understandings between girls. 

(Equal) Romance and the Byronic Hero 

As first-person narrators offering intensely interior perspectives, Jane and Bella 

frequently highlight their sexual attraction to their respective Edwards; this attraction is 

another way melodrama characterizes their ongoing inner turmoil. Gilbert explains 

Brontë’s novel’s lasting appeal through its erotic undercurrent, which is mitigated by 

Jane’s hunger for equality:  

That Jane Eyre introduced audiences to the ‘wild declarations’ and egalitarian 

strivings of an unprecedentedly passionate heroine certainly explains why the 

novel has always had a special appeal for women, who tend to identify—and want 

to identify—with this compelling narrator’s powerful voice. (357) 

 

The appeal of the narrative tension Gilbert notices is echoed in Meyer’s saga. Jane’s 

plight mirrors Bella’s ardent devotion to, sensual admiration of, and committed yearning 
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to be on equal footing (as a vampire) with her undead love interest. Anne Morey has 

explored the connections between Meyer’s series and Brontë’s work on the grounds of 

romance (15). Focusing on the form and function of fantasy in conjunction with romance, 

Morey notices some commonalities, especially the significance of suffering and 

motherhood that my comparison involving melodrama also uncovers. Yet, while Morey’s 

conclusion focuses on the significance of emotions in relation to the series’ outcome,
37

 I 

argue that recognizing melodrama’s rhetorical functions requires us to pay more attention 

to those extreme emotions throughout the series as a source of appeal for girl readers. 

In addition, just as Jane and Bella share notable qualities, Edward Rochester and 

Edward Cullen are strikingly similar. They are both significantly older than Jane and 

Bella: Rochester is “‘near forty’” (Brontë 160) and Edward has been living for a century 

past his seventeen human years. Further, the male characters’ temperamental and moody 

natures qualify them as Byronic heroes. According to Abigail Myers, who uses the 

Byronic hero as the basis for a comparison between Rochester and Edward,  

There is an implied immortality to the figure of the Byronic hero; Meyer’s use of 

Byronic characteristics for Edward, immortal as both a vampire and a Byronic 

hero, show a deeper level of meaning to the book series that has swept the tween 

population in the United States. (149)
38

  

 

                                                 
37 “In uniting superhuman strength with a new sensorium, in which her senses and emotions are better than 

they were in her human life, Bella-as-vampire suggests that what is inadequate to the demands of an ideal 

feminism in the human girl is not her ‘weak and feeble’ body. Rather, it is her emotions” (Morey 26).  

 
38 Similarly, in The Lure of the Vampire (2005), Milly Williamson argues that many females identify with 

the vampire due to his (or her) conflicted and outsider status. Although Williamson’s research just predates 

Twilight, she, like Myers, suggests that the sympathetic construction of the vampire is not recent, but has 

roots in nineteenth-century “public adoration” of Lord Byron (30). 
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It is not enough to claim that a figure that appealed to nineteenth-century readers, 

particularly girls and women, continues to appeal to similar kinds of audiences today; 

such a claim does not adequately reveal why that appeal continues.  

Melodrama offers a lens for realizing how the mode of excess responds to specific 

cultural conditions facing girls. Following, we might further interrogate the rhetorical 

implications of both Edwards’ broodiness as they are plagued by nearly debilitating 

secrets. Secrecy is both an opportunity for melodramatic expression and an impetus for 

Jane and Bella’s anxiety, made further apparent through melodramatic narrative structure 

and other conventions. Before exploring those specific and shared melodramatic 

impulses, realizing how the texts and authors actually call attention to—and defend 

melodrama—offers another preliminary link between the novels. 

Melodramatic Awareness 

Both Meyer and Brontë explicitly address the term “melodrama” to defend the 

mode’s use in the context of their novels. In Meyer’s case, her defense happens within 

the novels themselves; characters call attention to their exaggerated tendencies by 

terming them “melodramatic.” In New Moon, the saga’s second novel, Edward tersely 

requests, “‘Don’t be melodramatic, please,’” after Bella’s desperate proclamation, “‘I’d 

rather die than be with anyone but you’” (Meyer 45). Edward’s appeal here is ironic 

considering the vampire’s tendency toward his own melodramatic inclinations. Soon 

after, Edward, driven by guilt over Bella’s safety, instigates the break-up that Bella 

feared. The remaining three hundred-plus pages depict Bella’s depression and struggle to 

live without Edward—certainly evidence of her continued melodramatic response.  
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The saga’s explicit awareness of its own melodramatic qualities, often cloaked in 

negative connotations, endures throughout the series, particularly at moments Bella feels 

criticism by male characters. When Bella and Edward debate whether to have sex before 

marriage (she wants to, he does not), Edward’s protestations elicit her comparison: “‘You 

make me feel like a villain in a melodrama — twirling my mustache while I try to steal 

some poor girl’s virtue’” (Meyer, Eclipse 452-53). In an intriguing role reversal, Bella 

has cast herself as the bad guy, even though the action of the saga usually situates her in 

the part of suffering heroine. Still further, in the final installment of the saga, Bella’s best 

friend, the werewolf Jacob Black, is frustrated with her angry dissatisfaction. She is 

furious about his revelation of his supernatural ability to her human father, but he brushes 

off her concerns: “‘Jeez, Bells. You didn’t used to be so melodramatic. Is that a vampire 

thing?’” (Meyer, Breaking 495). Of course, readers of the series know by now that the 

melodramatic response is both a vampire and a human thing; while the newly minted 

vampire-Bella’s presentation of anger might be new, the depth of her feeling is not. 

The saga calls attention to melodrama by using the term to qualify the 

protagonists’ exaggerated feelings; as a rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian 

melodrama, this awareness works to defend Bella’s melodramatic tendencies. Even 

though she is criticized for excessive expression, subsequent action proves those feelings 

to be justifiable emotional responses to her particular experiences. These experiences are 

also laden with moral implications, another important quality of melodramatic conflict. 

Bella’s over-the-top fears about Edward leaving in New Moon, for example, are 

warranted: he does leave and she struggles to survive. (Emotionally she is drained, but 
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she is literally hunted by an evil vampire taking advantage of Edward’s absence.) In 

Eclipse, Bella’s insight into Edward’s rejection of her sexual advances is also insightful: 

he is indeed upholding a moral stance about premarital sex’s connection to salvation and 

“virtue” (Meyer 453) to which she, at that point in the novel, does not subscribe. Finally, 

Bella’s fears and frustration about her father’s reaction to Jacob’s revelation are not 

without just cause. Indeed, Jacob has robbed her of the chance to ensure Charlie’s safety 

during such a drastic and unbelievable revelation.  In all of these cases, the saga uses the 

term “melodrama” to highlight Bella’s extreme feelings; because her feelings end up 

being justified, her melodramatic response is validated.  

Realizing how Meyer’s saga calls attention to its melodramatic moments in order 

to defend them in their contexts, especially against male characters’ criticism, recalls a 

situation relevant to Jane Eyre. Charlotte Brontë also defended her nineteenth-century 

novel’s melodramatic tendencies. As I explain in Chapter 1, even though the literary 

critic George Henry Lewes recognizes Jane Eyre’s melodrama as compelling, his low 

expectations of the mode’s sensationalism and connection with “the circulating library” 

(85) still disparage the author’s choices. Brontë recognizes melodrama’s negative 

reputation, but at the same time acknowledges melodrama’s necessity for publication and 

appeal for Victorian readers: 

You warn me to beware of melodrama, and you exhort me to adhere to the real. 

When I first began to write . . . I determined to take Nature and Truth as my sole 

guides . . . I restrained imagination, eschewed romance, repressed excitement. . . . 

My work . . . being completed, I offered it to a publisher. He said . . . such a work 

would not sell. I tried six publishers in succession; they all told me it was 

deficient in “startling incident” and “thrilling excitement[.]” (qtd. in Mettinger-

Schartmann 382) 
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Brontë’s unapologetic apology then becomes a strategy for coping with criticism. 

Beginning with this foundational insight helps situate an argument about neo-Victorian 

melodrama as a mode of discourse that is often critically aware of its own extremism and 

excess. These qualities at once critique social constructions of girlhood and validate girls’ 

emotional lives. A close reading of Jane Eyre’s and the Twilight Saga’s shared 

melodramatic impulses will clarify this argument.  

(NEO-)VICTORIAN MELODRAMATIC NARRATIVE STRUCTURE 

 While the previous section outlining preliminary Brontë connections makes the 

case for understanding Brontë’s and Meyer’s texts in conversation with each other, the 

examination also reveals shared textual circumstances that lend themselves to 

melodrama. Bella’s insecurity, for example, not only links her with Jane Eyre, but also 

begins to illustrate how melodrama characterizes both narrators’ presentation of their 

interior, affective experiences. Further, melodrama remains a mode of discourse in need 

of defense, but with an incredible appeal and usefulness to coming-of-age female 

narratives. Recognizing that contemporary girl culture’s use of the melodramatic mode 

relies on a nineteenth-century legacy leads to the need for a more precise definition of 

neo-Victorian melodrama. Thus, in this section, I explore how the Twilight Saga 

continues to uphold a melodramatic narrative structure available in Jane Eyre. Indeed, the 

saga accentuates evil with the use of the gothic, generic tendencies also available in Jane 

Eyre.
39

 In addition, neo-Victorian melodrama maintains nineteenth-century melodramatic 

                                                 
39 “‘Twilight’ makes central the supernatural phenomena that are only latent in Jane Eyre” (Morey 15). 
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narrative form: innocence is persecuted by evil, which escalates with rising intensity until 

a resolved conclusion. Thus, neo-Victorian melodrama offers a critique of cultural 

discourses and social injustices facing contemporary female youth. This rhetorical 

dimension is fundamental to the following consideration of more specific melodramatic 

conventions. 

Introductions: Presenting Innocence and Villainy 

The plots of both Jane Eyre and the Twilight Saga adhere to Victorian 

melodramatic narratives, particularly through their overall structures. According to 

Brooks, who addresses melodrama’s connection to the bildungsroman and romance, “In 

the typical case, […] melodramatic structure moves from presentation of virtue-as-

innocence to the introduction of menace or obstacle, which places virtue in a situation of 

extreme peril” (31). In fact, both Jane Eyre and the Twilight Saga heighten the drama 

between good and evil with profound elements of the gothic—especially vampire 

imagery. According to Brooks, the Gothic novel and the melodrama arise from “early” 

Romanticism and “nourish one another” (17). Yet Brooks also distinguishes the 

melodramatic mode:  

It tends to diverge from the Gothic novel in its optimism, its claim that the moral 

imagination can open up the angelic spheres as well as the demonic depths and 

can allay the threat of moral chaos. Melodrama is indeed, typically, not only a 

moralistic drama but the drama of morality: it strives to find, to articulate, to 

demonstrate, to “prove” the existence of a moral universe which, though put into 

question, masked by villainy and perversions of judgment, does exist and can be 

made to assert its presence and its categorical force among men. (20) 

 

Understanding that nineteenth-century melodrama’s appeal rests in its continual struggle 

to discern and uphold a moral center in the midst of social change—and injustice—has 
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profound implications for realizing how melodrama might address contemporary 

girlhood and girl readers today. First, however, it is necessary to recognize the typical 

melodramatic narrative structure, which begins with the presentation of innocence soon 

menaced by evil, and is apparent in the Jane Eyre and the Twilight Saga. 

Brooks’s observation about evil’s violation of virtue is especially applicable to the 

beginning of Brontë’s novel, which presents Jane’s memory of childhood desolation as 

an orphan living in the home of the Reeds, her unwelcoming and unkind aunt and 

cousins. The first chapter depicts cousin-John’s violation of Jane’s reading space, his 

subsequent verbal and physical abuse, and what Jane terms “‘unjust!’” (Brontë 15): her 

punishment, banishment to the presumably haunted “red-room” (11). The fact that Jane is 

presented as an “innocent,” first enclosed within a secure space, aligns the physical 

setting of her introduction to the reader with melodrama. As Brooks reveals, 

“Remarkably prevalent is the setting of the enclosed garden, the space of innocence, 

surrounded by walls… into this space, a villain, the troubler of innocence, will come to 

insinuate himself” (Brooks 29). Accordingly, Jane describes her sanctuary, an escape 

from her unloving family:  

Folds of scarlet drapery shut in my view to the right hand; to the left were the 

clear panes of glass, protecting, but not separating me from the drear November 

day…. With Bewick on my knee, I was then happy: happy at least in my way. I 

feared nothing but interruption, and that came too soon. The breakfast room door 

opened. (Brontë 8-9) 

 

John discovers Jane’s private space and attacks her verbally before literally striking her 

hard enough to draw blood with the very book, Bewick’s History of British Birds, in 

which she had sought refuge. Both in his literal movement into Jane’s space and his 
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bullying actions, John becomes a villain—according to Jane, a “‘Wicked and cruel boy!’” 

(11)—against whom her virtue is brought into relief. 

The righteousness of the child Jane against the obvious cruelty of her cousin 

underscores Brontë’s novel’s moral position in relation to nineteenth-century children’s 

domestic and educational conditions. According to Sally Shuttleworth, Jane Eyre echoes 

other critiques, such as Harriet Martineau’s Household Education (1849), of nineteenth-

century children’s’ neglect and abuse in homes and in schools (x-xiii). While Jane’s 

moral center develops amidst (or in spite of) her childhood oppression, Bella’s early 

home life is not marked by overt abuse. Still, Bella’s parents’ divorce, her mother’s 

immaturity, and her father’s reticence mean that she often parents herself—as does the 

orphan Jane. Bella even parents her own parents, worrying about how her mother will 

cope without her and cooking and cleaning for her father. That Bella’s orphaning 

functions as symbolic abandonment highlights the intangibility of extremism in neo-

Victorian melodrama while offering a representation relevant to many girl readers’ 

family life today. Bella’s parents’ neglect is not necessarily positioned as abusive or 

morally unjust; their absences and her compensation are simply realities of her childhood. 

The results of orphaning in both texts, however, enhance the reader’s understanding of 

Jane’s and Bella’s search for moral truth. 

Adhering to the conventions of nineteenth-century melodrama, as does Jane Eyre, 

throughout Meyer’s saga evil insinuates itself into secure spaces, especially as threats to 

the physical safety of Bella, herself a kind of innocent. While each novel in the saga 

presents a narrative consistent with melodramatic structure, I am going to begin by 
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detailing how this structure plays out in the first novel of Meyer’s series before 

addressing the next three novels. The close treatment of Twilight facilitates a better 

recognition of nineteenth-century melodrama’s influence on neo-Victorian melodrama. 

The first chapter of Twilight does not depict disruptive circumstances in the 

predictable way readers might expect; a male family member is not responsible for 

Bella’s oppression. After a foreshadowing preface, Twilight opens as Bella moves to 

Forks to live with her father, Charlie, because her mother has married Phil, a minor-

league baseball player who frequently travels. Yet Phil is not an evil stepfather—Bella 

describes him as “fine” (Meyer, Twilight 48), a depiction that perhaps disrupts clichéd 

portrayals of step-parents. Furthermore, despite Bella’s anxiety about entering a new high 

school in a small community, she is generally welcomed and the students, especially the 

boys, are rather fascinated by her. Interestingly, like Jane, Bella does use reading as an 

escape from being the center of attention, an awkward social position for the protagonist. 

Bella’s reading, however, occurs in open spaces like her backyard or the school parking 

lot. The lack of an obvious physical encapsulation does not necessarily preclude an 

interpretation of Bella’s reading as an enclosure consistent with melodrama; Bella 

certainly finds refuge in the comfort of books frequently read, as evidenced by her “dog-

eared” copy of Wuthering Heights (Meyer, Eclipse 610). Such a depiction highlights neo-

Victorian melodrama’s emphasis on interiority.  

While Meyer’s saga suggests neo-Victorian melodrama sometimes employs 

extremism in figurative ways, evil’s persecution and eventual penetration is still wholly 

tangible. As in Jane Eyre, which depicts John Reed’s intrusion in its opening pages, the 
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opening preface of Twilight provides the reader with a taste of the villain. The first 

paragraphs introduce the sinister vampire James, who will eventually materialize in the 

last quarter of the novel: “I stared without breathing across the long room, into the dark 

eyes of the hunter…. Surely it was a good way to die, in the place of someone else, 

someone I loved…. The hunter smiled in a friendly way as he sauntered forward to kill 

me” (Meyer, Twilight 1). This preface clearly endows Bella with an innocent’s (even a 

martyr’s) virtue, which is consistent with the heroine of a melodrama (Brooks 29). 

Michael R. Booth also explains: “The heroine comes in for more persecution than the 

hero, especially as possession of her is frequently the villain’s main object” (Hiss 10). 

Thus, just as John Reed encroaches upon and then abuses Jane, James enacts similar 

violations when he appears much later in Twilight. 

Neo-Victorian melodrama maintains the persistent threat of escalating evil that 

drives nineteenth-century melodrama. Attended by his human-blood-drinking vampire 

companions, Victoria and Laurent, James first interrupts the Cullens’ friendly game of 

vampire-baseball, a sport Edward justifies as “‘the American pastime’” when Bella 

wonders why vampires would enjoy such an activity (Meyer, Twilight 347). The playful 

intimacy of the patriotic pursuit is heightened because this particular occasion is Bella’s 

first time, as Edward’s girlfriend, witnessing the Cullen family game. James’s intrusion 

into the secluded field, accompanied by his realization that Bella is a human—one whom 

Edward and the Cullens are committed to protecting—ruins the intimate experience. 

Moreover, this confrontation inspires James’s pursuit of Bella in the remaining pages of 

the novel. Despite the Cullens’ efforts to secure her safety, James tricks Bella into 
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meeting him alone at her childhood ballet studio under the false pretense that he has 

kidnapped her mother (another spatial violation of virtue). James’s wickedness as a 

melodramatic villain is solidified when he physically attacks Bella, delivering a 

potentially fatal bite to her arm before Edward arrives just in time; the Cullens execute 

James as Edward sucks out the venom that could facilitate Bella’s vampiric conversion.  

James’s continual violation of the permeable boundaries marking Bella’s physical 

space is consistent with a melodramatic narrative structure whereby evil always drives 

the plot until the end; this is an important quality of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl 

culture. Moreover, James’s trapping of Bella is not even the first time she is threatened in 

this manner: earlier in Twilight, a group of human men corner her in a dark alley and, as 

Edward’s telepathy reveals, they mean to do her serious harm. As Brooks explains in 

relation to nineteenth-century melodrama: “The violation and spoliation of the space of 

innocence stands as a recurrent representation of the dilemma confronting innocence” 

(Brooks 30). That Twilight upholds this convention says something significant about the 

legacy of Victorian girlhood in contemporary postfeminism.  

Femininity as vigilance has direct roots in Victorian notions of ideal womanhood, 

which demanded girls’ and women’s attention to their moral righteousness. Specifically, 

moral goodness became synonymous with a body in control of its appetites. Anna 

Krugovoy Silver observes of Victorian children’s literature: “criticism of girls’ appetite 

focuses on hunger as a sign of sexual desire more frequently than does criticism of boys’ 

appetite” (56). Today, girls navigate a culture that determines they should be constantly 

vigilant about their bodies, especially against the intrusion of so-called “evil.” Whether 
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this evil takes the form of too much food (marking a loss of appetite control) or girls’ 

own sexual appetites (marking another kind of relinquishment of control), postfeminist 

media culture demands persistent watchfulness (Gill 149). Perhaps here is evidence of 

neo-Victorian melodrama’s critique of postfeminism: after all, in Twilight, vigilance does 

not do Bella much good since Edward has to save her (although later novels will reverse 

that pattern when Bella saves Edward). 

Still further, James’s pursuit and eventual attack of Bella suggest a definite evil, 

the biting resembling sexual assault. This is a criminal injustice “real” girls are often 

entreated to thwart, an expectation that also problematically implicates girls in rape 

prevention. While recent 2012 national public service campaigns, like Help Save the Next 

Girl, are certainly commendable for their efforts to raise awareness and empower girls 

through unity, the emphasis on “vigilance” still perpetuates older notions of feminine 

virtue. Again, although admirable for suggestions that girls follow their instincts and 

voice concerns, the Public Service Announcement’s other ideas, like the “buddy system” 

(“Help”), may subtly undermine an individual girl’s autonomy. When Bella meets James 

at the dance studio, she defies these kinds of suggestions—because she follows her moral 

compass, which demands she save her mother. It would be too easy to suggest that the 

representation of Bella as a persecuted innocent simply propagates a damsel-in-distress 

model. Rather, the frustration, hopelessness, and loss Bella experiences as a result of 

James’s pursuit and invasion, followed by other catastrophic events in the saga, may very 

well appeal to girls similarly frustrated with a culture that demands their ongoing and 

constant vigilance against threats from multiple directions. And as the following sections 
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explain, neo-Victorian melodrama insures readers, especially girls, will empathize with 

this inner turmoil through the representation of Bella’s interior emotional life. 

Conflicts and Conclusions: “where virtue and evil reside” 

 While villainy functions as a kind of “motor” for the plot (Brooks 34), nineteenth-

century melodrama’s conclusion typically ends in resolution, and more importantly, with 

an ending that audiences would perceive as a “happy” one (Booth, Hiss 9). As Brooks 

determines, the melodramatic narrative “ends with public recognition of where virtue and 

evil reside, and the eradication of one as the reward of the other” (32). Before this glad 

ending is achieved, however, evil has escalated to such a degree that moral conflicts are 

only further complicated. 

The final resolution offered by Brontë’s Jane Eyre conforms to melodramatic 

narrative structure since evil is expunged through the death of Bertha, Rochester’s first 

wife and the obstacle to his legal marriage to Jane. Viewing his marriage as the product 

of manipulation and deceit (Brontë 305), Rochester’s description casts Bertha as a 

drunken, philandering, and verbally abusive woman before her eventual descent into 

madness. Bertha’s wicked lunacy necessitates her confinement to the attic, and Rochester 

confesses: “Bertha Mason,—the true daughter of an infamous mother,—dragged me 

through all hideous and degrading agonies which must attend a man bound to a wife at 

once intemperate and unchaste” (306). Furthermore, while Jane, then completely unaware 

of Bertha’s existence, is living at Thornfield, Bertha torches Rochester’s bed while he 

sleeps, savagely attacks her own brother with her teeth (like a vampire), and enters Jane’s 

room at night to destroy her wedding veil. Her illicit, mysterious nighttime activities add 
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an air of mystery to Thornfield, an old country estate, enhancing the novel’s Gothic 

undertones. Recounting the latter episode to Rochester, Jane reveals that Bertha (whom 

Jane believes to be the product of her own dream) is reminiscent “‘Of the foul German 

spectre—the Vampyre’” (284). Thus, descriptions of Bertha in Jane’s narration not only 

serve to highlight the madwoman’s villainy, but also her lack of humanity: a quality 

consistent with the melodramatic villain (Booth, Hiss 10), in addition to the association 

of melodrama with the Gothic (Brooks 19). 

 Bertha’s spiteful existence
40

 is certainly an obstacle to Jane and Rochester’s 

future happiness. Yet Rochester’s own attempt to marry Jane while Bertha lives and his 

efforts to entice her to join him in France as his “wife” (Brontë 303) represent additional 

threats to her virtue. Jane refuses him, thereby solidifying her moral stance when she 

proclaims out loud to Rochester (and the reader):  

I will keep the law given by God; sanctioned by man. I will hold the principles 

received by me when I was sane, and not mad—as I am now. Laws and principles 

are not for the times when there is no temptation: they are for such moments as 

this, when body and soul rise in mutiny against their rigour. (317) 

 

Bertha’s ultimate death both eliminates the tempting prospect of intimacy outside of an 

authorized marriage and facilitates Jane and Rochester’s final reunion—and legal 

marriage— at the end of the novel. 

                                                 
40 Bertha, of course, is not Jane Eyre’s only villain, and “evil” takes the form of multiple characters and 

scenarios in Brontë’s work. In fact, villainy is recognized and to some extent punished throughout the 

novel. For example, while Jane is still a student at her boarding-school Lowood, the cruel headmaster, Mr. 

Brocklehurst, is censured after exposure of the shameful management that resulted in many girls’ deaths. In 

addition, when now-adult Jane is serving as a governess at Edward Rochester’s estate, Thornfield, she 

learns of the Reed family’s disintegration through John Reed’s suicide, Mrs. Reed’s imminent death, and 

her female cousins’ disaffection for each other. 
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As the vampiric Bertha’s death leads to moral resolution and a “happy” ending in 

Jane Eyre, the vampire James’s demise in Twilight not only reunites Bella and Edward, 

but establishes where good and evil reside for Meyer’s characters, human and vampire 

alike. But this is only after the novel has vacillated in the gray area, particularly as Bella 

experiences uncertainty. Edward is undoubtedly the hero at the end of Twilight; he saves 

Bella from James’s grip, musters the strength to remove the toxic venom from her blood 

without sucking her dry, and promises to remain with Bella for as long as is “best” 

(Meyer 479). Nevertheless, Twilight’s preface actually does more than foreshadow the 

conflict with James. Such an introduction adds suspense, temporarily suspending the 

certainty of the hunter’s identity; after all, James is not initially named in the preface. 

When the reader is subsequently introduced to Edward in Twilight, he warns Bella to 

“avoid” him (89) since he might be “the bad guy” (92). The preface thus inspires some 

preliminary questions: Could Edward be the hunter? Will Edward, who lusts insatiably 

for Bella’s blood, lose control and give in to his thirst, wounding or killing her?
41

 Yet at 

the end of Twilight, Bella, desiring perpetual youth with Edward, offers her neck to the 

vampire. Despite the temptation this would have posed for him at the beginning of the 

novel when he first detected her intoxicating scent, Edward is now in perfect control as 

he calmly denies Bella the change she so desires.  

                                                 
41 Some Twilight readers expressed their confusion about the preface and the hunter’s identity. “I’m 

confused by the preface; who is the Hunter?” is an inquiry on Meyer’s website under “Frequently Asked 

Questions: Twilight.” In her response, Meyer actually apologizes for the uncertainty, explaining that the 

hunter is indeed James. This confusion, however, is not necessarily a quality of unclear writing, as her 

apology seems to suggest; rather, the ambiguity adds to the complexity of and tension within the novel. 
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Consequently, when Edward’s heroics are juxtaposed against James’s villainy at 

the end of Twilight, Meyer clearly delineates good and evil, an opposition that is a 

persistent function of the melodramatic mode (Brooks 32) and one that qualifies neo-

Victorian melodrama. Throughout the rest of the series, Edward’s role as composed 

protector solidifies—but only after it is continually called into question. Here is a 

distinction that warrants specification: neo-Victorian melodrama does clearly delineate 

good and evil, but the delineation process bears repeating, facilitated by the serialization 

process. Unlike a nineteenth-century play’s last curtain, marking finality, this 

contemporary process of novels in installments is much like the serialization of individual 

Victorian novels.
42

  

The melodramatic structure—innocence persecuted, villainy’s pursuit, and a 

happy ending with moral closure—is replicated in each of the Twilight Saga’s novels and 

in the series as a whole, as my list of narrative form in the introduction of Chapter 1 

reveals. James’s intrusion drives the suspense and major conflicts in Twilight, but his 

death sets off a chain of events that inspires more conflict in the rest of the series. 

Edward, ridden with guilt about Bella’s safety, doubts whether he is good for the teen girl 

and those doubts culminate in their break-up in New Moon. Following, in New Moon and 

Eclipse James’s mate Victoria seeks retribution for his death. As such, James’s death 

makes room for more conniving villains, Victoria and members of the Volturi, the 

unforgiving Italian-dwelling royalty of the undead. Neo-Victorian melodrama’s 

                                                 
42 This insight into serialization, however, does not include Jane Eyre, which is presented as three volumes, 

but originally published as one entire work. 
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tendencies to operate through escalating extremes, which drive the plot toward a final 

conclusion, are enhanced by melodramatic conventions similarly inherited from the 

nineteenth century. 

(NEO-)VICTORIAN MELODRAMATIC CONVENTIONS 

Recognizing how the melodramatic narrative structure unfolds in Jane Eyre and 

continues to play out in the Twilight Saga leads to a better grasp of what neo-Victorian 

melodrama looks like—through its rhetorical functions. A close reading of narrative 

structure also highlights neo-Victorian melodrama’s critical capacity and, thus, the 

mode’s rhetorical potential. The following analysis will continue to expand upon neo-

Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions as a mode that can critique and validate 

extreme emotional responses to seemingly trivial situations. As such, distinguishing neo-

Victorian melodrama also involves a consideration of more particular conventions 

inherited from the nineteenth century: music(al) gestures, revelation and secrecy, moral 

feelings, dreams and nightmares, female villainy, suffering and separation, crying, and 

closure through coupling. At once encouraging empathy and intimacy between girls 

while validating the gravity of coming-of-age experiences, the mode also offers a critique 

of social constructions of girlhood. This social critique is enhanced by the neo-Victorian 

connection, which shows how postfeminism has inherited a legacy of nineteenth-century 

social constructions of girlhood. 

Just as the melodramatic narrative structure relies on exaggerations—of 

innocence, of evil, of concluding happiness— all of the following conventions fall under 

the banner of exaggerated expression. For example, dreams are not just dreams; they are 
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nightmares. Crying is not simply an act of shedding tears, but of uncontrollable 

sobbing—or the complete refusal to emote tears at all. One happy couple is not enough: 

all major characters need closure through romantic coupling. Often, these conventions 

bleed and blend into each other because of their characteristically excessive tendencies. 

For example, suffering and crying (or the refusal to cry) work hand in hand to accentuate 

each other and to foster reader empathy. Separating and naming the conventions of neo-

Victorian melodrama, however, offers a more precise definition and illustration of their 

rhetorical dimensions. This kind of delineation also provides nodal points that will assist 

in subsequent chapters when I explore how fangirls and the films address these 

conventions and how their rhetorical dimensions operate in other aspects of girl culture. 

Music(al) Gestures 

Jane’s and Bella’s swings from insecurity to comfort to insecurity again are a 

definite convention of melodrama’s structure: just when the characters (and the audience) 

think a happily ever after has been achieved, that contentment is called into question all 

over again. Neo-Victorian melodrama, then, continues to rely on extreme states of being, 

accentuated particularly by music. Melodrama is a mode intimately connected to music, 

available in the very etymology of the word, which means “a drama accompanied by 

music” (Brooks 14). Uncovering the rhetorical dimensions of music in neo-Victorian 

melodrama involves a more careful consideration of music’s function in nineteenth-

century stage melodrama and then in Brontë’s novel prior to a consideration of Meyer’s 

saga.  
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In the chapter, “The Aesthetics of Astonishment,” Brooks argues for an 

appreciation of music through stage melodrama’s legacy in contemporary media: 

Not only is the very existence of melodrama as a distinct genre originally linked 

to its use of music, music is inherent to its representations, as to those of the 

cinema, its inheritor in this convention. Through the film and the pervasive 

exploitation of background music, we have become so accustomed to music used 

toward the dramatization of life that it is difficult for us to recapture its radical 

effect, to measure its determination of our reading of the representations before 

us. (48) 

 

Underscoring the heightening of excess and emotion facilitated by music, Brooks 

encourages critics to interrogate the often taken-for-granted functions of a text’s lyricism 

and goes on to detail specific musical motifs to which audiences today are habituated:  

Music in melodrama first of all marks entrances, announcing by its theme what 

character is coming onstage and what emotional tone he brings to the situation. 

Then there is in every classic melodrama a ballet (often part of the fête that will 

be interrupted, then sometimes resumed at the end) and frequently a song or two. 

Later, Adolfe Dennery’s La Grâce de Dieu (1841) develops the technique of the 

“theme song,” played on the hurdy-gurdy, passed on from mother to daughter as a 

talisman. Further recourse to music is most evident at climactic moments and in 

scenes of rapid physical action, particularly mute action, which receive orchestral 

underlining. Music seems to have been called upon whenever the dramatist 

wanted to strike a particular emotional pitch or coloring and lead the audience 

into a change or heightening of mood. (48-49) 

 

By emphasizing how nineteenth-century dramatists and audiences engaged music, 

Brooks illustrates the melodramatic convention’s poignant rhetorical potential. Entrance 

music, a choreographed celebratory scene (or fête) that is interrupted and resumed, a 

theme song passed between female members of generations, and musical accompaniment 

for climaxes and emphases are all present in Brontë’s and Meyer’s novels. One could 

certainly make an argument for the texts’ lyricism through the rhythm of words on the 

page; after all, Brooks makes a compelling case for this: “Even though the novel has no 
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literal music, this connotation of the term melodrama remains relevant. […] Style, 

thematic structuring, modulations of tone and rhythm and voice—musical patterning in a 

metaphorical sense—are called upon” (14). Yet Brontë’s and Meyer’s novels are further 

bound to the melodramatic mode through the presentation of actual songs, often with 

accompanying instrumentation or vocalization.  

Examining musical references in Meyer’s novels and their relation to Brontë’s 

work illustrates the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama. In fact, 

highlighting individual moments of music proves the significance of small, but poignant 

gestures, another convention of melodrama. While these musical gestures may seem 

trivial at first, they actually have profound implications. Specifically, both Brontë and 

Meyer’s works position the reader to recognize the female narrators’ powerful feelings of 

sexual yearning for their respective Edwards. In doing so, music accentuates the 

emotional roller coaster of Jane’s and Bella’s alternating feelings of insecurity and 

confidence, an up-and-down pattern that characterizes the protagonists’ interior 

melodrama. Consequently, music encourages empathy for the female narrators, whose 

revelations promote intimacy between narrator and (girl) readers; both are rhetorical 

dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama.  

References to music abound in Brontë’s Jane Eyre and they frequently highlight 

Jane’s insecurity or transitory comfort when she confesses her feelings to the reader. As a 

child, Jane notices musical instruments in a room on a stopping point during her journey 

from the Reeds’ home, Gateshead, into the unknown future, Lowood Institution. While at 

the punishing boarding school, Jane’s favorite teacher, the superintendent Miss Temple 
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teaches music to “some of the elder girls” (Brontë 48). Miss Temple’s name accentuates 

her haven-like presence, a direct contrast with the cruel and hypocritical headmaster, Mr. 

Brocklehurst. Clearly, Jane’s association of Miss Temple with music renders it a source 

of comfort. At the same time, Jane’s age initially distances her from the opportunity for 

music lessons with the generous teacher. Later on, Jane’s lack of musical ability will 

accentuate her deficiency when Rochester demands she play for him. Upon hearing her 

attempt, he announces, “‘Enough! […] You play a little, I see; like any other English 

school-girl: perhaps better than some, but not well” (124). While Rochester does 

appreciate Jane’s drawings, his own musical proficiency will later fascinate her. 

Furthermore, his statement positions her in comparison with other females, an anxious 

disposition Jane eventually adopts when her attachment to Rochester intensifies. 

Especially when she fears his affection for another woman, Jane’s jealousy is facilitated 

primarily by music and references to voices singing. 

Music’s ability to accentuate Jane’s anxiety about Rochester begins early in the 

novel. Before she even encounters Rochester, Jane meets his ward, Adèle Varens, to 

whom Jane is governess. The French child sings what Jane deems an age-inappropriate 

song that her (presumably dead) mother taught her. Jane remarks: “The subject seemed 

strangely chosen for an infant singer; but I suppose the point of the exhibition lay in 

hearing the notes of love and jealousy warbled with the lisp of childhood; and in very bad 

taste that point was: at least I thought so” (Brontë 102). The song—passed from mother 

to daughter— introduces Adèle with a kind of theme song against which Jane solidifies 



 239 

her moral stance. Yet the tune’s thematic content also foreshadows the very feelings Jane 

will negotiate in relation to Rochester: romantic desire and jealousy.  

Indeed, Jane’s rivals for Rochester’s affection showcase a musical ability that she 

lacks; in this way, music punctuates her insecurity. Although Jane first remarks that 

Rochester “‘is very changeful and abrupt’” (Brontë 127), his sudden attentions and 

interest in her as a conversational partner are exciting for the eighteen year old, who has 

no experience with men. Rochester begins confiding pieces of his past; his penchant for 

revelation will come to full fruition later in the novel. Not only does Jane learn of Adèle’s 

mother, “a French opera-dancer, Céline Varens, towards whom he had once cherished 

what he called a ‘grande passion’” (140). Rochester also feigns a relationship with 

another woman, the beautiful Blanche, with whom he shares a musical penchant. 

Although Rochester’s preliminary overtures have inspired Jane’s hopefulness, the 

narrator’s insecurity goes into overdrive when she learns that Rochester has abruptly left 

Thornfield to visit Blanche’s family and that Blanche is a “‘beauty’” with 

“‘accomplishments,’” evidenced by a past duet sung with Rochester (159). Still excited 

by the notion of Rochester’s voice, Jane exclaims “‘Mr. Rochester! I was not aware he 

could sing’”; the housekeeper, Mrs. Fairfax, explains: “‘he has a fine bass voice, and an 

excellent taste for music’” (159). The connection between quality music and a quality 

noblewoman is not lost on Jane, who takes the opportunity to admonish herself for what 

she believes are false romantic hopes. Jane’s crashing disappointment encourages 

empathy for her interior distress while her extensive self-disciplining efforts function as a 

kind of revelatory confession to the reader, the only witness to her self-admonition. 
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Despite Jane’s efforts to dampen her own romantic hopes, along with her 

assumption of a “decent calm” in the face of Blanche’s family’s incivility (Brontë 162), 

her desire for Rochester is still apparent. When she listens in on Rochester and his newly 

arrived party guests, she yearns for the sound of his voice, complicated by the presence of 

Blanche:  

When the evening was far advanced, a sound of music issued from the drawing-

room, whither the piano had been removed; Adèle and I sat down on the top of 

stairs to listen. Presently a voice blent with the rich tones of the instrument: it was 

a lady who sang, and very sweet her notes were. The solo over, a duet followed, 

and then a glee: a joyous conversational murmur filled up the intervals. I listened 

long: suddenly I discovered that my ear was wholly intent on analyzing the 

mingled sounds, and trying to discriminate amidst the confusion of accents those 

of Mr. Rochester; and when it caught them, which it soon did, it found a further 

task in framing the tones, rendered by distance inarticulate, into words. (168) 

 

While Rochester does not sing at this particular time, Jane’s characterization of his 

“tones” and the way she listens searchingly for his vocal particularities bespeak a desire 

for intimacy for which she is still longing.  

That Rochester’s singing voice will eventually illustrate his devotion to Jane and 

bring her comfort (albeit a temporary interlude prior to more suffering) further 

underscores music’s capacity as a nineteenth-century melodramatic convention. Although 

Jane begins to play the piano accompaniment as Rochester sings, she “was presently 

swept off the stool and denominated, ‘a little bungler.’ Being pushed unceremoniously to 

one side—which was precisely what I wished—he usurped my place, and proceeded to 

accompany himself; for he could play as well as sing” (Brontë 271). Although one might 

interpret her preference not to play as indicative of her unskillfulness, her wish to be 

touched in a playfully forceful way is also apparent, another example of a small gesture’s 
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larger implications reinforced through music. Further, Rochester’s tune is a twelve four-

line stanza song mostly dwelling on suffering associated with unrequited love, eventually 

relieved in the second to last verse” “My love has placed her little hand / With noble faith 

in mine, / And vowed that wedlock’s sacred band / Our nature’s shall entwine” (272). 

After highlighting the promise of marriage and, thus, Jane and Rochester’s new 

engagement, his last verse reinforces everlasting love with a melodramatic flourish: “My 

love has sworn, with sealing kiss, / With me to live—to die; / I have at last my nameless 

bliss: As I love—loved am I!” (272). Such devotion overwhelms Jane with pleasure— 

along with fears of its consequences:  

He rose and came towards me, and I saw his face all kindled, and his full falcon-

eye flashing, and tenderness and passion in every lineament. I quailed 

momentarily—then I rallied. Soft scene, daring demonstration, I would not have; 

and I stood in peril of both. (273) 

 

Believing she must uphold their usual quick-witted banter, Jane relies on her “tongue” as 

“a weapon of defence” against such amorous advances (273). The voice that has intrigued 

and fascinated Jane is now lifted to sensational heights in its musical form, an elevation 

that certainly enhances the reader’s understanding of Jane’s overwhelming physical 

desire, as well as her sense of being loved, a stark contrast to her usual doubts about her 

worthiness. But as is the typical case in nineteenth-century melodrama, this contented 

state will be disrupted when Rochester’s bigamous inclinations are made public. 

The temporary comfort— inspired by Rochester’s voice as evidence of his 

reciprocated devotion— is echoed in the Twilight Saga, particularly through Edward’s 

musical compositions. The presentation of Rochester’s song would have offered stage 
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adaptations of Jane Eyre the opportunity for a musical interlude. The role of music in 

Meyer’s saga reflects not only the inheritance of nineteenth-century theatrical 

conventions, but also the legacy of music in film that Brooks recognizes. Indeed, Meyer 

reinforces the concept of her novels having a soundtrack. On the author’s website she 

includes a recommended playlist for Twilight, New Moon, Eclipse, and Breaking Dawn; 

these playlists include the music she was playing as motivational background music for 

her own writing. While examining how each song on the playlists would elicit fruitful 

insight into music’s rhetorical functions, here I will focus on actual references to music in 

the saga to illustrate rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama. Like Jane Eyre, 

numerous references describe characters’ voices with musical qualities; however, the 

most pivotal use of music relates to the saga’s incorporation of actual songs. 

Just as in Jane Eyre, references to music accentuate Bella’s physical attraction to 

Edward while heightening the reader’s understanding of Bella’s emotional vacillations 

between insecurity and comfort. Riding this emotional wave with Bella enhances 

intimacy between narrator and reader. As a characteristic of neo-Victorian melodrama, 

the presentation of music, often depicted alongside small, but grave gestures, at once 

elevates the emotional gravity of Bella’s conflicts while validating the importance of 

contemporary girls’ lived experiences. In Twilight, references to music playing on the 

radio or CDs through stereos, especially in cars, depict musical mediums relevant to 

youth in the early years of the 2000s. While the technology young people use to play 

music has since changed (now favoring mp3 formats and Internet streaming) the 

importance of music obviously remains vital in girl culture. That Bella’s experiences are 
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punctuated with profound moments of lyrical sound demonstrates how neo-Victorian 

melodrama upholds the nineteenth-century conventions Brooks notices. Specifically, the 

notion of a theme song carries through the series; in fact, the saga includes multiple 

theme songs, which are often determined by or related to Edward, and songs that 

reinforce mood, especially Bella’s alternating insecurity and comfort, as well as her 

romantic attachment.  

One of the first prominent occasions of music happens early in Twilight; Edward 

annoys Bella, then unaware of his secret identity, by insisting that he drive her home. The 

circumstance illustrates how a song qualifies Bella’s fluctuating mood, positioning the 

reader alongside her interior view. In the same way that Rochester tests Jane’s artistic 

ability, disapproving of her piano playing but impressed with her drawings, Bella’s 

recognition of “Clair de Lune” impresses Edward. Edward startles, “‘You know 

Debussy?’” as if he has low expectations of her knowledge base. Just as Jane admits to a 

“little” piano ability, Bella responds: “Not well […] My mother plays a lot of classical 

music around the house—I only know my favorites” (Meyer, Twilight 105). The 

narrator’s apologetic claim to information, along with her musical association with an 

older woman she admires, aligns Bella with Jane Eyre. Further, Edward claims the song 

as “‘one of my favorites, too’” (105), enhancing not only his ownership of the song but 

their common ground. Bella subsequently confesses to the reader:  

I listened to the music, relaxing against the light gray leather seat. It was 

impossible not to respond to the familiar, soothing melody. The rain blurred 

everything outside the window into gray and green smudges. I began to realize we 

were driving very fast; the car moved to steadily, so evenly, though, I didn’t feel 

the speed. (105) 



 244 

 

Recognizing “Clair de Lune” as a unifying moment demonstrates how a small gesture, 

like playing a particular song, can have major consequences. Music offers Bella 

temporary comfort as her confession speaks metaphorically to physical relaxation in 

close proximity to Edward. Yet this relief is only transitory; although Edward and Bella 

share intimate details about their families, the conclusion of the car ride ends in Edward 

annoying Bella once again by suggesting she is a “magnet” for “accidents” (109). 

Furthermore, Bella’s insecurity about Edward’s mysterious behavior is not alleviated 

after the pleasant musical interlude of the car ride.  

Music’s role as a coping mechanism for emotional up and downs is reinforced 

after Bella’s conversation with Jacob, who relates the legend of the “cold ones,” which 

suggests her suspicions about Edward are correct. She turns to a CD her step-father had 

given her:  

I popped it into place and lay down on my bed. I put on the headphones, hit Play, 

and turned up the volume until it hurt my ears. I closed my eyes, but the light still 

intruded, so I added a pillow over the top of my face. I concentrated very 

carefully on the music, trying to understand the lyrics, to unravel the complicated 

drum patterns. By the third time I’d listened through the CD, I knew all the words 

to the choruses, at least. I was surprised to find that I really did like the band after 

all, once I got past the blaring noise. I’d have to thank Phil again. And it worked. 

The shattering beats made it impossible for me to think—which was the whole 

purpose of the exercise. I listened to the CD again and again, until I was singing 

along with all the songs, until, finally, I fell asleep. (Meyer, Twilight 130) 

 

This methodical process functions as a prelude to Bella’s nightmare, a dream that 

confirms Edward’s vampirism while foreshadowing his rivalry with Jacob-the-werewolf, 

a conflict later novels will explore. The idea that music precedes dreams, in which Bella 
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discerns the truth about supernatural phenomenon as well as her own depth of feeling, is 

an important rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama.  

While I will expand on the significance of dreams in a forthcoming section, here 

it is worth noting how Bella’s systematic process with her CD mirrors the kind of step-

by-step reasoning she then uses to determine her devotion to Edward. After weighing her 

options, she discerns only one option—to love him despite his undead nature: “Because 

when I thought of him, of his voice, his hypnotic eyes, the magnetic force of his 

personality, I wanted nothing more than to be with him right now. Even if … but I 

couldn’t think of that” (Meyer, Twilight 139). Bella’s recognition of Edward’s vocal 

qualities signals an attraction that resembles Jane Eyre’s attraction for the tones of 

Rochester’s bass voice. Interestingly, Edward later discovers the very CD that gave rise 

to Bella’s determinations. While the CD was once a source of security, music again 

becomes a site of anxious tension as his surprise, “‘Debussy to this?”” (229) is a kind of 

exposure. But this exposure is also an exciting one for Bella as the revelation is one more 

step in enhancing their intimacy. 

After Edward reveals some startling confessions about his vampirism, on which I 

will expand in the next section, his connection with music is once again reinforced by his 

singing. This narrative choice not only connects him with Rochester, solidifying his 

Byronic artistic qualities. Edward’s singing also heightens the reader’s awareness of 

Bella’s sexual attraction—along with her comfort in his presence. As they drive home 

from the meadow in Bella’s truck, she notices, “He had turned the radio to an oldies 

station, and he sang along with a song I’d never heard. He knew every line” (Meyer, 
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Twilight 286). When Bella asks about his preference for “fifties music,” Edward explains: 

“‘Music in the fifties was good. Much better than the sixties, or the seventies, ugh!’” 

(286-87). Of course, Edward’s preference for the 1950s is understandable considering his 

rather conservative views, which value chastity, family, and monogamy; the Beatles, the 

Rolling Stones, and other musical icons of the 1960s helped call those traditional values 

into question with long hair, drug use, and messages about free love. While Bella does 

not specify this connection, his subsequent gesture, a “shudder” (287), helps reinforce the 

old-fashioned roots of his disgust. These aspects of neo-Victorian melodrama continue to 

have real significance for positioning the reader to have empathy for Bella’s devotion to 

and fascination with Edward. 

While singing illustrates Edward’s artistic sensibility and further connects him to 

Rochester, the presence of the vampire’s melodic voice becomes another source of 

tenuous comfort for Bella. Once Edward and Bella commit themselves to each other in 

Twilight, the vampire resumes his practice of staying overnight—now with her 

knowledge. He offers, “‘shall I sing you to sleep’” (Meyer, Twilight 306) and, just as 

Bella sought refuge in the loud music of her CD player, Edward’s song functions as a 

kind of cold (literally) comfort: 

He laughed, and then began to hum that same, unfamiliar lullaby; the voice of an 

archangel, soft in my ear. More tired than I realized, exhausted from the long day 

of mental and emotional stress like I’d never felt before, I drifted to sleep in his 

cold arms. (311) 
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Edward’s humming, coupled with his frigid temperature, offers comfort that is at once 

devoted and strange, much like the mixed emotions Jane feels after Rochester’s 

passionate display.  

Music’s role in enhancing the reader’s understanding of Bella’s physical yearning 

is intensified when she witnesses Edward play the piano. Her description of his 

movements (and her reaction) is dripping with sensuality:  

And then his fingers flowed swiftly across the ivory, and the room was filled with 

a composition so complex, so luxuriant, it was impossible to believe only one set 

of hands played. I felt my chin drop, my mouth open in astonishment, and heard 

chuckles behind me at my reaction. (Meyer, Twilight 326) 

 

Then, Bella discovers the song he hummed is his own composition, her lullaby, which he 

plays as a revelatory expression of romantic commitment in front of the speechless Bella 

and his own family, who leaves the room (326). Edward’s instrumental song does differ 

from Rochester’s narrative verses, but both instances offer the reader the opportunity to 

imagine the kind of sounds that would entrance Jane and Bella. In addition, the songs 

function to empower both Jane and Bella. After all, the male characters, when occupied 

in such extreme concentrated expression, are at once vulnerable, fascinating, and 

passionate—and wholly observable in this state. Understanding how Bella’s belief (and 

thus the reader’s confidence) in Edward has been continually strengthened through music 

in Twilight is vital to realize because these early experiences have consequences in 

subsequent novels. As the melodramatic structure promises, Bella’s rising faith in 

Edward’s devotion will be completely shattered before it is restored; music helps 

facilitate this cycle, which positions the reader to empathize with Bella’s extreme loss. 



 248 

 Edward’s devotion is intimately tied to his offering of song; he literally gives the 

lullaby to Bella on a CD as her eighteenth birthday present in the beginning of New 

Moon. This grand gesture is superseded, however, by another grand gesture of betrayal. 

After Edward breaks up with Bella and she remains in the forest in emotional agony, the 

vampire removes his gift, along with all photographs of himself, from her bedroom: “I 

rushed to my room, shutting and locking the door behind me before I ran to the CD 

player by my bed. […] It was empty” (Meyer, New Moon 83). Melodrama takes seriously 

significance of these items, validating Bella’s extreme response to their loss. Edward’s 

infiltration of Bella’s personal space, especially the bed they shared, signals a definite 

violation and retraction of his affection. Bella’s knowledge of her loss is solidified, 

resulting in the depressing realization that ultimately marks her descent into silence, 

hysteria, and a return to total insecurity. While I will explain the significance of this 

particular moment of melodramatic suffering, worth noting here is how music again 

becomes a source of Bella’s anxiety and insecurity. Neo-Victorian melodrama validates 

her extreme reaction to seemingly trivial, everyday things (a homemade CD and 

photographs in a scrapbook), taking seriously the weight girls might place in such items. 

Throughout New Moon, Bella continually works to avoid music and songs that remind 

her of the absent vampire, reminding the reader again and again of his betrayal. Empathy 

inspired by melodrama’s use of music promotes intimacy with Bella’s interior struggle. 

Intriguingly, at the end of the saga and after Edward has redeemed himself for 

those devastating actions, neo-Victorian melodrama upholds what Brooks recognizes 

about theme songs passing from mother to daughter. Edward composes another lullaby in 
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Breaking Dawn for Renesmee, the human-vampire hybrid child he shares with Bella. The 

significance of this kind of familial closure will be treated in one of the final sections of 

this chapter. In the case of music, however, such a move not only offers the text another 

theme song for readers to imagine, but also reifies the character traits that Bella and 

readers expect from Edward: constant devotion. As a discussion of subsequent 

melodramatic moments reveal, the excess offered by music’s presence in the text finds a 

voice in every other convention of nineteenth-century melodrama to which neo-Victorian 

melodrama is responding. 

Revelation and Secrecy 

As a lyrical, subjective kind of communication, music is a form of exaggerated 

expression in the melodramatic mode; artistic and discursive excesses are, after all, the 

hallmarks of melodrama. Revelation, another form of melodramatic expression 

characterized by excess, is also clearly present in both Jane Eyre and the Twilight Saga. 

According to Brooks,  

The desire to express all seems a fundamental characteristic of the melodramatic 

mode. Nothing is spared because nothing is left unsaid; the characters stand on 

stage and utter the unspeakable, give voice to their deepest feelings, dramatize 

through their heightened and polarized words and gestures the whole lesson of 

their relationship. (4) 

 

What Brooks recognizes in this passage, the intense and sometimes tediously lengthy 

offerings of words and emotions, happens throughout Jane Eyre and the Twilight Saga in 

the female characters’ extensive first-person narration. Here I focus on the profound and 

pivotal disclosures voiced by Jane’s and Bella’s respective Edwards and presented 

through the protagonists’ narration. Exploring revelation as a melodramatic moment 
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highlights the role of secrecy, withholding expression, as one of the mode’s ultimate 

conflict. The male characters’ revelations not only form the basis for appreciating the 

rhetorical functions of other melodramatic moments, like moral feelings. Exploring the 

significance of secrets divulged also reveals how readers are positioned alongside Jane 

and Bella as recipients of the confessions. The presence of a secret leads to rising tension 

that parallels the escalation of evil in the both novels; the subsequent relief offered by 

Rochester’s and Edward’s revelations is offered to narrator and reader alike.  

While Bertha functions as a kind of evil, wreaking havoc in Thornfield to greater 

and more dangerous degrees as the novel goes on, she is also Rochester’s secret, the 

explanation for his mysterious behavior.  His marriage to and clandestine lodging of 

Bertha, functions as an initial impediment to his confiding completely in Jane; as such, 

the reader shares in Jane’s resulting tension. Further, the idea that secrecy, which 

involves not speaking, ultimately facilitates an abundance of expression is not surprising 

considering Brooks’s observation: “The mute role is remarkably prevalent in melodrama” 

(56) because the inability to speak dramatizes melodrama’s emphasis on expression (57). 

Once Jane and Rochester’s wedding is interrupted and his secret is wholly apparent, he 

releases an avalanche of expressive discourse. He parades the violent Bertha into public 

view and later offers private revelations to Jane about his past. Rochester certainly 

“utter[s] the unspeakable” (Brooks 4), detailing how his and Bertha’s families conspired 

to secure the match. Rochester also describes Bertha’s appalling behavior pre- and post-

marriage and the subsequent mistresses with whom he associated (Brontë 304-12). In 

keeping with Brooks’s definition, a reader might imagine Rochester onstage (complete 
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with backdrops and furniture to resemble a library) during the disclosure, pouring out 

memories and emotions monologue-style while Jane remains relatively silent. 

Intriguingly, Jane own silence situates the reader alongside her; both are a captive 

audience taking in new and stunning information that change the course of the novel’s 

events. 

In addition to divulging long-ago recollections, Rochester uses the opportunity in 

the library to expose exhaustively how his fascination with and attraction to Jane evolved. 

He also reveals the extent to which he views Jane as a necessity in his life (Brontë 312-

18). Jane resolves to leave, but Rochester pleads, “‘All happiness will be torn away with 

you. What then is left? For a wife I have but a maniac up-stairs: as well might you refer 

me to some corpse in yonder churchyard. What shall I do, Jane?’” (316). As a result, 

while Rochester’s furtiveness drives much of the suspense of the novel, the outed secret 

enables melodrama’s prominent feature, expression. Once more, the reader, usually 

accustomed to Jane’s narration, is confronted with the same questions the narrator is 

hearing. And just as these questions are disconcerting (Rochester is unable to get legally 

married) they are also comforting: they reveal the depth of his devotion to Jane, who has 

been so honest with her reader. The reader is, thus, positioned to be just as relieved as 

Jane; given her honesty about her insecurity, the reader is assured that Jane’s perception 

of herself as undesirable and unlovable is false.  

Just as Edward Rochester’s secret functions as an opportunity for affective 

confession, so does Edward Cullen’s. Prior to the conflict with James, which only 

comprises the last quarter of Twilight, Bella worries about Edward’s mysterious behavior, 
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which is largely due his thirst for and conflicted feelings about her. Edward’s cryptic 

behavior creates much of the tension in the book, just as Rochester’s mysterious behavior 

does in Jane Eyre. However, two important distinctions should be made. First, Bella 

suspects Edward’s vampirism before his own confession. Perhaps she demonstrates more 

agency as a heroine in this particular circumstance than does Jane. Although Jane 

recognizes strange occurrences at Thornfield (like Bertha’s nighttime visit to destroy the 

wedding veil), Jane does not, like Bella, actively investigate and interrogate her own 

suspicions. On the day of her wedding, Jane is shocked to discover Rochester’s attempt at 

bigamy while Bella’s suspicions are confirmed when Edward’s secret is revealed.  

Another distinction between the representations of revelation in Jane Eyre and 

Twilight relates to the timeframe of Edward Cullen’s disclosure. When Edward does 

begin to confide in Bella, he, unlike Rochester, does not disclose all of his secrets in one 

long sitting. Such a difference may speak to the lessened influence of stage theatrics in 

contemporary fiction
43

 and the heightened influence of filmic conventions. Indeed, 

Edward reveals details that relate to his telepathic condition (which preclude the reading 

of Bella’s mind) and his abstention from human blood over the course of several 

chapters. The chapter “Confessions” contains his deepest revelation—that the smell of 

Bella’s blood is so intoxicating that he continually fights the urge to kill her. Just as Jane 

remains relatively silent during Rochester’s shocking and expressive discourse, Bella 

quietly and calmly listens, speaking only to encourage Edward’s further disclosure. The 

                                                 
43 See Laura Vorachek’s “Female Performances: Melodramatic Music Conventions and The Woman in 

White” for an instructive discussion of the influence of melodramatic stage theatrics on fiction and 

relationship between them. 
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vampire, wracked with emotion, provides insight into his supernatural condition that 

would understandably inspire fear in a human. Bella’s narration relates his confession: 

“Bella, I couldn’t live with myself if I ever hurt you. You don’t know how it’s 

tortured me.” He looked down, ashamed again. “The thought of you, still, white, 

cold … to never see you blush scarlet again, to never see that flash of intuition in 

your eyes when you see through my pretenses … it would be unendurable.” He 

lifted his glorious, agonized eyes to mine. “You are the most important thing to 

me now. The most important thing to me ever.” My head was spinning at the 

rapid change in direction our conversation had taken. (Meyer, Twilight 273) 

 

This example draws a further correlation to Jane Eyre in the context of melodrama; 

despite their relative impropriety, Rochester’s and Edward’s expressive revelations, full 

of sensational and exaggerated hyperbole, also reveal their bodily attraction to and 

fascination with Jane and Bella. As in Jane Eyre, the reader shares in Bella’s relief since 

the mystery of his behavior is explained.  

Neo-Victorian melodrama relies on secrecy to build tension for the reader, who 

shares the mystery with the narrator, enhancing intimacy between girls. Following, 

revelation comes as a relief to narrator and reader alike, who are further bound by their 

shared experiences. Realizing the tension-building and relieving functions of revelation 

and secrecy in melodrama then leads to a consideration of the narrators’ reactions, which 

highlight their emotional interiorities. In this way, revelation, as a melodramatic moment, 

dissolves into a consideration of emotions and the nature of feelings in the melodramatic 

mode. 

Moral Feelings 

Melodramatic moments of exaggerated revelation consequently deepen both 

female characters’ romantic feelings while alleviating some of their characteristic self-
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doubt. As soon as Rochester expresses his regret, but prior to his lengthy explanation, 

Jane reveals,  

Reader!—I forgave him in that moment, and on the spot. There was such deep 

remorse in his eye, such true pity in his tone, such manly energy in his manner; 

and besides there was such unchanged love in his whole look and mien—I 

forgave him all: yet not in words, not outwardly; only at my heart’s core. (Brontë 

298) 

 

Likewise, after Edward confirms her suspicions about his vampiric nature, Bella reveals, 

About three things I was absolutely positive. First, Edward was a vampire. 

Second, there was part of him—and I didn’t know how potent that part might 

be—that thirsted for my blood. And third, I was unconditionally and irrevocably 

in love with him (Meyer, Twilight 195).  

 

Jane’s and Bella’s similarly heartfelt determinations are best understood in the context of 

another melodramatic hallmark, affect.  

The reader is positioned to comprehend the rationale for Jane’s and Bella’s 

choices to love Rochester and Edward— in spite of their confessions— because the 

narrators have previously shared their excessive interior distress, confusion, and longing 

with the reader. The male characters’ confessions come as relief—not only as solved 

mysteries, but also as vindications of Jane’s and Bella’s lovability. Understanding the 

rhetorical significance of Jane’s and Bella’s decisions to love these men 

“unconditionally” (Meyer 195) and at the “heart’s core” (Brontë 298) then, belies a vital 

melodramatic impulse, what Brooks terms “moral feelings” (54). 

Recognizing the saga’s similarity to its nineteenth-century predecessor helps 

define neo-Victorian melodrama by illustrating the relationship between morality and 

emotion. As Brooks suggests, “Morality is ultimately in the nature of affect, and strong 
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emotion is in the realm of morality: for good and evil are moral feelings” (54). 

Following, both female characters rely on feeling to determine their own moral courses of 

action. While both narrators’ steadfast love is the same, the immediate outcomes Jane and 

Bella choose (to leave or to stay with the men), differ based on historical exigencies 

particular to each text. Readers are positioned to empathize with the narrators and to 

understand their choices as situation-specific. In this way, moral feelings are rendered 

similarly between texts, which I argue demonstrates how Twilight responds to 

contemporary social conditions, especially related to girlhood. 

Even though both narrators forgive the nearly unforgivable revelations, Jane’s and 

Bella’s subsequent choices vary; both illustrate how melodrama facilitates an 

understanding of female agency that is particular to context. Jane’s awareness of 

competing internal forces is clear: “while he spoke my very Conscience and Reason 

turned traitors against me, and charged me with crime in resisting him. They spoke 

almost as loud as Feeling: and that clamoured wildly” (Brontë 317). Jane does exhibit 

tremendous agency when she insists upon following her ethical and moral convictions by 

refusing to stay with Rochester as his mistress. As a woman alone, without money, and 

without professional references, leaving Rochester involves considerable risks, as the 

subsequent analysis of suffering as a melodramatic convention will show. However, 

given the limited options for a young, unmarried woman without a family in the 

nineteenth-century, leaving Rochester upon the revelation of his wife is one of the only 

viable options—especially since Jane does not trust herself to stay with Rochester and to 

uphold her moral center.  
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Jane’s dilemma reveals how she is constantly working to see the truth in the moral 

order associated with Christian principles, which prohibit adultery; these principles are 

also those that most Victorian critics and readers would have expected a respectable 

novel to uphold.
44

 This is not to say that Jane accepts the Christian myth without 

question. Indeed, throughout the novel her reasoning has often relied on intuitive 

strategies couched in fairy and moon imagery. Thus, her struggle is characteristic of the 

melodramatic mode: “it comes into being in a world where the traditional imperatives of 

truth and ethics have been violently thrown into question, yet where the promulgation of 

truth and ethics, their instauration as a way of life, is of immediate, daily, political 

concern” (Brooks 15). Jane’s experience with Rochester is a microcosm of this larger 

phenomenon: Rochester’s bigamous attempts and his request for her to live as his 

mistress shatter her hopes of a Christian marriage—even though she still believes him to 

be worthy of her love. Physically leaving Rochester does not mean that her faith in him is 

diminished; indeed, her forgiveness and everlasting love prove that her initial feelings 

about Rochester were correct when he redeems himself later in the novel.  

Likewise, Bella also follows her convictions when she refuses to leave Edward, 

who she believes is not “a monster” as he suspects (Meyer, Twilight 187). After pages of 

                                                 
44 A reviewer for Era notes “The story is unique” (qtd. in Brontë 457), echoing the praise Jane Eyre 

consistently received from the press. This particular review goes on to cite the novel’s Christian principles, 

along with its ability to compel affectively, as reasons for Brontë’s literary success: “There is much to 

ponder over, rejoice over, and weep over, in its ably written pages. Much of the heart laid bare, and the 

mind explored; much of trial and temptation, of fortitude and resignation, of sound sense and Christianity—

but no tameness” (qtd in Brontë 457).  

 

Yet not every reviewer issued the same praise this Era review offers. Indeed, some reviewers railed against 

Brontë’s novel, what they deemed, “‘an anti-Christian composition,’” as Elizabeth Rigby complains in 

1848 (qtd. in Gilbert and Gubar 337).  
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Edward’s revelations, Bella says to him in her typical terse, but hyperbolic fashion, “You 

already know how I feel, of course […] I’m here … which, roughly translated, means I 

would rather die than stay away from you” (274). Relying on affect to discern morality 

illustrates a rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama. For Bella, staying with the 

vampire proves her steadfast confidence and, ultimately, her belief in his soul-endowed 

status, the same conviction Jane upholds in relation to Rochester.  

As in Jane Eyre, the cohesion of Bella’s world is violently upheaved, 

characteristic of melodrama, after Edward’s revelation. Bella discovers vampires exist, 

but that they can strive for righteousness, a metaphorical comment about coming-of-age 

realizations that undo previously held beliefs, especially about good and evil. While it 

might seem like Bella’s choice to stay with Edward is different from Jane’s, we must 

remember that when their realities are disrupted, both female narrators use affect to locate 

a moral compass on which they rely for direction. This similarity says something 

profound about melodrama as a modern mode that continues to respond to “the loss of 

tragic vision” in the face of institutional breakdowns: “the shattering of the myth of 

Christendom” and “the dissolution of an organic and hierarchically cohesive society” 

(Brooks 15). Thus, within the context of each novel’s framework, the heroine’s 

immediate choices are consistent with melodramatic morality, in which good and evil are 

clearly delineated as recognizable options. 

In both cases, however, moral truth, which is recognized by affect, is complicated 

by the body. Such a message about corporeal goodness speaks to melodrama’s 

negotiation of past values in the midst of modernity. Both Jane and Bella struggle with 
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their bodies’ desire, which is positioned as a threat to virtue in both texts. Nevertheless, 

the very fact that a twenty-first-century female narrator is still dealing with such a 

conflict illustrates neo-Victorian melodrama’s critical capacity. In the Twilight Saga, 

Edward, unlike Rochester, is not asking Bella to be his mistress or to participate in illicit 

activities of the undead. In fact, the situation is the opposite: in the early stages of their 

relationship, he can barely kiss her without yearning to drain her. Later, he will commit to 

sex only if they are married. In fact, the relationship between pre-marital sex and 

salvation is less clear for Bella than it is for Jane—even though such intimacy could have 

disastrous and dangerous consequences for both girls. Becoming Rochester’s mistress 

would destroy Jane’s future economic and social prospects, a kind of death for a 

nineteenth-century woman. Likewise, Bella’s attempts at physical intimacy with the 

insatiable vampire would likely result in her death. Insight into the rhetorical dimensions 

of moral feelings has important implications for interpreting Bella’s agency in the context 

of such seemingly antifeminist messages about female sexuality.  

As the saga goes on, Meyer continues to establish what constitutes good 

(restraint) and bad (indulgence) in the context of vampire morality—a model that critics 

have extended to Meyer’s portrayal adolescent sexual experiences. If Edward is charged 

with control, then Bella’s spikes in romantic passion—along with her yearning to become 

vampire— must be carefully monitored or eliminated altogether. In this way, Jane and 

Edward are alike; upholding moral fortitude means physical restraint. Although Bella 

actively desires Edward, this means no human-vampire sex. In the context of such moral 

themes, Carrie Anne Platt finds the contradictory representations of female sexual desire 
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“troubling” and she worries what kind of role model Bella will make for girls (84). While 

the next chapter will argue against role-model critiques based on girls’ own discourse, 

here I also want to problematize this kind of one-to-one metaphorical reading. 

Reading conflicts about vampire conversion and adolescent sexuality, topics Bella 

and Edward debate and negotiate throughout four novels, through a melodramatic lens 

forces us to pay more attention to the affect surrounding these conflicts. Indeed, the saga 

struggles with its own messages about abstinence as morality and this struggle is a 

rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama. After all, Bella and Edward are 

constantly negotiating the boundaries of physical intimacy while working out what 

constitutes soullessness and salvation—and this negotiation is ongoing. Bella worries, 

wonders, and agonizes over these predicaments as her needs, Edward’s desire, and, in 

later novels, the judgment of friends, family, and the community weigh on her.  

What makes this such a powerful rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian 

melodrama is that the reader shares the intimate experience of Bella’s excessive 

emotional expression, which validates the gravity of her feelings and encourages empathy 

for the particularity of her experiences. Does Twilight perpetuate old-fashioned messages 

about virginity and romantic partnership as an adolescent girl’s primary concerns? Or, 

does Twilight take seriously the idea that complex messages about those concepts 

continue to inundate girls, who actively navigate that social construction of girlhood, as 

Bella does? Understanding the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama helps 

us see the significance of the latter, proving Martha Vicinus’s observation:  
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The strength of melodrama rests in evoking emotional and actual situations that 

cannot be resolved, and then offering a form of resolution by linking current 

values—such as woman’s purity or the innate nobility of the hero—to universal 

ones. Indeed, the central paradox of melodrama is that it defends the domestic 

ideal against a malign society under the belief that a larger moral order will 

prevail, yet in fact this moral order is a reflection of current social values. (134) 

 

Bella’s conflicted feelings about the prospect of romantic intimacy with Edward are 

perhaps one of the most appealing facets of the series; physical consummation in the 

context of marriage only comes at the end of the series after many, many pages of 

emotional turmoil.  

A representation of coming-of-age girlhood that depicts a girl struggling with and 

against her own sexual desire, along with the soulful and mortal consequences of other 

life-and-death decisions, may speak to the kinds of dilemmas faced by everyday girls. 

Indeed, as Platt does recognize, girls are encouraged to be sexual but also to control their 

sexuality. Anita Harris has also recognized how the discourse of “can-do” girlhood 

mandates that successful girls will practice “safe” sex, reinforced by birth-control 

initiatives, to delay motherhood until they have achieved professional success (23-25). 

Perhaps, then, we can read in the saga a subtle critique—likely not even acknowledged 

by Meyer herself– of safe-sex initiatives that have discursively constructed girlhood as a 

site of sexual control. Consequently, neo-Victorian melodrama allows Bella to feel 

deeply and in exaggerated ways, which may validate the depth of feeling girls experience 

as a consequence of such human experiences to which society has attached great moral 

weight. Further, the construction of female sexuality as a moral dilemma for coming-of-

age girls upholds the kind of nineteenth-century mores that Jane Eyre also navigates. The 
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maintenance of this message justifies why Jane’s story still holds appeal while 

underscoring neo-Victorian melodrama’s critique: Victorian values about female 

sexuality continue to persist in discursive constructions of twenty-first-century girlhood.  

And just as moral feelings, another neo-Victorian melodramatic convention rendered in 

absolutes, critique social attitudes about girls, so too does the exaggerated representation 

of dreams through nightmares. 

Dreams and Nightmares: Motherhood, Aging, and Change 

Not surprisingly, as Jane and Bella are both characters consumed with habitual 

self-doubt and self-consciousness, their anxieties are also reflected in melodramatic terms 

through dreams, specifically nightmares. Melodrama is “preoccupied with nightmare 

states, with claustration and thwarted escape, with innocence buried alive and unable to 

voice its claim to recognition” (Brooks 20). Thus, in many ways, the nightmare as 

melodramatic moment validates and elucidates truth; dream states reflect sincere human 

experiences. After all, a frightening dream facilitates Bella’s realization about Edward’s 

vampiric nature, along with Jacob’s future as a part-time wolf. In the nineteenth century, 

Brontë’s “pre-Freudian” (Berg 9) use of dreams articulates Jane’s tacit anxieties and fears 

about change, marriage, and motherhood. Indeed, these are the very same fears Bella 

negotiates through dreams in the saga. Such nightmarish experiences validate the gravity 

of those coming-of-age female experiences for girls and offer a poignant critique of 

postfeminism’s pressures on female youth. 

Before Jane and Rochester’s marriage ceremony, she tells him about one of her 

most troublesome dreams in melodramatic and nightmarish language. Her discourse here 
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certainly deviates from the straightforward discourse that typically characterizes her 

communication, especially with other characters. Jane’s dream anticipates the 

impediment to their marriage––“‘some barrier dividing us’” (Brontë 281). Jane also 

foresees her self-imposed expulsion from Thornfield as she reveals to Rochester (and the 

reader):  

I was following the windings of an unknown road; total obscurity environed me; 

rain pelted me; I was burdened with the charge of a little child: a very small 

creature, too young and feeble to walk, and which shivered in my cold arms, 

wailed piteously in my ear. I thought, sir, that you were on the road a long way 

before me; and I strained every nerve to overtake you and made effort to utter 

your name and entreat you to stop—but my movements were fettered; and my 

voice still died away inarticulate, while you, I felt, withdrew farther and farther 

every moment. (281) 

 

Consistent with the melodramatic convention of the loss of communicative function as 

obstacle, Jane’s dream depicts her inability to hear (due to the screams of the baby) and 

speak (in order to attract Rochester’s attention). Certainly, the child in Jane’s dream 

could represent her anxiety as she approaches her wedding night and the possibility of 

motherhood. The child, however, also speaks to the innocence-as-virtue function of 

melodrama. Perhaps the baby symbolizes an ungovernable part of Jane, who, striving to 

uphold her moral convictions, must mother herself through the trial of leaving Rochester.  

 Bella’s anxieties are also manifest in dreams of a baby in peril at the beginning of 

the last novel of Meyer’s saga, Breaking Dawn. These dreams foreshadow the vampire-

human baby to whom she eventually gives birth and who will cause misunderstandings 

with dire consequences. Interestingly, unlike Jane, Bella offers a full revelation to the 

reader, rather than Edward, a withholding effort for which she feels guilty. She confesses: 
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It wasn’t that I was afraid for myself—I was afraid for the boy. He wasn’t the 

same boy as that first dream—the vampire child with the bloodred eyes who sat 

on a pile of dead people I loved. This boy I’d dreamed of four times in the last 

week was definitely human; his cheeks were flushed and his wide eyes were a soft 

green. But just like the other child, he shook with fear and desperation as the 

Volturi closed in on us. In this dream that was both new and old, I simply had to 

protect the unknown child. There was no other option. At the same time, I knew 

that I would fail. (Meyer, Breaking 105) 

 

Bella’s dreams end up confirming suspicions about the impossible (pregnancy from 

human-vampire sex as well as the Volturi’s continued wrath) in the way that her Twilight 

dream substantiated supernatural realities. Bella’s pregnancy and her subsequent choice 

not to terminate the pregnancy (despite a fetus that is literally killing her) have been read 

as a cautionary tale against unprotected sex and an anti-abortion allegory. Realizing 

dreams as a melodramatic convention, however, confirms the validity of their 

accompanying truthful feelings and encourages a reading that takes seriously girls’ 

affective responses to coming-of-age experiences. 

 That motherhood represents a site of anxiety for Bella, like Jane, brings forth 

another vital characteristic of neo-Victorian melodrama. Angst about motherhood has its 

roots in nineteenth-century melodrama.
45

 Indeed, Bella’s sacrificial stance for her child—

as well as her own mother in Twilight—enhances neo-Victorian melodrama’s nineteenth 

century connection. E. Ann Kaplan recognizes the “sacrifice paradigm whose 

representational heyday was the nineteenth century” (76). In her exploration of the 

maternal melodrama, focusing on the novel East Lynne and its stage and film adaptations, 

                                                 
45 “The connection between melodrama and mothers is an old one. Harriet Beecher Stowe, of course, made 

it explicit in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, believing that if her book could bring its female readers to see the world 

as one extended family, the world would be vastly improved” (Modleski 14). 
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Kaplan suggests: “the mother-sacrifice paradigm may expose the oppressive aspects of 

the patriarchal positioning of the mother; the text may reveal how the mother strives to 

gain unmet gratifications by establishing a fusional relationship with her child” (77). 

While I later reference Bella’s connection to East Lynne’s anguishing mother-heroine 

Lady Isabel through their suffering and crying, here I will explore motherhood’s 

connection to dreams. 

 Neo-Victorian melodrama’s maintenance of motherhood as a melodramatic 

convention connected to dreams illustrates another important rhetorical dimension of the 

mode in girl culture. In fact, anxiety about motherhood can reflect feelings about one’s 

own mother as well as the looming prospect of motherhood for oneself; often these 

feelings exist all at once. Indeed, both Jane’s and Bella’s dreams foreshadow their own 

motherhood, a frightening prospect for the teen girls. Jane’s anxiety likely reflects angst 

arising from the unknown; her own absent mother offers no template of motherhood, an 

idealized feminine position in Victorian culture.  

 Similarly, Bella’s angst about motherhood is rooted in discursive constructions of 

ideal femininity, derived, in part, from what she learned from her own mother, Renee. 

Renee’s pregnancy (with Bella) necessitated an early marriage, which bound her to the 

small town of Forks, a future Bella does not see for herself: “I’m not that girl, Edward. 

The one who gets married right out of high school like some small-town hick who got 

knocked up by her boyfriend!” (Meyer, Eclipse 275). Earlier in Breaking Dawn, Bella 

also worries that her family, as well as the community, would assume “teen pregnancy” 

was the reason for her early marriage: “I’d told Edward that people would immediately 
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jump to this conclusion! What other possible reason would sane people have for getting 

married at eighteen?” (15). Such a question reflects an internalization of discursive 

constructions of “can-do” girlhood:  

Can-do girls are encouraged to delay childbearing until their careers are 

established but not to renounce motherhood altogether […] These measures are 

increasingly related to the disciplining of the bodies of privileged young women. 

(Harris 23) 

 

Bella has obviously internalized these kinds of discourses girlhood as she worries about 

the perception of her as an “at-risk” girl:  

The panic over teen motherhood is a prime example of the regulatory focus on a 

disordered pattern of consumption and the personalizing of failure. […] Even if 

planned (and sometimes especially if it is planned), it is always read as a mistake. 

[…] It is the most prominent example of the dire consequences that will befall 

them if young women fail to plan properly and indulge in disordered leisure 

(Harris 30) 

 

In this way, we might read melodramatic nightmares as a validation of Bella’s anxiety in 

response to such social pressures. This representation further demonstrates how neo-

Victorian melodrama critiques contemporary social expectations of girlhood by 

confirming girls’ frustration with them.  

Moreover, just as the baby in Jane’s anxious dreams in Breaking Dawn may 

suggest angst about actual motherhood or the uncertainty such a change represents, 

Bella’s angst about aging is apparent in dreams earlier in the series. The saga’s second 

novel foregrounds the concept of nightmarish dreams in both its preface and in the first 

chapter’s opening line, “I was ninety-nine point nine percent sure I was dreaming” 

(Meyer, New Moon 3). Bella’s dream begins in an idyllic meadow setting, the secret spot 



 266 

in which she and Edward share the intimate revelations in Twilight. Although she 

believes she is introducing her grandmother to Edward, Bella soon realizes her mistake: 

With a dizzying jolt, my dream abruptly became a nightmare. There was no Gran. 

That was me. Me in the mirror. Me—ancient, creased, and withered. Edward 

stood beside me, casting no reflection, excruciatingly lovely and forever 

seventeen. He pressed his icy, perfect lips against my wasted cheek. (Meyer, New 

Moon 4) 

 

Once again, Bella’s dream brings up the notion of a maternal figure as a source of angst. 

And as New Moon begins with Bella’s eighteenth birthday, this dream clearly articulates 

her anxiety about aging past Edward’s perpetually seventeen-year-old state.  

Consistent with the melodramatic impulse evident in Jane Eyre, Bella’s inability 

to recognize herself speaks to her sense of being trapped by her own humanity. Since 

Edward refuses to change Bella into a vampire at the end of Twilight, her dream 

represents the silencing she feels in relation to that choice. The nightmare also overtly 

reflects Bella’s self-consciousness and fear about Edward continuing to love her as she 

ages. Moreover, the dream reflects her anxiety over what she perceives as an unequal 

match between absolutes: Edward’s vampiric splendor in looks and strength versus her 

ordinary human frailty. In this case, Bella, not Edward, is the monster; while Bella has 

always acknowledged what she perceives as awkward clumsiness, here her aged human 

body becomes monstrous. 

Likely a point of identification for many girl readers, the vampire’s immortality 

places the very real prospect of aging in perspective. Bella’s desire to turn vampire so she 

cannot age past Edward’s age, seventeen, might be viewed as a metaphorical expression 

of a fear of the unknown presented by the aging process. This fear, however, may also 
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speak to the precarious social capital that the dominant culture grants youth.
 
As Roberta 

Seelinger Trites notes, adolescents “occupy an uncomfortable liminal space in America,” 

since that society at once privileges the young through the exaltation of youthful beauty 

and adolescents’ consumer potential while diminishing adolescent agency, especially 

through the “objectification of the teenage body” (xi). Furthermore, this situation is 

exacerbated for girls, given postfeminism’s continual obsession with girlishness and 

youth as goals for which adult women should strive when working on “the self as a 

project” (Tasker and Negra 21). Bella’s anxiety, then, reflects a real problem for girls: 

what do we make of postfeminism’s consequences for girls, who are told women’s power 

and agency relies on youthfulness, which an impossible reality to maintain? The Twilight 

Saga’s depiction of its protagonist’s real and nearly debilitating anxiety about aging is a 

melodramatic impulse that answers that question. Bella’s nightmares poignantly 

accentuate the angst produced by a youth and beauty-obsessed culture; the extremism of 

melodramatic conventions may thus function as broader social critique. As such, here is 

another example of neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical ability to critique social 

constructions of girlhood by calling attention to excess through a girl’s dreams, whose 

accompanying feelings are validated. 

Female Villainy: Sympathy for the Devil 

While I have addressed villainy’s motoring of the plot in terms of melodramatic 

narrative structure, the legacy of nineteenth-century female villains in neo-Victorian 

melodrama deserves further exploration. While male villains were certainly present in the 

nineteenth century and male villainy continues to operate in the saga, female villains 
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occupy a special place in a female coming-of-age narrative because they serve as foils to 

the sympathetic protagonist. As Tania Modleski explains, “The villainess embodies the 

‘split-off fury’ which, in the words of Dorothy Dinnerstein, is the ‘underside of the ‘truly 

feminine’ women’s monstrously overdeveloped talent for unreciprocated empathy’” 

(Loving cxix). The legacy of nineteenth-century female villainy as more unpredictable 

and out of control, evidenced by Bertha Mason, continues in the Twilight Saga, especially 

through James’s partner Victoria. Furthermore, understanding how such negative 

depictions can encourage readings that take pleasure in calculating wickedness and that 

sympathize with its origins suggests a rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama 

that also plays out in fangirls’ discourse (see Chapter 5). Even though the descriptions 

and actions of female villains are filtered through Jane’s and Bella’s unforgiving points 

of view, this does not prohibit the reader from imagining a different subject position. 

Indeed, this alternate subject position can also be read as another position for the 

narrators. 

Villainy’s ever-present and intensifying intrusiveness characterizes neo-Victorian 

melodrama. And as the discussion of narrative structure reveals, Bertha Mason, is 

rendered an Other, a “foul German [….] Vampyre,” by Jane’s own narration (Brontë 

284). Bertha’s attempts to wreak havoc on Thornfield—from setting fire to Rochester’s 

bed to ruining Jane’s wedding veil to eventually burning the place down—speaks to her 

cunning and planned malevolence. The text situates this nastiness as even more 

objectionable considering Bertha’s earlier infidelity before the full onset of her madness, 

which Rochester believes necessitates her attic confinement. Sympathetic readings of 
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female villains in melodramatic texts work to appreciate the origins of their rage. Jean 

Rhys’s 1996 novel, Wide Sargosso Sea, offers a prequel to Jane Eyre and also accounts 

for white patriarchy’s complicity in Bertha’s madness. Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan 

Gubar have suggested considering Bertha’s anger and treachery as expressions of 

supreme frustration with patriarchy, which denies women’s agency. In fact, 

understanding Bertha’s role as a double for Jane involves reading Bertha as the 

expression that Jane denies:  

Bertha has functioned as Jane’s dark double throughout the governess’s stay at 

Thornfield. Specifically, every one of Bertha’s appearances—or, more accurately, 

her manifestations—has been associated with an experience (or repression) of 

anger on Jane’s part. Jane’s feelings of ‘hunger, rebellion, and rage’ on the 

battlements, for instance were accompanied by Bertha’s ‘low, slow ha! ha!’ and 

‘eccentric murmurs.’ […] Jane’s disguised hostility to Rochester, summarized in 

her terrifying prediction to herself that ‘you shall, yourself, pluck out your right 

eye; youself cut off your right hand […] comes strangely true through the 

intervention of Bertha, whose melodramatic death causes Rochester to lose both 

eye and hand. (Gilbert and Gubar 360) 

 

Realizing that female villains offer an important counterpoint to female heroines is 

necessary for an appreciation of how neo-Victorian melodrama upholds nineteenth-

century conventions. While Bella’s desires might be thwarted, devouring impulses are 

granted full reign in the representation of female villains like Victoria.  

Also worth noting here is a female villain’s certifiable insanity, a recurring motif 

following Jane Eyre in subsequent Victorian sensation fiction turned stage melodrama. 

Especially in Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret (1862), female villains 

were censured with confinement after evil deeds, which include sexual impropriety. Lady 

Audley, after all, is a bigamist and a murderer. Yet these evil deeds also function as a 
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source of pleasure for female readers, who, as Modleski claims, may love to hate the 

villain while appreciating her rebellious agency (“Search” 16). Modleski’s 1979 analysis 

recognizes how this audience reaction continues to account for the appeal of conniving 

women in soap operas, citing Elaine Showalter’s explanation:  

The brilliance of Lady Audley’s Secret is that Braddon makes her would-be 

murderess the fragile blond angel of domestic realism. ... . The dangerous woman 

is not the rebel or the blue-stocking, but the ‘pretty little girl’ whose 

indoctrination in the female role has taught her secrecy and deceitfulness, almost 

as secondary sex characteristics. (qtd. in Modleski, “Search” 16) 

 

From this explanation, Modleski concludes: “the villainess is able to transform traditional 

feminine weaknesses into the sources of her strength” (“Search” 16). As such, female 

villains offered nineteenth-century readers, especially girls and women who took pleasure 

in villainy’s subversion, with a liberatory reading experience. 

Acting as doubles for good girls through the performance of treacherous deeds, 

the bad-girl female villainesses in neo-Victorian melodrama offer girl readers a liberatory 

reading experience. In the saga, rage drives the vampire Victoria, who is committed to 

avenging her “mate” James’s death; she is unrelenting in her vengeance and scheming to 

murder Bella. Victoria’s unconfined sexuality and her murderous tendencies align her 

with portrayals of wicked females in nineteenth-century melodramatic texts, such as 

Bertha Mason and Lady Audley. While Victoria’s vampiric cruelty and sexual experience 

might correlate with Bertha’s qualities, the Twilight villain’s controlled, calculated efforts 

resemble Lady Audley’s:  

An even more overt example of rebellion was Lady Audley's Secret (1862) [...]. 

Lucy Graham marries Lord Audley after her first husband runs away; when he 

unexpectedly returns, she pushes him down a well. She never pretends to love 
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Lord Audley but coolly goes about securing her own position within his family 

and the community. (Vicinus 134) 

 

Indeed, after Victoria’s solitary maneuvers to kill Bella in Forks prove unsuccessful (due 

to Jacob and his werewolf gang in New Moon), she redoubles her efforts, planning a more 

complicated attack by creating an army of newborn vampires in Eclipse. Her creation of 

more vampires, akin to breeding, recalls a similar use of “feminine” resources, 

solidifying her unchecked sexuality; like Lady Audley she uses specifically feminine 

resources to subvert the Cullen family, the model of vampiric restraint and control.  

The neo-Victorian melodramatic structure is, then, driven by an escalation of evil 

forces, often in the form of villainous females as the saga goes on. Another calculating 

female vampire, Jane Volturi, also enjoys dishing out punishing pain with her mind 

power; this Jane becomes another constant threat beginning in the final chapters of New 

Moon and lasting until the very end of the series in Breaking Dawn. Readings that enjoy, 

appreciate, and perhaps even sympathize with female villains like Victoria and Jane 

Volturi are wholly possible, as readers of Twilight cited in Chapter 5 will show.  

As a rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama, pleasure in reading about 

female characters’ anger and agency bear consideration. While Bella’s desire for physical 

intimacy with Edward is unsatisfied, continual references to James as Victoria’s “mate” 

make clear the sexual nature of their relationship. As such, Victoria provides a 

meaningful foil to (or double for) Bella, whose constrictive circumstances make it 

difficult for her to effect change in her own life. She cannot have sex with Edward, who 

also refuses to turn her into a vampire, so she does not have the supernatural strength to 
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fight off villains as do her undead and werewolf friends. Obviously, one could view 

Victoria’s demise in line with the disciplining that usually happens to “bad” girls, 

especially in horror films. But even though Victoria is ultimately sanctioned when 

Edward kills her in Eclipse (just as Lady Audley is relegated to a mental institution and 

Bertha falls to her death), this does not prohibit readings that take pleasure in reading 

about the extremism of her thirsty appetite—for sex, for blood, and for Bella throughout 

many pages of the novel.  

Suffering and Separation 

To this point, all of the melodramatic conventions I have outlined lead to or 

predict moments of intense suffering, facilitated by characters’ separations. Jane’s and 

Bella’s dreams, which suggest barriers to their romantic relationships, foresee subsequent 

suffering. Rochester’s and Edward’s expressive discourses, which regularly highlight 

their suffering, also bring forth a consideration of this feature as another characteristic of 

the melodramatic mode. Booth asserts that “One of the rules is that the hero and heroine 

must suffer distress, persecution, and separation, and that their suffering must continue 

unabated till a few moments before the final curtain, when they emerge happy and 

united” (Hiss 10). This rule remains as true in neo-Victorian melodrama today as it did 

for the nineteenth-century Jane Eyre; suffering validates the gravity of affect associated 

with certain coming-of-age experiences.  

Rochester’s exposure of his secret aligns Jane Eyre with melodrama, but so does 

the suffering experienced by both Jane and Rochester, especially during the latter part of 

the novel. Certainly, throughout the novel Jane has suffered in various measures of 
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intensity, particularly as a child at the hands of the Reeds and at her boarding school 

when Helen dies. Later, at the beginning of her Thornfield stay, she is frequently 

frustrated by Rochester’s contradictory actions: “He was moody, too; unaccountably so: I 

more than once, when sent for to read to him, found him sitting in his library alone, with 

his head bent on his folded arms; and, when he looked up, a morose malignant scowl, 

blackened his features” (Brontë 146). Her anxiety about Rochester’s mixed signals 

culminates in a dismissal of her worthiness through self-abuse and chastisement when she 

learns of a Rochester’s rumored interest in another woman: “That a greater fool than Jane 

Eyre had never breathed the breath of life: that a more fantastic idiot had never surfeited 

herself on sweet lies, and swallowed poison as if it were nectar” (160). The distress that 

thus encumbers Jane further illustrates interior melodrama since, as a first-person 

narrator, she negotiates this suffering within the setting of her own psyche. 

Although Rochester reveals his affection for Jane through a marriage proposal, 

temporarily allaying her anguish, the couple is doomed to commence suffering for many 

of the remaining pages of the novel. In accordance with Booth’s observation, both Jane 

and Rochester suffer separately once Jane resolves to leave Thornfield (after the thwarted 

wedding and aforementioned library scene). She wanders the moors for days and is 

physically and mentally exhausted once she reaches a town, whose inhabitants rebuke her 

meager requests for morsels of bread. Jane does recover outwardly through the 

benevolent assistance of a family (who turn out to be another set of cousins), the 

acquisition of a teaching position, and later a substantial inheritance. Inwardly, however, 

she still yearns for Rochester, who actually had anticipated that very misery prior to her 
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departure from Thornfield: “‘remember, you leave me here in anguish. Go up to your 

own room; think over all I have said, and, Jane, cast a glance at my sufferings—think of 

me’” (Brontë 318). In Jane’s absence, Rochester suffers a dramatic plentitude of loss; 

Bertha sets fire to Thornfield, and during the destructive blaze his unsuccessful efforts to 

save her result in his loss of a hand as well as his vision.  

Throughout the Twilight Saga, Bella and Edward also experience periods of 

separate and parallel suffering prior to happy reunions at the conclusions of each of the 

four novels. Perhaps the most poignant representation of suffering, referenced by the 

Twilight-fan responses in the next chapter, occurs when Edward leaves Bella at the 

beginning of New Moon. Intriguingly, both Jane and Bella enclose themselves within 

their bedrooms and then describe the crush of grief in water and burial imagery. When 

she learns that Rochester is already married, Jane confesses:  

My eyes were covered and closed: eddying darkness seemed to swim round me… 

I lay faint; longing to be dead…. That bitter hour cannot be described: in truth, 

“the waters came into my soul; I sank in deep mire: I felt no standing; I came into 

deep waters; the floods overflowed me.” (Brontë 296) 

 

Bella’s narration presents her sorrow with similarly crushing and melodramatic 

exaggerated diction that also longs for a loss of consciousness:  

I hoped that I was fainting, but, to my disappointment, I didn’t lose 

consciousness. The waves of pain that had only lapped at me before now reared 

high up and washed over my head, pulling me under. I did not resurface. (Meyer, 

New Moon 84) 

 

These selections are so similar that one wonders if Meyer intentionally constructed her 

text with Jane Eyre in mind.  
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Just as Jane’s expressive passage appears at the end of volume two, Bella’s 

descent into grief marks a temporary end to her narration, since the text of the following 

four pages only includes the individual names of months (October through January) to 

signify her complete loss of voice. Bella’s silence is furthermore characteristic of the 

melodrama, which is marked by expression, as Brooks explains: “Mutes correspond first 

of all to a repeated use of extreme physical conditions to represent extreme moral and 

emotional conditions” (57). Additionally, the literal space structurally produced in the 

texts provides an exaggerated pause for readers to grieve with the heroines before they 

resurface to resume narration. These melodramatic maneuvers are essential for 

positioning the reader to empathize with their suffering.  

Furthermore, neo-Victorian melodrama upholds the legacy of nineteenth-century 

melodrama’s capacity to confirm the weight of everyday experiences:  

the melodramas that matter most convince us that the dramaturgy of excess and 

overstatement corresponds to and evokes confrontations and choices that are of 

heightened importance, because in them we put our lives—however trivial and 

constricted—on the line. (Brooks ix) 

 

In Bella’s case, such extreme desolation and depression takes seriously the affect 

associated with an often trivialized coming-of-age experience: a teen relationship’s break 

up. Confirming the gravity of her heartbreak, those blank pages authorize her lengthy 

mourning. Importantly, Bella, like Jane Eyre, resumes narration, which mirrors her 

discernment a way to go on living without her love:  

And yet, I found I could survive. I was alert, I felt the pain—the aching loss that 

radiated out from my chest, sending wracking waves of hurt through my limbs 

and head—but it was manageable. I could live through it. It didn’t’ feel like the 



 276 

pain had weakened over time, rather that I’d grown strong enough to bear it. 

(Meyer, New Moon 118) 

 

Thus, both Jane Eyre and the saga take seriously the female narrators’ devastation before 

illustrating their agential efforts to survive, melodramatic moves that legitimize the 

process of loss and associated pain. As a rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian 

melodrama, Bella’s resumption of speech further encourages survival through the sharing 

of personal experiences. This discursive therapy is facilitated by the narrator’s disclosure 

to the (girl) reader, with whom she has already established intimacy, and is a vital 

rhetorical function of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture.  

While Bella suffers at home in Forks and readers are privy only to her experiences 

throughout New Moon, they later learn that Edward grieves abroad and that his absence 

was inspired by his moral convictions about upholding Bella’s soul-endowed humanity. 

Booth’s explanation is once again relevant when thinking about Edward’s absence in 

New Moon, throughout which Bella negotiates Victoria’s pursuit without his help:  

The heroine comes in for more persecution than the hero, especially as possession 

of her is frequently the villain’s main object. In fact the hero is often of little use 

to her, either being in prison, or across the sea, or tied up in a cave, or without a 

weapon at inconvenient times. (Hiss 10) 

 

Thus, Edward’s attempts to track Victoria in an effort to prove his existence worthwhile 

are futile; Victoria is in Forks stalking Bella.  

Once again, separate suffering as a melodramatic convention offer insight to the 

saga’s representation of good and evil as moral feelings. The moral grounds that result in 

Edward’s disappearance from Forks indeed parallel the reasons for Jane’s departure from 

Thornfield. His devotion to Bella is so profound that when he learns of a funeral 
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occurring in Forks he takes extreme measures. In a classic Romeo and Juliet scenario, to 

which the novel makes explicit reference, Edward believes that Bella is dead. In an over-

the-top move indicative of nineteenth-century melodrama, the vampire attempts to end 

his own life by exposing his supernaturally sparkly skin in public in order to provoke the 

Volturi, an evil coven of Italian vampires, to kill him. Although Bella does arrive in time 

to thwart Edward’s full revelation, he still incurs the wrath of the Volturi, who torture 

him before releasing Edward, Bella, and Edward’s sister, Alice. By provoking the 

Volturi, who demand Bella’s conversion to vampirism as a condition of release, these 

extreme melodramatic moves set in motion an inevitable outcome for the series, offering 

readers a glimpse of the ending. In this way, neo-Victorian melodrama promises the same 

happy ending that nineteenth-century readers would have hoped for Jane Eyre to 

achieve—and that Victorian audiences would have expected from their novels and plays 

at large. 

Crying (and Tears’ Denial) 

One might expect Jane and Bella to cry immediately after they suffer their most 

crushing losses, the interrupted wedding for Jane and Edward’s breakup for Bella. But 

following these events, Jane and Bella exhibit a kind of stoicism. Their isolated, empty 

muteness, accentuated by the lack of tears in these cases, is perhaps even more tear-

inducing for the reader. After Jane shuts herself in her room for days, Rochester observes:  

You come out at last […] Well, I have been waiting for you long, and listening: 

yet not one movement have I heard, nor one sob: five minutes more of that death-

like hush, and I should have forced the lock like a burglar. So you shun me?—you 

shut yourself up and grieve alone! I would rather you had come and upbraided me 

with vehemence. You are passionate. I expected a scene of some kind. I was 
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prepared for the hot rain of tears; only I wanted them to be shed on my breast: 

now a senseless floor has received them, or your drenched handkerchief. But I err: 

you have not wept at all! I see a white cheek and a faded eye, but no trace of tears. 

I suppose, then, your heart has been weeping blood? (Brontë 298) 

 

The notion of the heart’s interior pain is upheld in New Moon; Bella’s post-breakup 

suffering is accompanied by her nearly involuntary nighttime screaming.  

The representation of the heroine’s emotional life has specific roots in nineteenth-

century melodrama, as Booth illustrates in his analysis of Mrs. Henry Wood’s East Lynne 

(1861): “The meaning of East Lynne is contained in the emotional life and suffering of 

Lady Isabel. The suffering heroine is a melodramatic archetype” (Theatre 160). However, 

hysterical reactions, like screaming as well as crying, are melodrama’s often disparaged 

excessive, correlating affective responses. Historically, hysteria’s dismissive association 

with the feminine has furthered denigrating opinions about melodrama—even though this 

kind of excessive affect often functions as a powerful point of appeal for readers. Crying 

is, then, one of melodrama’s ultimate affective responses, accentuating the notion of 

suffering as well as all of the excess that totalizes the melodramatic experience. Realizing 

how crying functions in Jane Eyre and Twilight demonstrates how both narrators’ tears 

speak to their insecurities and self-loathing. Further, the melodramatic convention gives 

voice to frustration with restrictive social conditions, becoming a source of affective 

agency for the narrators and encouraging empathy—and social awareness—from girl 

readers.  

Twilight’s author, Meyer, overstates Jane Eyre’s stoicism in her comparison of 

Jane and Bella. Brontë’s narrator does emote powerful feelings expressed as tears 
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throughout the entire novel. As a child, Jane cries a variety of times in response to her 

aunt’s, cousins’, and schoolmaster’s ill treatment—although they are usually “secret 

tears” (Brontë 60) wiped away before punishing and cruel adults can notice. When she is 

unjustly penalized in the frightening and possibly haunted red-room, Jane silences her 

initial, tearful reaction: “I wiped my tears and hushed my sobs, fearful lest any sign of 

violent grief might waken a preternatural voice to comfort me, or elicit from the gloom 

some haloed face, bending over me with strange pity” (17). Later, while at Lowood 

Institution, a school with unhealthy and dangerous living conditions for its girl students, 

Jane cries: “While I tried to devour my tears, a fit of coughing seized Helen,” who dies 

soon after (81). With Helen, whose death is both a personal loss for Jane and evidence of 

the school’s horrific treatment of girls, Jane is not totally successful in her efforts to cease 

crying, a telling situation about girls, friendship, and tears. In this case with Helen, Jane 

does not have to dismiss her tears. These circumstances both illustrate crying’s 

importance in girls’ intimacy and begin to prove Vicinus’s thesis: nineteenth-century 

melodrama functions “as a psychological touchstone for the powerless, for those who felt 

themselves to be ‘the helpless and unfriended’” (128). Indeed, as an adult, Jane’s tears 

continue to respond to social injustice, especially related to girls and women. 

In all of the cases of the narrator’s crying as a child, Jane’s girlhood tears belie a 

powerful affective response to unjust social conditions for children in nineteenth-century 

domestic and educational realms. As a young adult, Jane continues to relate her tearful 

responses to hurtful circumstances, especially when she feels unloved, a reaction that 

confirms the validity of her tears as a child. Further, Jane’s tears continue to highlight 
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restrictive social conditions for young females without social status or economic security. 

When Jane finally confesses her affection for Rochester, she does so through a stream of 

tears. Rochester carries on with his ruse about marrying Blanche and this results in such 

emotional distress for Jane that she admits it is the prospect of being away from 

Rochester that is the source of her sadness: “I said this almost involuntarily, and, with as 

little sanction of free will, my tears gushed out. I did not cry so as to be heard, however; I 

avoided sobbing” (Brontë 251). When Rochester feigns incredulousness at Jane’s 

revelation, she is “roused to something like passion” and protests openly to Rochester 

(and the reader): 

Do you think I can stay to become nothing to you? Do you think I am an 

automaton? – a machine without feelings? and can bear to have my morsel of 

bread snatched from my lips, and my drop of living water dashed from your cup? 

Do you think, because I am poor, obscure, plain, and little, I am soulless and 

heartless? – You think wrong! – I have as much soul as you, –and full as much 

heart! And if God had gifted me with some beauty, and much wealth, I should 

have made it as hard for you to leave me, as it is now for me to leave you. (253) 

 

This retort clearly underlines the social conditions that confine Jane: she lacks all of the 

social capital—beauty, class, family connections—that could facilitate a marriage with 

Rochester. Instead she asserts equality on the basis of shared humanity: “‘I am not talking 

to you now through the medium of custom, conventionalities, nor even of mortal flesh: –

it is my spirit that addresses your spirit; just as if both had passed through the grave, and 

we stood at God’s feet, equal—as we are!’” (253). And, although Jane has assured the 

reader that her tears are once again silent ones, they continue through the lengthy 

exchange between Jane and Rochester—even when he begins to try to convince her he 

actually does love her.  
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Tears function not only to underscore Jane’s frustration at social conditions 

restricting her agency, but also to accentuate the notion of a sexual awakening. Jane 

releases tears just prior to the couple’s romantic intimacy; Rochester entreats Jane to “be 

still” because she is “over-excited” and she observes: “The nightingale’s song was then 

the only voice of the hour: in listening to it, I again wept” (Brontë 254). At long last, after 

toying with Jane’s emotions, Rochester makes clear his intentions to marry Jane, not 

Blanche. Upon suddenly sharing declarations of commitment in a passionate physical 

embrace, “The rain rushed down” (256). This water imagery serves to underscore the 

drenching, saturating quality of Jane’s emotion in the context of this romantic intimacy. 

In the very next chapter, Jane notes how she cries in response to Mrs. Fairfax’s “coldness 

and scepticism”: “tears rose to my eyes” (265). Finally, after she realizes she must leave 

Rochester, Jane once again cries, marking her decision to leave:  

I had been struggling with tears for some time: I had taken great pains to repress 

them, because I knew he would not like to see me weep. Now, however, I 

considered it well to let them flow as freely and as long as they liked. If the flood 

annoyed him, so much the better. So I gave way and cried heartily. (302) 

 

Solidifying empathy for the uniqueness of her situation, Jane even acknowledges tears’ 

excess as she turns to the reader:  

Gentle reader, may you never feel what I then felt! May your eyes never shed 

such stormy, scalding, heart-wrung tears as poured from mine. May you never 

appeal to Heaven in prayers so hopeless and so agonised as in that hour left my 

lips; for never may you, like me, dread to be the instrument of evil to what you 

wholly love. (322) 
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As a melodramatic convention, tears punctuate Jane’s characteristic insecurity as well as 

her affective agency, encouraging empathy and understanding from the reader, who is 

positioned to comprehend her torment when she leaves Thornfield. 

Later in the novel, Jane’s tears do again appear as another prelude to a marriage 

proposal. Once more highlighting her insecurity, Jane cries upon realizing that Mrs. 

Fairfax has not returned her correspondence. She has made a new life amongst her 

cousins and through her teaching position, also appreciating new economic security from 

inheritance. But Jane remains unsure of Rochester’s livelihood:  

The bitter check had wrung from me some tears; and now, as I sat poring over the 

crabbed characters and flourishing tropes of an Indian scribe, my eyes filled 

again. St. John called me to his side to read; in attempting to do this my voice 

failed me: words were lost in sobs. […] My companion expressed no surprise at 

this emotion, nor did he question me as to its cause; he only said— “We will wait 

a few minutes, Jane, till you are more composed.” (Brontë 400) 

 

St. John’s reaction to Jane’s tears starkly contrast with Rochester’s entreaties for her to 

calm down, illustrating the stark difference between the master of Thornfield and the 

dispassionate clergyman who asks Jane to marry him as a platonic partner for missionary 

work. St. John has previously elicited tears from Jane when he inquires about her past 

(346) and she worries about him noticing tears when he inquires about her living and 

working conditions (360). Thus, although Jane recognizes St. John’s beautiful features 

and takes seriously his offer of marriage, her tears function as a precursor to her decision 

to return to Thornfield to locate Rochester. Thus, when isolated as a melodramatic 

convention, crying functions to underpin Jane’s agency. 
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Just as Jane’s tears illustrate her powerful feelings of insecurity and self-

loathing—while also underscoring her sexual awakening and affective agency— Bella’s 

tears function in similar ways. In addition, Jane Eyre suggests that crying is a rhetorical 

practice that facilitates intimacy between girls, a message upheld in the saga. Neo-

Victorian melodrama continues to use crying to accentuate girls’ responses to stress and 

frustration and thereby validates an emotional response for which girls are so often 

ridiculed. Moreover, both narrators’ tears reflect frustration with romantic conflicts, 

which underscore constrictive social conditions. And almost in the same way that Jane 

permits her tears to flow with Helen and Rochester, Bella shares her tears with both the 

reader and Edward, suggesting tears’ function in enhancing intimacy.  

In earlier novels, Bella shares the kind of shame Jane relates about her tears. In 

Twilight, Bella cries in her bedroom (confessing tears to the reader just as Jane does) 

when she anticipates the transition between schools. Later on, after Edward encourages 

Bella yet again to stay away from him, he notices Bella’s tears and seems “appalled” 

(Meyer, Twilight 190). She confesses to the reader: “I hadn’t realized the moisture in my 

eyes had brimmed over. I quickly rubbed my hand across my cheek, and sure enough, 

traitor tears were there, betraying me” (190). Situating tears as a betrayal of her interior 

stress may appeal to girls who also recognize tears consequences and association with 

weakness. Bella thus maintains a perspective Jane also espouses: she is embarrassed by 

crying. Despite this embarrassment—or perhaps because of it—crying also positions the 

girl reader alongside the protagonist. This says something powerful about tears similar 

social significance for girls in the nineteenth and twenty-first centuries. In addition, 
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Bella’s tears cause Edward to take Bella’s reaction seriously, in the same way that 

Rochester responds to Jane crying. As such, tears function again as affective agency.  

Eclipse offers an even more exaggerated depiction of the narrator crying. Indeed, 

Bella’s awareness about her tears—and time spent confessing their embarrassing but 

unavoidable presence to the reader—reifies neo-Victorian melodrama’s awareness of its 

excess. This excess helps reveals the mode’s rhetorical capacity to critique social 

constructions of girlhood. When Bella asks Jacob, “How can we be friends, when we 

love each other like this?” and realizes the reality of that question’s consequences, Bella 

struggles with tears: “I clenched by teeth together, glad he wasn’t looking at my face, 

fighting against the sobs that threatened to overtake me again. I needed to be strong, and I 

had no idea how …” (597). After finishing that conversation with Jacob and determining 

the end of their romantic prospects, Bella is so overcome with crying that she cannot 

drive. Edward arrives to comfort her and internally she rebels, confessing the following 

only to the reader:  

At first it was worse. Because there was that smaller part of me—smaller, but 

getting louder and angrier every minute, screaming at the rest of me—that craved 

a different set of arms. So then there was fresh guilt to season the pain. He 

[Edward] didn’t say anything, he just let me sob. (606) 

 

Throughout the rest of the final chapter of Eclipse, Bella continues to battle tears. Just 

like Jane, Bella gains enough control to cry without sobbing: “There was just enough 

[strength] for me to quiet the sobs—hold them back but not end them. The tears didn’t 

slow. I couldn’t seem to find any handle to even begin to work with those” (606). Bella 

commences crying for the remainder of the night while Edward stays by her side, through 
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what she describes as “weeping” and episodes of “hysteria” (609). Finally coming to a 

solution by the end of the night, Bella realizes her tears have helped her “make the 

adjustments I needed to make” (609). Thus, Bella uses tears to arrive at “a measure of 

control,” which acknowledges the persistence of heartache for Jacob, but also reaffirms 

her choice (Edward). This speaks to the same kind of affective agency that Jane 

demonstrates. 

Bella’s tears might be read literally, as a consequence of her pain about hurting 

Jacob and losing a friendship. If we read this either/or choice literally, Bella’s 

overwhelming overflow of tears validates the loss she feels in relation to Jacob when she 

chooses Edward as a final romantic partner. In the same way that melodrama confirms 

the gravity of everyday experiences, Bella’s tears validate the emotional weight of an 

experience about friendship’s loss common to many adolescents.  

Yet another reading could view the tears as a reflection of frustration with her 

limited options: Edward or Jacob. Neo-Victorian melodrama’s excess, accentuated by 

Bella’s crying, encourages a reading that critiques contemporary pressures facing girls. 

Bella has presented herself with an either/or choice (Edward or Jacob), which can be read 

as another symbolic expression of her internalization of either/or discursive constructions 

of girlhood.
46

 Specifically, reading the male characters as choices speak to the “can-do” 

                                                 
46 Moruzi has also read the Edward/Jacob choice symbolically in light of postfeminism: “Edward and 

Jacob, as well as the communities with which they are associated, thus represent two different options for 

Bella. Her participation in the vampire community involves a transformation from human to vampire. […] 

It also presents Bella with the chance to develop the special skill that is suggested by her human form, her 

invulnerability to vampires. In contrast, Bella’s participation in continuity rather than transformation […] 

Although Jacob is a werewolf, he nonetheless represents the warmth of human relations that Bella must 

give up” (55).  
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and “at-risk” categories Harris has recognized. Bella fears falling into the at-risk category 

when she warns Edward that marrying right after high school looks like she is “some 

small-town hick who got knocked up by her boyfriend!” (Meyer, Eclipse 57). 

Paradoxically, the opportunities Edward offers represent the can-do track: he encourages 

college and travel, delayed vampire conversation (symbolizing marriage and 

procreation), and the promise of consumerism through vampire wealth. The option of 

marrying Jacob, however, represents the “at-risk” track: staying in Forks and likely no 

college, an early marriage and presence of children; their working-class way of living 

would not offer an income to enjoy the incredible luxuries of the Cullen undead lifestyle. 

Bella seems to realize this when her night of crying inspires a reflection: “I’d been wrong 

all along about the magnets. It had not been Edward and Jacob that I’d been trying to 

force together, it was the two parts of myself, Edward’s Bella and Jacob’s Bella. But they 

could not exist together, and I never should have tried” (608). While Moruzi interprets 

“Bella’s conscious choice” for Edward as evidence of “her as a postfeminist agent” (55), 

this conclusion misses the emphasis on the affect associated with Bella’s conclusion. 

Such an interpretation also does not explain the tremendous appeal of the series for girls. 

Bella has spent significant emotional energy debating the consequences of her choices—

and criticizing herself. Tears upon tears are shed; the lens of neo-Victorian melodrama 

forces us to pay attention to the significance of this excessive emotional energy as a 

major reason for Twilight’s popularity.  
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Without an awareness of neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical functions, it might 

be surprising that Bella always sees her options about Edward and Jacob in black and 

white terms considering the many options girls today supposedly have at their disposal. 

Bella never contemplates choosing neither boy. Seeing melodrama’s critical capacity, 

then, might suggest that saga comments on postfeminist girlhood: girls today are told 

they have many choices, but are their actual choices really closer to the kinds of choices 

girls have in the nineteenth century? To Jane’s choices between Rochester and St. John? 

Do girls feel that they have limited choices? Perhaps neo-Victorian melodrama’s use of 

crying offers a critique of postfeminism by validating Bella’s frustration— and the 

frustration girls may feel in relation to such contradictory messages. Bella’s tears, then, 

reflect a similar frustration with social expectations that Jane expresses in her nineteenth-

century narrative.  

Closure through Coupling 

In both Jane Eyre and the Twilight Saga, the pattern of separate suffering is 

punctuated by tears and other melodramatic impulses prior to a happily-ever-after. This 

culmination of definite closure is particularly available in the presentation of romantic, 

heterosexual couplings. While this is a common ending in popular Victorian arts and 

literature, melodrama takes coupling to the extreme: one happy twosome is not enough. 

Referring to nineteenth-century audiences, Booth justifies melodrama’s attractiveness:  

The popularity of melodrama is not difficult to understand. Presenting its public 

with a world of fulfilled dreams in contrast to a miserable monotonous reality in 

which virtue did not necessarily prosper, nor villainy suffer, melodrama nullified 

distress and danger by directing them to the ultimate happy ending. (Hiss 40) 
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Booth’s statement applies, of course, to Jane Eyre’s Victorian readers, but the same can 

be said for today’s girl readers of the Twilight Saga. Understanding the rhetorical 

functions of melodrama’s closure through romantic couplings helps reinforce the 

relationship between nineteenth-century audience’s expectations and those of many girl 

readers today.  

Consistent with the melodramatic mode, Jane Eyre draws its final curtain on the 

image of Jane and Rochester happily married. Jane again directs such glad ending to her 

audience: “Reader, I married him” (Brontë 448). In this concluding chapter, Jane further 

confides how “No woman was ever nearer to her mate than I am: ever more absolutely 

bone of his bone, and flesh of his flesh” (450). Enhancing the definition of marital bliss 

as the merging of bodies and minds is the birth of their child: “When his first-born was 

put into his arms, he could see that the boy had inherited his own eyes, as they once 

were—large, brilliant, and black” (451). Rochester’s redemption is solidified by the 

return of one of his eye’s sight. Finally, Jane’s marital bliss as buoyed by the domestic 

contentment of her female cousins: “My Edward and I, then, are happy: and the more so, 

because those we most love are happy likewise. Diana and Mary Rivers are both married: 

alternately, once every year, they come to see us, and we go to see them” (452). Other 

nineteenth-century works like Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret and Wood’s East Lynne 

also provide closure largely through final images of seemingly happy couples who are 

happy in each other’s company. In those works, melodramatic resolution depends on 

individuals in these couplings, who have previously been part of complicated romantic 

triangles with each other, situated in coupled contentment. 
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Neo-Victorian melodrama upholds the emphasis on marriage and couplings as a 

resolution for romantic entanglements and as markers of happy finality. The final 

coupling of Bella and Edward is solidified not only by their marriage, but also by the 

physical marital bliss that Bella’s vampire conversion makes possible. Indeed, the 

merging of their bodies is facilitated by fantastic vampire sex that contrasts with their 

former human-vampire efforts: “He was all new, a different person as our bodies tangled 

gracefully into one on the sand-pale floor. No caution, no restraint. No fear—especially 

not that. We could love together—both active participants now. Finally equals” (Meyer, 

Breaking 482). Like Jane, Bella recognizes equality as a condition for blissful physical 

intimacy. Further, just as Jane recognizes mental unity as a condition of marital 

closeness, in the final chapter of Breaking Dawn, Bella offers Edward the glimpse of her 

mind, the interiority that, to this point, only the reader had fully shared: “I pressed my 

hands to his face again, hefted the shield right out of my mind, and then started in where 

I’d left off—with the crystal clear-memory of the first night of my new life … lingering 

on the details” (754). And as in Jane Eyre, Bella and Edward’s domestic contentment is 

even more accentuated by their daughter, Renesmee, a vampire-human hybrid girl, the 

child whose existence shocks the supernatural world. 

Just as nineteenth-century melodramatic conclusions often pair off the losing 

party of romantic triangles, Jacob’s fate in love is similarly determined. Jacob imprints on 

the baby Renesmee. Imprinting, an uncontrollable werewolf practice, means that he will 

remain a devoted, brother-like friend until she wants more as a romantic partner. The 

promise of an eventual romantic pairing between Renesmee and Jacob, albeit 
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disconcerting to Bella (and likely many readers), squarely locates the saga’s final curtain 

within the melodramatic mode. Kathryn Kane’s critique has questioned the ideological 

implications of such pairings’ emphasis on heteronormativity. In addition, pairing a child, 

albeit one who ages in superspeed, flaunts the same taboos about age difference and 

romantic partnership with which Edward and Bella’s age difference flirts. Such 

sensationalism, however, is likely another point of appeal. The narrative closure such a 

coupling grants is indeed consistent with melodramatic impulses present in the endings of 

nineteenth-century works. In this way, Jacob’s heartache is finally alleviated since he gets 

the next best thing to Bella—her daughter. 

After realizing that the saga’s final conclusion conforms to nineteenth-century 

melodramatic conventions available in Jane Eyre, these outcomes should not be startling; 

they are consistent with the melodramatic mode. Marriage and children are conditions of 

happiness because they reinforce the vanquishing of evil and suffering, which melodrama 

takes extensive pains to depict. Thus, at the end of Breaking Dawn, evil is precisely in its 

place as the Volturi have been thwarted once and for all—just as Bertha falls to her 

definite death. If the melodramatic mode pervades popular American media to the degree 

that Christine Gledhill and Linda Williams suggest, these outcomes are to be anticipated 

in the fundamental mode of modernity. Expecting these happy endings is not simply a 

point of appeal for many of the fangirls whom I will discuss in the next chapter. These 

readers’ responses indicate that their real, personal reactions (such as crying or physically 

hurting along with Bella’s heartbreak in New Moon) were assuaged primarily by the very 

promise of such a conclusion, which sustained their continued engagement with the saga. 
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 One rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama’s final coupling, then, 

relates to a satisfying conclusion. The pleasure in a fulfilling ending in which pain ceases 

cannot be underrated given melodrama’s capacity to side with the powerless. The hope 

that life will get better after suffering—or in spite of suffering—is a powerful rhetorical 

dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture.  

A variety of interpretations could explain the rhetorical dimensions of the saga’s 

last novel, but here I want to focus specifically on how neo-Victorian melodrama’s 

closure responds to discursive constructions of girlhood. Does the saga ultimately 

reinscribe itself as a postfeminist text and Bella as an agent of postfeminism, as Moruzi 

suggests? As a vampire, Bella certainly ends up living some of the goals of 

postfeminism: she will live forever, an adult woman in a perpetual state of exterior 

youthfulness. Bella’s vampire conversion has offered the ultimate, permanent makeover. 

This explanation might explain why many girl readers express dissatisfaction about 

Meyer’s ending, which, by rendering Bella a vampire, offers a resolution that is so over-

the-top that it cracks the semblance of reality to which the saga was already, at this point, 

hanging by threads. Perhaps these fantastical happy endings defy reality to such a degree 

that girl readers are obligated to reject them. While the endings are happy, they are also 

unbelievable as their particular kind of supernatural excess makes them impossible. 

Still, another interpretation illustrates an additional rhetorical dimension of neo-

Victorian melodrama in girl culture. Understanding it as mode aware of its own 

characteristic excess might explain the happy ending’s appeal through coupling. Perhaps 

this very unrealistic outcome—Bella as a vampire wife and mother—is a conclusion that 
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renders her neither a can-do girl nor an at-risk girl. This is a solution to discursive 

constructions of girlhood that plagued Bella, who has successfully defied the either/or 

construction of girlhood by entering into a neither/nor space. Bella’s early marriage and 

unplanned, early pregnancy certainly illustrate the “disordered” types of pleasure 

ascribed to the discourse of at-risk girlhood (Harris 28). And yet, Bella offers 

instrumental help in the model of can-do girlhood when she uses her mind shield to save 

her family and the other good vampires. Furthermore, Bella and Edward continue to 

negotiate and struggle in light of these conflicts, another possible metaphor for the 

problem of postfeminism: the assumption that equality has been achieved and that 

feminism (i.e., the struggle) is no longer necessary. Obviously, after Bella’s marriage to 

Edward equality has not be achieved and it is only at the very, very end of the novel in 

“Happily Ever After” that Bella and Edward finally find some equal ground when they 

share physical and mental intimacy like Jane and Rochester. But as I have emphasized 

throughout this chapter, the ongoingness of struggle and its correlating affect are to what 

melodrama forces us to pay attention and, I argue, reasons for the Twilight’s appeal. 

CONCLUSION: FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Once cataloged, the expressive discourse uttered by Jane and Rochester and 

Edward and Bella prior to their happy reunions might be described as excessive. Yet, 

over-the-top impulses, from music to revelations to suffering to crying, are necessary for 

the happy resolution offered by the melodrama; indeed, the narrative structure demands 

such finality. Worth repeating is the way Brooks relates the meaningful way in which 

melodrama speaks to the ordinary and the contemporary:  
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those melodramas that matter most to us convince us that the dramaturgy of 

excess and overstatement corresponds to and evokes confrontations and choices 

that are of heightened importance, because in them we put our lives—however 

trivial and constricted—on the line. (ix) 

 

Thus, the extensive and excessive—and sometimes tedious—nature of revelations, tears, 

and suffering endured prior to the couples’ respective final reunions not only serves to 

place their subsequent happiness in perspective, but also functions as a major point of 

appeal for girl audiences of melodrama. 

Realizing how neo-Victorian melodrama critiques contemporary social 

constructions of girlhood through the mode of excess has important consequences. 

Admittedly, an analysis that uses postfeminism as a critical apparatus would notice how 

the Twilight Saga reflects postfeminist media culture; Moruzi’s scholarly analysis does 

just that. However, using melodrama as the critical lens takes that kind of recognition one 

step further by understanding the saga’s appeal for contemporary girls. Recognizing the 

rhetorical functions of melodrama forces us to pay attention to the affect surrounding 

postfeminist conflicts facing girls; as such, theorizing neo-Victorian melodrama suggests 

over-the-top and exaggerated impulses actually critique social constructions of girlhood, 

just as they did in nineteenth-century melodrama illustrated in Jane Eyre. Indeed, this 

Jane Eyre connection enhances the critique, encouraging comparisons that question the 

legacy of the nineteenth-century in contemporary girlhood. 

The text calls forth girl readers not only because Bella is a coming-of-age girl, but 

also because the saga offers revelatory discourse that positions a reader alongside Bella’s 

interior view. Since Bella’s conflicts correspond to the kinds of everyday issues faced by 
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girls, they are in a position to empathize with a narrator in a text appealing to their 

experiences. Validating affective reactions, such as crying, confirm the gravity of those 

everyday experiences. While some might argue that such excessive affect constructs girls 

as weak, I have shown how tears are opportunities for affective agency. Because Bella is 

constantly aware of her exaggerated reactions, like suffering through muteness or crying, 

neo-Victorian melodrama not only enhances intimacy between girls but offers a critical 

perspective that appreciates girls’ emotional lives. 

Melodramatic conventions, such as a plot driven by villainy in order to delineate 

good and evil, and conventional impulses like music, expression, moral feelings, dreams, 

female villains, suffering, crying, and closure are perhaps predictable—but they are 

comforting. They also work together, bleeding into each other as impulses that 

collectively feed the melodramatic mode. My analysis, which sets out the formal 

characteristics of neo-Victorian melodrama in contemporary girl culture through a 

comparison of Brontë’s and Meyer’s novels only scratches the surface of truly discerning 

the rhetorical functions that define neo-Victorian melodrama in popular girl culture. 

Realizing that girls respond to these very melodramatic moments in fan discourse, which 

is characterized by excess and exaggeration, provides a more complete picture, which I 

offer in Chapter 5. Further, Chapter 6 interrogates how (or whether) neo-Victorian 

melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions are translated to the screen to position girls as 

audiences. 
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Chapter 5: “I cried”: The Rhetorical Dimensions of Neo-Victorian 

Melodrama in Fangirls’ Discourse 

INTRODUCTION 

On TwilightTEENS’s discussion forum, girls from all over the globe went online 

to talk about how they cried while reading Stephenie Meyer’s saga. Likewise, on 

thetwilightreader’s YouTube channel, another girl, Liza, posted videos she made, 

sometimes joking about her parents’ reactions to her intensity of feeling for the vampire 

romance. And the Bella Cullen Project, a band comprised of three girlfriends from Texas, 

channeled a similar kind of affective energy into writing and singing Twilight-inspired 

songs that were distributed in other online spaces. These “fangirls” all detailed affective 

reactions to—and pleasure in reading—the saga’s melodramatic impulses. Fangirls 

respond to precise melodramatic conventions such as the traumatic separation of first-

person narrator Bella Swan from the perpetually seventeen-year-old Edward Cullen and 

other melodramatic impulses that I detail in the previous chapter. But girls’ own 

discourse illustrates the kind of excess that characterizes the melodramatic mode. The 

purpose of this chapter is to explore such fangirl discourse through the lens of neo-

Victorian melodrama. 

Intriguingly, empathetic Twilight fan responses are comparable to reader 

sympathy with another pair of fictional lovers: first-person narrator Jane Eyre and the 

secretive, brooding Edward Rochester, who, like Edward Cullen, also happens to be 

ridden with guilt and in need of salvation only the heroine can supply. Sandra M. Gilbert 

offers a central insight into the appeal of Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847), explaining 
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how the novel challenged Victorian literary norms in part through the intensity of 

characters’ expressive discourse, a tenet of melodrama: 

Unlike most of her predecessors, too, [Brontë] endowed her main characters—

hero as well as heroine—with overwhelmingly powerful passions that aren’t 

always rational and often can’t be articulated in ordinary language. This sense of 

unspeakable depth or fiery interiority imbues both Rochester and Jane with a kind 

of mystery that has always been charismatic to readers. (357) 

 

Accounting for Jane Eyre’s sustained popularity, Gilbert identifies the main characters’ 

passionate feelings as part of the reason for female readers’ continued captivation with 

Brontë’s text (357). One cannot deny the phenomenal (and global) popularity of Meyer’s 

series for contemporary readers, particularly (though not limited to) Western girls and 

adult women, who may be compelled by textual qualities that mirror those in Jane Eyre, 

an argument I address in Chapter 4. While the Twilight and Jane Eyre readerships are not 

identical and cannot be regarded as one homogenous group, awareness of their 

sympathetic and empathetic reactions encourages us to consider both texts through the 

framework of nineteenth-century melodrama. Now that I have defined neo-Victorian 

melodrama through its rhetorical functions for girls by establishing connections between 

Brontë’s and Meyer’s texts, I can move to a consideration of how girls respond to and use 

the mode in their own fan-related arts and discourse. 

These observations point to a more specific question: How do girls articulate the 

appeal of the melodramatic mode? Attention to three communities of Twilight readers 

suggests that answering such a question relies on a consideration of melodrama in girls’ 

participation with other-initiated arts (in this case, with Meyer’s saga). Extreme fan 

reactions that tearfully, lyrically, and even playfully respond to occasions of exaggerated 
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suffering prior to a joyful reunion reveal how some contemporary girl readers are 

compelled by melodramatic conventions that previously appealed to Victorian audiences. 

Indeed, the very melodramatic impulses shared between Twilight and Jane Eyre, outlined 

in the previous chapter, are the ones to which the girl readers cited in this chapter are 

responding. Girls’ responses demonstrate how their own rhetorical practices are 

characterized by melodramatic exaggeration and affective excess, further illustrating neo-

Victorian melodrama’s pervasiveness in girl culture.  

My goals in this chapter illustrate a mixed-methods approach: generic rhetorical 

criticism of data collected through feminist critical ethnographic approaches, which I 

explain in Chapter 3. First, I am illustrating neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical 

dimensions in girl-generated girl culture by recognizing how girls respond to and use the 

melodramatic mode. In doing so, my analysis of this fieldwork proves that girl-made 

media challenges limiting adult-generated discourses about girls’ cultural participation. 

To be clear: it was upon ethnographic encounters with multiple online communities of 

Twilight fangirls that I realized that their activities offer evidence that counters limiting 

discourses of Twilight girl readers. I also realized that girls not only respond to 

melodrama, but also use the mode for certain rhetorical aims, which are similar to the 

novel’s melodramatic rhetorical dimensions. Clarifying my procedure reveals my 

reflexive process: conclusions arose from fieldwork rather than a deterministic effort to 

prove an ideological claim prior to that research. 

The chapter proceeds as follows. First, I explain my data set as a whole, offering a 

justification for the selection of three particular fangirl communities. Following, I explore 
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the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama in three online communities of 

girls: Twilight Teens,
47

 thetwilightreader, and the Bella Cullen Project. After considering 

each community as an individual fan culture, I will synthesize my findings to highlight 

recurrent rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl-generated culture. An 

analysis of girl-made media—including written discourse, videos, and songs—sheds light 

on the rhetorical nature of girls’ melodramatic fan discourse and, more broadly, girls’ 

rhetorical activities through popular culture. I conclude by situating my findings in line 

with feminist rhetorical critics’ theories of consciousness-raising and scholarship about 

girl culture. 

This chapter’s main findings about the rhetorical dimensions of melodrama in girl 

culture enhance and expand the findings of my previous chapter. By responding to 

melodramatic impulses in the saga, at the same time girls are calling upon the 

melodramatic mode to enhance intimacy and empathy between girls, validate affective 

responses to coming-of-age experiences, and even critique dominant constructions of 

girlhood. All of the examples I discuss illustrate how neo-Victorian melodrama—the 

inherited nineteenth-century melodramatic conventions shared with Jane Eyre—compels 

contemporary girls to read. In fact, melodrama’s black and white tendencies create a 

space for girls to negotiate meaning in affective, but analytical ways, especially through 

                                                 
47 Following word choice on the website, I use “TwilightTEENS” when I refer to the website, but the site’s 

participants are “Twilight Teens.” Throughout the several years of its operation, the website was 

inconsistent in its spelling and capitalization of those words. 
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media production distributed in online spaces. Such a finding is consistent with third-

wave feminist rhetorical critics’ conclusions about popular culture’s critical capacity.
48

 

In addition, Twilight fangirls’ melodramatic discourse, particularly in online 

spaces, proves how girls’ interpretive strategies disrupt sexist and ageist critiques about 

contemporary girls’ cultural participation. The fangirls’ voices I present in this chapter 

complicate and confound the three threads of Twilight criticism that deny girls’ intensity 

and complexity of emotional feeling as well as their cultural sophistication. I have 

outlined these threads in Chapter 1, but they bear repeating here: 1) fears of Twilight’s 

representation of girlhood as anti-feminist, offering dangerous role-models for girl 

readers,
49

 2) dismissals of the series as aesthetically wanting, which often demeans 

(young) females’ preferences for both melodrama and vampires;
50

 3) trivializations of 

girls’ emotional affect, a response intimately connected with melodrama. As I will show, 

fangirls’ rhetorical activities, often characterized by exaggeration and focused on 

                                                 
48 Contradictions especially provide room for agential negotiations with popular culture, a finding 

consistent with Valerie Renegar and Stacey Sowards’ argument in “Contradiction as Agency: Self-

Determination, Transcendence, and Counter-Imagination in Third Wave Feminism.” Renegar and Sowards 

articulate how contradictions function in conjunction with Third Wave feminism: “Choices in 

entertainment […] reflect an ability to accept, resist, and problematize the consumption of mass-mediated 

images” (12). Such a perspective permits room for such contradictions in pop culture because they 

ultimately make room for inventive possibilities: “When the artificial boundaries of consistency are 

revealed, contradictions emerge as powerful tools for creating new choices” (10). 

 
49 As Chapter 1 illustrates, one of the most limiting adult-generated discourses about Twilight is grounded 

in role-model criticism. Carrie Anne Platt’s scholarly analysis explores the saga’s contradictory 

representations of female sexuality and her conclusion exemplifies the problematic argument: “Bella is a 

troubling role model. Meyer has rendered her weak in both body and mind, giving her little to no agency 

when it comes to dealing with her physical attraction to Edward” (84). Based on a feminist perspective that 

values girls’ agency as cultural producers, particularly evidenced by fangirl-made media, in this chapter, I 

suggest the answer is no.  

 
50 As Chapter 1 argues, Stephen King is a the notable figure in the literary establishment who espouses this 

sexist, ageist view of girl readers (“Exclusive:”). 
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everyday realities facing girls, demonstrate how girls do not read Twilight for role models 

or because they are dupes. Instead, girls’ rhetorical practices reflect sophisticated 

engagements with thematic, formal issues related to melodrama, a finding that supports 

Holly Virginia Blackford’s research related to girl readers.
51

 Moreover, I demonstrate 

how girl respond to and use the melodramatic mode in active and agential ways, 

conclusions that wholly disrupt representations of these girls as simply hysterical. 

METHOD AND JUSTIFICATION FOR DATA SET: SELECTING THREE TWILIGHT FAN GIRL 

COMMUNITIES 

This chapter offers a rhetorical analysis of fangirls’ discourse, data collected as 

the result of ethnographic encounters with three different online communities of girls. In 

Chapter 3, I explain my approach to girls’ participation with other-initiated arts as one 

that relies on methods associated with feminist critical ethnography. As a result, in this 

chapter, I examine the rhetorical dimensions of melodramatic discourse available in three 

online communities of Twilight fangirls: 1) TwilightTEENS’s discussion forum; 2) videos 

and corresponding comment sections posted to thetwilightreader’s YouTube channel; 3) 

the albums, music videos, and, to a lesser extent, the social networking sites of the band, 

the Bella Cullen Project .While I will separately introduce each of these communities in 

forthcoming sections, here I establish commonalities to justify my focus on these 

particular fangirls participating in online spaces. I expand on the nature of girls’ 

participation in online spaces in Chapter 3 and throughout this chapter (especially in 

                                                 
51 Blackford’s ethnographic research finds that girls do not read fiction for role models, rather “[engaging] 

with theme and form over character” (13). 
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relation to ethnographic methodology later in this section), but worth mentioning up front 

is the idea of online spaces’ conduciveness for melodramatic performance. Social 

networking sites and other websites not only allow room and space for artistic and 

discursive expression; personal, interior experiences can be projected public. Online 

spaces also afford girls the chance to decide how public they want to become; adopting 

and constructing an online identity sometimes involves a sort of masking effort, as 

fangirls’ adopted screen names illustrate. The concept of masking speaks to exaggerated 

performances indicative of the melodramatic mode. 

Following this understanding of the online medium, I use the term “fangirls” to 

reinforce the way these girls position themselves as fans, promoting their discourse, 

media productions, and communities as Twilight specific and Twilight positive. While not 

every single girl participating in the various online spaces might call herself a “fangirl,” 

they all illustrate the behavior of fans as articulated by scholarship in reception studies. 

John Fiske’s description is apt: 

Being a fan involves active, enthusiastic, partisan, participatory engagement with 

the text. […] Fans are productive: Their fandom spurs them into producing their 

own texts. Such texts may be the walls of teenagers’ bedrooms, the way they 

dress, their hairstyles and makeup as they make of themselves walking indices of 

their social and cultural allegiances, participating actively and productively in the 

social circulation of meaning. (148).
52

  

Following Fiske’s suggestion, the fangirls cited in this chapter are also girls, many of 

whom are under the age of 18 and whose social positions as female youth and feminine 

adolescents reflect the definitions of “girl” that I offer in Chapter 1.  

                                                 
52 See Chapter 3 for a discussion of fandom in the context of ethnographic methods. 
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Understanding what motivates my research helps explain why and how I have 

selected TwilightTEENS, thetwilightreader, and the Bella Cullen Project for this chapter. 

To research the popularity of the Twilight phenomenon (and the vampire trend more 

broadly), I employ ethnographic methods to the study of girl culture. Immersing myself 

in all facets of the phenomenon requires not only reading the books and seeing the films, 

but also attending film premieres, book-party releases, observing online fan activity, and 

being attuned to critiques of Twilight coming from scholarly venues as well as popular 

news and entertainment sources. In light of what I was seeing as sexist and ageist 

discourses about Twilight’s girl fandom, I realized a critical ethnography, which I define 

in Chapter 3, of girls’ fan communities was necessary.  

Girls’ public offerings in online spaces reveal what girls themselves have (or had) 

to say about Twilight’s appeal. Critics tend to focus on fans who loved Twilight when 

they disparage girls’ preferences and cultural sophistication. Given this exigence and 

because I am also working to understand melodrama’s appeal, my research here reflects 

what girls say about their pro-Twilight fascination. Other scholars have gained fruitful 

insight into the rhetorical nature of Twilight anti-fandom activity,
53

 but these are not the 

fan communities inspiring fear from adults who worry about Bella as a role-model and 

about girls’ aesthetic tastes. This is not to say that girls who espouse a pro-Twilight stance 

are not analytical about the series they love. Indeed, as this chapter will show, girls’ 

                                                 
53 See Anne Gilbert’s “Between Twi-Hards and Twi-Haters: The Complicated Terrain of Online ‘Twilight’ 

Audience Communities” and Jessica Sheffield and Elyse Merlo’s “Biting Back: Twilight Anti-Fandom and 

the Rhetoric of Superiority.” 

 



 307 

sometimes-questioning stance is one of the important rhetorical dimensions of their use 

of the melodramatic mode.  

Because of my immersion in the texts comprising the Twilight phenomenon, I did 

not necessarily set out to find TwilightTEENS, thetwilightreader, and the Bella Cullen 

Project in my efforts to locate girls’ voices. Instead, these particular communities of 

fangirls had already emerged as a part of my regular observations of online fandom. 

When I began to engage the three communities in a more studied way, especially through 

daily and weekly observations over the course of several years (2008-2011),
54

 I realized 

that Twilight fangirls’ activities not only defied adults’ role-model and aesthetic concerns. 

Girls’ uses of the melodramatic mode in their arts and discourse also illustrate some 

pervasive rhetorical practices in girl culture. Thus, realizing that neo-Victorian 

melodrama qualified girls’ rhetorical practices in girl culture arose, in part, from 

ethnographic encounters with these three communities. These fangirls’ discourse 

consistently draws upon melodrama to articulate their cultural preferences, to build 

community with other girls, and even to reject outsiders’ criticism of their pro-Twilight 

stance.  

To be clear, when I say girls’ discourse “calls upon melodrama” or “reflects 

melodrama” I do not mean that girls do so consciously or intentionally. This is the same 

kind of argument I made about Meyer’s use of the melodramatic mode in Twilight; while 

the author is certainly conscious of Jane Eyre’s influence, I do not suggest Meyer is 

                                                 
54 Engaging with these sites as “culture” involves perusing an online space, which is somewhat different 

than physically entering a field in person as ethnographers often do (and have traditionally done). Despite 

the alternate options associated with access, however, my “time in the field” still involved establishing a 

routine for reading and viewing. 
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intentionally employing Brontë’s melodramatic moments. And as my theoretical 

exploration of melodrama in Chapter 2 reveals, the melodramatic mode is a pervasive 

mode of discourse in modernity, so it makes sense that melodramatic tactics would be 

visible in many kinds of discourse. Nevertheless, following Carolyn R. Miller and other 

rhetorical critics’ suggestions for generic rhetorical criticism, neo-Victorian melodrama is 

delineated by the way it responds to particular rhetorical problems in girl culture. 

Moreover, girls’ affective and extreme discourse illustrates neo-Victorian melodrama 

because they respond to the kinds of coming-of-age problems to which Meyer’s saga 

responds—and offer similar solutions (like empathy, intimacy, and even social critique) 

for girls. This is what I mean when I say fangirls’ discourse calls upon, uses, or illustrates 

melodrama. 

But why these particular fangirls? Another reason for my selection of the three 

communities of fangirls has to do with the spectrum of artistic and discursive practices 

demonstrated by the three communities. TwilightTEENS, thetwilightreader’s YouTube 

channel, and the Bella Cullen Project’s band offer a representative glimpse of the range 

of fan activities girls have offered to communicate their pro-Twilight fascination, 

criticism, and enjoyment. While one might explore other fan communities, I offer this 

data set as a sample encompassing common fangirl activities: commentaries, discussions, 

parodies, storytelling, role-playing, and dressing like characters communicated through 

song writing, video-making, vlogging (video blogging), and word-based writing. While 

these are activities other non-girl fans certainly do in the context of other fandoms, the 

manner in which the melodramatic mode pervades such rhetorical practices is noteworthy 
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and specific to girl culture— in large part because, through melodrama, girls’ fan 

discourse addresses experiences relevant to contemporary girlhood. 

Following their range of fan activities, the online communities associated with 

Twilight Teens, thetwilightreader, and the Bella Cullen Project offer a representative 

picture of the kind of Twilight fangirl practices I have seen over and over again on the 

web. From 2008 to the present (2012), I have observed girls’ Twilight-oriented 

participation on the web, noting recurring common themes and trends, especially those 

related to the melodramatic mode. (I have also noticed that discursive choices and 

behaviors common to Twilight fangirls have become typical of subsequent fandoms 

associated with other popular phenomena following Twilight’s success, especially The 

Hunger Games.
55

) Due to the timing of the publication of the last novel, Breaking Dawn, 

which predated the first Twilight film by a few months, 2008 saw a marked increase in 

Twilight fangirl activity. This continued into 2009 when the second film, The Twilight 

Saga: New Moon, was released. Since 2010, however, Twilight fangirl online activity has 

declined, a trend that coincided with the third film’s efforts to attract male viewers, which 

I will address in Chapter 6. Of course, Twilight girl-fans are still participating in online 

spaces and in other venues—but not on the level they were prior to 2010. The three 

communities of fangirls I am addressing in this chapter adhere to that pattern of activity; 

                                                 
55 I note this similarity to argue for melodrama’s pervasiveness in fangirl culture. While it is beyond the 

scope of this chapter to account for fandoms associated with other phenomenon besides Twilight, another 

study should consider girl fandoms associated with Meyer’s saga in conversation with fandoms associated 

with works like The Hunger Games in an effort to understand contemporary fangirl culture. Indeed, many 

girls who initially preferred Twilight simultaneously participated in The Hunger Games fandoms, but often 

they cast off their Twilight fandom for the new interest. 
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while they were active as Twilight fans several years ago, their online activities are no 

longer Twilight-oriented and many of their Twilight-themed texts are no longer available 

on the web; the data presented here was collected prior to its removal. I will take up this 

idea in this chapter’s conclusion when I argue for the significance and urgency of my 

research on girls’ fandom and their cultural productions. 

In addition, I selected the three communities for their public, online presentations 

of girls’ voices; all of the websites I access are open to the public and require no special 

login information or membership. As I suggest in Chapter 3, an ethnographic method that 

relies on what girls have presented to the public avoids the interference of the adult 

researcher’s presence. While this method is not without its own set of limitations, I am 

able to observe girl-generated and girl-maintained girl culture. Theorizing girls’ 

rhetorical practices in public online spaces thus involves understanding the cultural 

productions that girls make available to the public often from the privacy of their own 

homes. Kearney has argued for the significance of the disruption of the public/private 

binary:  

Although many girls who make media in their homes do so by themselves, most 

are problematizing the conventional construction of the bedroom as private by 

using this space as not only a production studio, but also a distribution center. 

Indeed, the majority of American girl media producers send their texts well 

beyond their homes to audiences far outside their local communities. This 

phenomenon should give us pause, for while girls’ domestic media production is 

transforming bedroom culture, the broad diffusion of girl-made media has the 

potential to substantially alter girls’ relationships to the public sphere, a cultural, 

economic, and political landscape from which members of their demographic 

group have historically been excluded. (“Productive” 137) 
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Situating girls’ fan practices in the larger trend that Kearney recognizes about girls’ 

media production distributed via the web reinforces the importance of such online 

activity. Kearney’s argument also opens the door for a specific consideration of 

melodrama in girls’ media productions as evidence of their agential rhetorical practices. 

Another reason that the online nature of the fangirls’ rhetorical activities is 

significant to a study of girl culture has to do with not only my ability to access them, but 

also other girls’ capacities to access the sites. Kristina Busse and Karen Hellekson’s 

explain electronic communication’s capacity to overcome previous limitations for fan 

communication, especially for young fans:  

Fan texts are now overwhelmingly electronic, and many are transient. Moreover, 

demographics have shifted: ever younger fans who previously would not have had 

access to fannish culture except through their parents can now enter the fan space 

effortlessly; financial resources have become less of a concern because access to a 

computer is the only prerequisite; and national boundaries and time zones have 

ceased to limit fannish interaction. (13) 

As evidenced by public user profiles, girls from all over the world participated on 

TwilightTEENS’s discussion forum. This online space opened the door for global 

encounters, illustrating not only how the Twilight phenomenon transcended its American 

roots, but also how melodrama in girl culture is not limited to girls in the U.S. While 

thetwilightreader (Liza) and the girls of the Bella Cullen Project are American girls who 

are white and middle class, those who participate on their websites may represent more 

diverse backgrounds. Thus, these particular communities help with a theory of girls’ 

rhetorical practices because of the inclusivity of their highly trafficked websites or well-

known presence in the Twilight fandom at large.  



 312 

To be clear: selecting three communities’ online fan discourse for an exploration 

of melodrama in girl culture is by no means an effort to generalize all girls’ experiences 

or to suggest that all girls are equally compelled by the melodramatic mode. My 

examination takes its cues from the fangirls themselves, is limited to a several girl-

authored texts from each online community, and is thus narrow in scope. Still, these girl-

authored texts are representative of contemporary fangirl activities, especially those 

related to Twilight, and are illustrative of neo-Victorian melodrama as mode with special 

rhetorical significance in girl culture. 

TWILIGHTTEENS: FANGIRLS ON AN ONLINE DISCUSSION FORUM 

Description of TwilightTEENS: Website and Discussion Forum 

The main focus of this section, “Twilight Teens Forum: A Teenage Twilight Fan 

Forum,” is a discussion board on the now-defunct website TwilightTEENS. Until 2011, 

when activity on the site dropped off, the website was “Your #1 teen source for 

everything Twilight” according to the site’s subtitle. The website’s melodramatic 

tendencies are immediately apparent upon entry to the webpage; in the site’s later years, 

music, usually songs from Twilight films greeted fangirls upon arrival. Music and other 

conventions of nineteenth-century melodrama pervade the site, particularly its fan forum. 

The site emerged in April 2008 as an offshoot of the still-popular and very 

successful fansite, TwilightMOMS.com.
56

 TwilightTEENS’s co-founder, Sara, known as 

FirstSight, explains how her idea developed: 

                                                 
56 That the website TwilightMOMS has remained successful while its teen subsidiary no longer exists offers 

insight into the nature of the Twilight phenomenon in popular culture. In many ways, older women have 
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The idea of TwilightTEENS started back in March during March Break. The 

original idea of creating a forum came from TwilightMOMS, a site for mothers 

and fans who are over the age of twenty-five. They inspired me, you could say.  

I wanted to create a forum that provided teens and young adults, like myself, with 

a forum of their own to discuss Twilight and Stephenie Meyer related topics.  

So, with this idea, I gathered a few of my Twilight-obsessed friends (Jenni, 

Casey, Meg, and Michelle) and we created what you see before you! A forum for 

the teenage population of Twilight fans!  

Just after we had created the forum, I contacted TwilightMOMS about our little 

project. Lisa, the creator of TM, to our excitement, was more then happy to 

support us. We soon had formed an affiliation and the TwilightTEENS was 

official.  

Over the last month and a half, we have more then tripled in size thanks to the 

many people willing to advertise our forum. Now, with the help of our 

administration and the TwilightMOMS backing us up, we have created for you, 

an official TwilightTEENS website! (“About”)57 

 

As this description proves, the co-founders recognized the need to delineate a space for 

girls to engage Twilight that was distinct from one for adult women. Although forum 

moderators were in their late teens and early twenties, they group themselves with 

“teens,” a definition of adolescent girlhood that reinforces its socially defined nature. 

From the beginning, moderators espoused a collaborative stance, encouraging 

participants to share why they joined TwilightTEENS and suggestions for the website’s 

improvement. This spirit of collaborative community extended beyond discussions of 

Twilight: in threads like “The Frustration Thread” and “The Confessions Thread,” girls 

                                                                                                                                                 
“taken over” the Twilight fandom from girls, a perspective that some girls reflect when they discuss their 

own mothers’ fascination as a competition with their own. Nevertheless, other girls recognize these shared 

mother-daughter interests as a positive point of connection, rather than the subject of a turf war (see 

Leogrande). Still, the shift in girls’ preferences also reflects girls’ tendencies to move more quickly onto 

other, more current cultural phenomena. 

 
57 All passages of fangirl-authored text are cut and paste directly from TwilightTEENS. As a result, these 

passages include all original spelling, capitalization, and other grammar errors, as well as line breaks in an 

effort to reproduce girls’ writing in its original form.  
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offered each other with guidance for non-Twilight related problems, like depression and 

relationship worries (“Miscellaneous”).  

While TwilightTEENS eventually appealed for sponsorship to maintain the 

website in late 2011, by 2012 the web address, twilightteens.com, is no longer valid. Still, 

especially between the years 2008 and 2010 when Twilight fan activity among girls was 

at its height, TwilightTEENS offered a popular venue for girls’ online Twilight fandom. 

By December 2010, prior to the site’s decline in activity, TwilightTEENS had 3,268 

registered members, a relatively substantial following for an independent, girl-operated 

website (“Statistics”). 

Presenting up-to-date news about the book and film developments, 

TwilightTEENS offered opportunities for discussion, role playing, and merchandise 

purchasing (of primarily t-shirts). In the site’s early efforts to encourage participation, 

moderators posed a question, “Why should you become a part of the TwilightTEENS 

community?” and offered a response:  

Why not?! We are all a very friendly group of people. We do not support or 

tolerate negativity towards our members or Twilight related topics. Our staff is a 

wonderful group of people who you can talk to about anything! We ensure your 

happiness on our forums, and we will keep you up to date on the latest Twilight 

news, thanks to help from the TwilightMOMS. We are 100% free, and you are 

bound to have a great time. (We swear by our copies of Twilight that you will 

have a great time!). (“About”) 

Early on, the site, typical of fan communities, established parameters for participation, 

expanding these rules into a “code of conduct.” While fansites often set these kinds of 

parameters, TwilightTEENS’s moderators go out of their way to discourage “negativity” 

that will hurt their participants, a disposition that speaks melodramatically to an 
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avoidance of harmful conflict. TwilightTEENS’s promise of a safe and happy space 

reflects the melodramatic narrative’s opening: the presentation of an enclosed space for 

virtue to find relief. This is a guarantee thetwilightreader will also illustrate on her 

YouTube channel when she welcomes viewers.  

Another defining way TwilightTEENS initially positioned participants through a 

melodramatic validation of feelings is through the opening statement on the homepage in 

2008: 

You look towards the massive pile of homework that you have put off until the 

last minute, and then turn to your computer that has your favorite book - Twilight 

- right next to it. What do you do?  

Of course, I know most of you will probably pick up the Twilight book for the 

millionth time and swoon over the gorgeous vampire or smoking hot werewolf. 

We all do it. If we saw a Volvo following us, we would constantly look in the 

rearview mirror trying to see if the guy looked like Edward Cullen.  

When you hear thunder in the distance, you shout out to your friend “EMMETT 

JUST HIT A HOMERUN!”  

And she responds, “NOPE, EDWARD CAUGHT IT, SO HE IS OUT!”  

You hear a dog howling in the night and shout out “BE QUIET, JAKE! But, it 

doesn't listen. Typical Jacob Black.  

When you see someone reading Twilight, you almost spill what happens and 

begin to swoon over the characters again. As you can tell, teenagers, have a 

tendency to freak out over the silliest things when referencing to Twilight.  

But, we can't help it right? (“Home”) 

 

Incorporating references only Twilight readers will recognize, a common speech practice 

among fans (Staiger, Media 107-8), TwilightTEENS positions potential fans to feel 

comfortable in the website. Using a second-person perspective and immediately referring 

to everyday experiences girls face (like procrastination from homework), this passage 

welcomes a potential fangirl by letting her know her Twilight fascination is inevitable and 

normal: “We all do it” (“Home”). Obsessive behaviors are rendered customary through 
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the validation of community support. The confirmation of sensational feelings in 

response to extreme and perhaps embarrassing lived moments will be replicated over and 

over again on TwilightTEENS’s fan discussion forum. In addition, these very practices 

will be those that Liza, thetwilightreader, enacts, further illustrating the rhetorical 

functions of melodrama in girls’ rhetorical practices. 

On “Twilight Teens Forum” (like other online fan spaces), girls have the capacity 

to articulate cultivated personas, projecting an online identity with made-up screen names 

and graphics; these are similar to a mask, certainly a performative gesture. 

Communicating an online persona is possible through not only the words Twilight Teens 

write in response to threads’ topics and their chosen screen name, but also their general 

region, which is sometimes coupled with a Twilight reference (such as “Dreaming of 

Forks in Florida”). Accompanying graphics and literary quotes also function as 

“signatures,” which appear with each post and counters also tally how many times a 

participant has posted to the forum. All of these factors contribute to the active creation 

of an online persona. Furthermore, while fangirls on TwilightTEENS frequently choose 

signatures and screen names that do reference Twilight, more often they playfully mix 

and match images and quotes from Twilight with texts such as Harry Potter, The Tudors, 

and True Blood. This variety of images automatically disrupts and discounts the limiting 

assumptions that girls engage singularly with Twilight and its protagonist Bella. 

The following analysis focuses on how neo-Victorian melodrama characterizes 

girls’ interaction on online fan forums, especially the manner in which girls’ justify 

Twilight novels in relation to their everyday, lived experiences. This finding is similar to 
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Susan Murray’s in “Saving Our So-Called Lives: Girl Fandom, Adolescent Subjectivity, 

and My So-Called Life.” While I discuss her findings in Chapter 2 and her methodology 

in Chapter 3, it is worth repeating here. Murray finds: 

Although MSCL fans range in age, race, class, and gender, it was these teen girls 

who consistently and emotionally voiced the importance of the text’s proximity to 

their own lives in their on-line writing. […] The ways in which these girls make 

meaning involves the processes of participatory spectatorship, identification, the 

development of a relationship to an ideal self, and girl-culture activism. (222)  

 

One of the factors initially motivating Murray’s girls was a desire to convince ABC not 

to cancel My So-Called Life. While Twilight Teens were not explicitly resisting a 

dominant structure (like a television studio), my analysis reveals how these girls still 

offered resistance to (adults’) limiting views of Twilight fangirls.  

In addition, the diversity noticed by Murray’s research of an online girl fandom is 

also evident on TwilightTEENS. As evidenced in their bios, forum moderators reported 

being in their mid-to-late teens and early twenties and from the United States, but also 

Europe, Australia, Norway, and other countries. Moreover, participants in the discussion 

forum cited their country of origin as not only those regions, but also countries like Brazil 

and Japan (as well as fictional places like “Hogwarts” or “Forks.”) Because the forum 

included a separate thread division for “Twilight Guys,” the forum’s organizational 

strategies promoted a girl-only space in most of the forum. To be clear, online identities 

are carefully constructed personas (like masks) through naming and other practices; while 

girls might offer a regional location, they do not offer full names or other identificatory 

information. 
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Preview: Neo-Victorian Melodrama and TwilightTEENS 

Fangirls participating on TwilightTEENS consistently respond to melodramatic 

impulses in Meyer’s saga (those shared with Jane Eyre) and then use melodramatic 

discourse to articulate their own feelings. A general consideration of major themes and 

trends on the website shows how Twilight Teens illustrate how the presentation of 

Bella’s interior melodrama encourages girls’ empathetic responses. These fangirls feel 

intimacy with Bella’s perspective and they also call upon melodramatic conventions (like 

dreams) to articulate Twilight’s applicability to their everyday lives. Following this 

general analysis of the fan forum, I have selected three threads of discussion from the 

forum for a closer study due to their overt discussions of crying, a vital neo-Victorian 

melodramatic expression. Participants on these threads address the subject of crying—

their own and that of Bella—and offer interpretations of the saga’s precise neo-Victorian 

melodramatic moments outlined in Chapter 4.  

Showing how participants interact with each other through conversations in 

individual threads is essential for understanding girls’ rhetorical practices. Thus, after a 

broad consideration of Twilight Teens’ responses to and use of neo-Victorian melodrama, 

I offer a close examination three particular threads: “I cried”, “Crying”, and “The end,” 

which reference crying in relation to the latter three novels of Meyer’s saga. Passing 

references to crying (during both the reading experience and the cinematic viewing 

experience) are scattered among multiple discussion threads throughout the forum, but 

crying is the specific focus of these threads. While much of the forthcoming analysis 

focuses on crying, girls’ affective responses to melodramatic impulses in the novels 
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surely include a variety of emotional reactions. Still, the term “crying” is one frequently 

used by these fangirls to specify a particular affective reaction, which might include 

actual tears, weeping, sobbing, or an expression of a certain feeling. As I will suggest, 

talking about crying involves a working of the actual experience of crying, which 

promotes girl community, but is also an expression that signals intensity that 

characterizes melodramatic affect.
58

  

What are the rhetorical dimensions of Twilight Teens’ responses to and uses of 

neo-Victorian melodrama? The forthcoming analysis answers this question by examining 

these fangirls’ online writing, which identifies melodramatic conventions, especially 

crying, in relation to Meyer’s saga. Girls’ responses reveal how melodramatic impulses in 

the saga—especially excessive suffering and separation that is finally alleviated by a 

happy ending—appeals to girl readers in the context of their everyday lives. The saga’s 

representation of excess and extremes offers sensational pleasure as well as opportunities 

to question social constructions of girlhood. Fangirls’ own revelations of their interior, 

emotional lives function as confessions, promoting closeness, understanding, and 

empathy between girls. Indeed, through the same kind of neo-Victorian melodramatic 

functions that the saga presents, fangirls build community among other girls, offering 

positive support for each other. Furthermore, just as Bella is aware of her emotional 

                                                 
58 In their study, “Moved to Tears: Weeping in the Cinema in Postwar Britain,” Sue Harper and Vincent 

Porter distinguish “crying” from “weeping”: “When Mass-Observation asked its respondents whether they 

ever cried in the cinema, it was using a scientifically imprecise term. For although the word crying was 

used in common parlance to include a wide range of physiological activities, the term used by most 

scientists is that of weeping, which can vary in intensity from a lump in the throat, by way of a moistening 

of the eye, to tears accompanied by sobbing” (153-54). 
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excess as something for which she could be ridiculed, Twilight Teens’ melodramatic 

discourse also reflects a consciousness about their affective responses. Through fangirl 

solidarity and sometimes through laughter, these fangirls’ demonstrate efforts to resist 

affectively outsiders’ critique of their extreme emotional expressions. 

General Neo-Victorian Melodramatic Trends in Forum 

Throughout the “Twilight Teens Forum,” participants frequently cite Bella’s 

interior view as a reason for the saga’s appeal. As I note in Chapter 4, Bella’s interior 

melodrama, like Jane’s, intimately positions readers alongside the protagonist. Twilight 

Teens often report an intimacy with Bella because of her first-person narration, as 

laurenhale explains when she notes her preference for the novels:  

Well, I can only really tell you why I like them, and that is because they are 

beautifully written, it has a good plot and its so easy to relate to because Bella is 

narrating it, she is just a normal teenage girl, like the rest of us, and its a great 

love story and a brand new twist on vampires, rather than sleep in coffins, burn in 

sunlight etc. Then of course, the characters, Bella is great because she is just 

normal, everyone loves Edward because of his charm and *struggles for words*, 

Jake because he is so fun. (“Why”) 

 

Consistent with Blackford’s findings about girl readers, laurenhale’s response first 

indicates theme and form, noting the sensational pleasure of romance and vampire 

novelty, prior to moving to a discussion of specific characters, whose traits are indicative 

of melodramatic extremes. laurenhale precisely hits upon muteness as a conflict related to 

melodramatic expression as she notes Edward’s predicament. And while other girls agree 

with laurenhale’s assessment, her explanation is characteristic of many girls’ efforts on 

the forum: while they seek each other’s support, they frequently do not assume they can 

speak for other girls’ points of view. 
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Girls like laurenhale59 constantly explain how seeing through a “normal” girl’s 

perspective facilitates empathy for Bella—because they share her human characteristics, 

especially her shyness and awkwardness. Like Jane Eyre, Bella’s self-proclaimed 

imperfections and social anxiety, which enhance neo-Victorian melodramatic conflict, 

render her empathetic and identifiable. The novels’ representation of girls’ typical 

experiences, particularly through the school setting, enhances this semblance of ordinary 

reality. When imagining what she would do if Edward came into her own biology class, 

IsabellaMarieCullen reports:  

Ok. well, my Best friend sits next to me in that class, so if edward walked in, i 

would have probably shoved her out of the seat, shouted “Over here!” when the 

teacher asked if there were any open seats, and had her sit in the one in front of 

me (yeah a three-seating desk, don't ask). then i would be shy for the rest of the 

class period, or possibly rest of the semester toward him, but i would be talking to 

my friend, who is kind of like Alice in her own ways, so maybe we could have 

worked that to our advantage..... because i'm a LOT like bella, too. (“Biology”) 

Even though Bella does not often shove her friends (of whom she does not have many) or 

shout, IsabellaMarieCullen still sees her shyness as a trait the two girls share. Likewise, 

Dazzled Imprint...x, who lists her location as “Complete middle of nowhere in Scotland 

fighting of Haggis’s!”, offers a fantasy that also details her potential extreme feelings and 

includes her real-life friends: 

My Biology classes are always so fun... Edward being there would triple my fun! 

Me and two of my friends, Emily and Kim (weird coincidence...my name's not 

Leah though) wind our teacher up when we have to take our 'vital signs' and tell 

him that we are vampire and start biting things!  

Anyways...  

Well at first I might be a bit annoyed that he was sitting next to me as I have a 

lovely person sitting next to me anyway. Getting over that I would come across as 

                                                 
59 All names cited here are obviously screen names; in this case, laurenhale assumes the last name of two 

characters in the saga, Jasper and Rosalie Hale. 
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shy because I'm like that around new people. I might do the peeking behind the 

hair thing Bella does. If he didn't talk though I would try to start up a casual 

conversation. Trying not to let my voice go all squeaky which would probably 

happen as I wouldn't have been breathing properly! He would find my Biology 

jotter and folder interesting as they are decorated with smiley vampires faces that 

look like me and my friends. While I would be talking to him I would be playing 

with my hair, putting it into plaits or doodling.  

After class I would meet up with my friends and we would probably start dancing 

with happiness and wondering if he would have lunch with us! (“Biology”) 

 

Both IsabellaMarieCullen and Dazzled Imprint...x present fantasies full of imagined 

melodramatic extremes. In cases like these, girls demonstrate how Twilight fantasies 

offer a pleasurable escape from school experiences, as well as how relationships with 

online and school friends are enhanced through sharing extreme responses to Twilight, a 

finding applicable to both thetwilightreader and the Bella Cullen Project. Further, girls 

find common ground with Bella’s reaction, but do not necessarily seek to emulate her 

exact actions. In fact, Twilight Teens’ discussions of Bella most often talk about her as if 

she is a friend; these fangirls relate the idea that Edward is Bella’s boyfriend and, even 

though they would welcome his attention, they care enough about Bella not to compete 

with her.  

Such responses indicate some powerful rhetorical dimensions of melodrama. 

First, sharing melodramatic excess enhances relationships between girls—not only actual 

girl readers, but girl readers and girl characters (like Bella); my forthcoming exploration 

of crying will continue to prove this claim. In addition, fangirls typically see the 

juxtaposition of vampires and high school as a circumstance they can readily imagine, a 

move that suggests melodramatic extremes confirm the gravity of those coming-of-age 

experiences. Most importantly, Twilight Teens’ preferences for Bella indicate that girls’ 
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are responding to the saga’s critique of postfeminist girlhood: over and over again, girls 

report taking pleasure in reading about a shy, awkward girl who is not an exemplar of 

postfeminist discourses of Girl Power or what Anita Harris terms, “can-do” girlhood. As 

hiddenshadows reports, “I also love Bella's character, I really find her so deep and 

interesting. Very unique and genuine, which can be challenging to find these days” 

(“Favorite”). Statements like these suggest girls often appreciate characters who they 

know rather than characters who the dominant culture tells girls they should be. 

Still, Twilight Teens reveal that Bella’s melodramatic narration does offer an 

opportunity for reader empowerment. Despite their identification with some of Bella’s 

qualities, girls do not report efforts to emulate the saga’s protagonist; rather girl readers 

often pre-empt Bella’s choices, determining the choices they would make for her or 

choices they would make if faced with a similar circumstance. As Alice from England 

reports in her explanation of the saga’s appeal:  

Everybody loves a good old love triangle where the main character must choose 

between two loves. In Twilight these two loves of Bella happen to be quite 

different and people find themselves choosing for Bella, which in a sense is 

choosing who they'd prefer.  

Which leads us onto my last point, Edward Cullen. A lot of people fell in love 

with him for his mysterious ways and the appealing way that Bella see's him, 

through her own eyes and this kept quite a few people reading.  

Sorry for the ramble, but this is what I think on why the books are so popular. . 

(“Why”) 

 

Calling attention to the very conventional black-and-white choices Bella faces in regards 

to her romantic love interests, this selection from Alice’s “ramble” illustrates one of the 

vital rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama: extremes encourage readers to 

think critically about options available to girls. While readers are positioned alongside 
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Bella, especially in relation to her sexual attraction and romantic attachment to Edward, 

these readers understand her choices, but are not necessarily compelled to make those 

choices; rather, melodramatic extremes compels readers to reflect empathetically in 

relation to their own circumstances.  

Other threads detail participants’ experience with dreams, another characteristic 

of neo-Victorian melodrama. Just as Bella’s dreams reflect anxiety about change, some of 

these girls’ dreams reflect a similar angst, especially in relation to school experiences and 

relationships with parents, friends, and significant others. While Twilight Teens seldom 

express the desire to be Bella in imagined real-world scenarios, often these fangirls share 

dreams they have had in which they are Bella and they are interacting with characters 

from Twilight. A thread like “Has anyone had Twilight related dreams?” offers an 

illustrative example of how these dreams offer the fantasy of different subject positions 

and how talking about dreams is an opportunity for girls to share private, interior 

experiences. mrs.cullen1901 shares the details associated with three dreams, whose 

Cinderella and Jane Eyre symbolism are striking: 

Haha I have had 3.  

1. I was Bella, and there was Edward, who fell in love with me (not an extremely 

exciting one...)  

2. Same thing, but we got married, but at our wedding, I only had one shoe :[  

3. We were married, and at the mall with Alice. Then, Victoria and James come 

looking for me (no clue where Laurent is...) and in order to be safe, i have to 

make myself look like victoria by running up and down the escalators a few 

times. I hide, and James looks over me because I am now Victoria. My disguise 

fades, so Edward, Alice, and I have to go upstairs onto this... 5 inch wide ledge in 

front of the windows. "Duck!" Alice yells. She and I duck, but Edward didn't, and 

the baseball that is flying through the window cuts his hand off :'[ it was sad. 

(“Has”) 
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Intriguingly, mrs.cullen1901 not only imagines a conclusion to her third dream that is 

consistent with Jane Eyre’s conclusion (Rochester losing a hand in the fire), but her 

dream also reflects the pleasure of assuming alternate subject positions between Bella and 

Victoria. As Chapter 4 argues, melodramatic excess associated with female villainy 

suggests a duality related to feminine roles. That the dreamer locates agency in assuming 

Victoria’s guise suggests female villainy offers an empowering, albeit evil, representation 

of femininity. Relating the first dream as unexciting compared to the others suggests the 

pleasure in assuming different subject positions among Twilight characters. 

Another Twilight Teen relates a dream that is also rife with melodramatic 

imagery, particularly the spectacle of performing dancers, whose conflict is heightened 

by the dreamer’s tears and sense of maternal feeling. According to twilight.dreams, 

whose location is listed as “dreaming of twilight...in australia”, 

I had a reallly weird dream, its barely means anything. Im afraid to tell you all 

because you think Im a weirdo but everyone tells me that when i tell them my 

dreams - there always weird.  

So the other night I had one about Twilight.  

Well, its started off at my (ex) dance studio and there were two groups of dancers 

; team Jacob and team Renesmee (I think). And well, there was a dance off ^^. I 

was really passionate and emotional because Renesmee was my daughter (I know, 

weird) and I was crying for her and my team to win (I was on team Renesmee) 

And so the dance started and it was really weird and hard to explain, the dancers 

were really tall and egyption like. I think my team won but Im not sure because 

the dream swerved off onto other dance related dream.  

Well, that was it. Dont worry, I dont get it either :S. (“Has”) 

 

twilight.dreams’s excessive apologies reflect anxiousness about others’ perceptions of her 

dream’s strangeness, moves characteristic of neo-Victorian melodrama. Typical of 

TwilightTEENS’s community, however, another girl offers a validation. BlondeFanpire14 
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responds: “^- thats actually not the weirdest dream ive ever heard haha, so no worries 

there! Thats a pretty cool dream” (“Has”). Community building through intimate 

revelations of affective and melodramatic discourse is even more apparent in girls’ 

specific discussions of their feelings. 

Twilight Teens frequently share their extreme representations of empathy, which 

they report manifesting as physical, affective responses that others notice. Again, while 

they are not enacting role modeling behavior, in which they report wanting to become 

girls like Bella, girls relate feeling alongside the protagonist’s feelings. HannahBanana 

posts an initial response to the thread “Mood or Tone” and she confesses: 

Has anyone else noticed that the mood or tone of the book rubs off on you? When 

Bella got sad, so did I. I remember reading New Moon and being depressed the 

whole book to wear my parents were thinking of therepy! I can't even explain 

it. It's almost like, Bella wears her emotions on her sleeve, and maybe I relate to 

her too much and too well but the books really affect me. It's not bothersome, just 

leaves me wondering, and sometimes, depressed!  

 

IsabellaMarieCullen reports a similar reaction to New Moon that also worries her father. 

Her emoticons denote feelings of sadness and even blushing: 

When i was reading New Moon, i really freaked my dad out. I had ironically just 

finished reading the poart when Edward leaves but he wanted to go out 

somewhere. So i get off my bed, and go to the door, but yeah, because it was my 

first time, i felt TOTAL depression. My dad thought i had a secret boyfriend or 

something that had just broken up with me. I tried to explain to him it was the 

book, but i could have been telling the christmas stockings that were in a box in 

the garage for all the progress i was making. Finally, after about thirty minutes of 

dead-sounding conversation with my dad, he believed me. He hates it when i read 

New Moon now, though, because even though i've read it like seven times, i have 

still gone into a kind of depression when Edward leaves Bella, and if im in that 

part anywhere near school time, my friends also notice.  (“Mood”) 
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While HannahBanana and IsabellaMarieCullen report depression, Lion&&Lamb<3 

relates her anger in relation to Eclipse: 

okaay and so in eclipse when bella asks Jacob to kiss her i was in the car with my 

mom and i threw the book into the back seat and like started to yell at my mom!! 

she like freaked!!! i tried to explain it to her but she didnt understand why i was 

soooooooo MAD!!!! (“Mood”) 

While their parents are fearful of such reactions, Twilight Teens usually report that their 

friends do not worry, instead laughing at or joining such displays emotion. This 

reinforces the idea that neo-Victorian melodrama is a mode with particular significance in 

and relevance to youth, and more specifically girl culture. Indeed, the intimate 

positioning alongside Bella, a rhetorical function of neo-Victorian melodrama, facilitates 

such empathetic and personal responses. This particular rhetorical dimension is even 

more ascertainable in specific discussions in which girls share crying experiences. 

Realizing how general thematic trends associated with neo-Victoria melodrama facilitate 

connections between girls requires a closer examination of three individual threads.  

“I cried” 

In “I cried,” a thread initiated on October 11, 2008, team_edward_4_ever 

confides:  

I cried and curled up in my bed. I was so sad I didnt come out of my room all 

weekend. Then when I went back to school my friends said they did the same the 

thing. After I got over the shock I read on and cried when Bella saved him. I want 

to see new moon throught his POV.”
60

  

                                                 
60 While team_edward_4_ever uses the verb “see” instead of “read” she is most certainly referring to the 

reading experience of New Moon since the film adaptation of New Moon had not yet been released at the 

time of her posting. 
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team_edward_4_ever’s comment addresses Bella and Edward’s break-up, which occurs 

early in the first part of Meyer’s second novel in the Saga, New Moon. The extreme and 

separate suffering of the hero and heroine, a definite convention of neo-Victorian 

melodrama, functions to promote empathy from readers, especially for Bella. Through 

revealing their own tears, Twilight Teens’ responses show that such affect in turn 

promotes intimacy between girls in the online space. 

While team_edward_4_ever’s comment does not necessarily specify Bella and 

Edward’s break up, the succeeding 30 responses in the thread interpret “the shock” as 

indicating the sudden and unexpected manner in which Edward instigates the rejection. 

As EdwardsBrunette shares, “ha. i had to remind myself that edward WAS coming back. 

it kept me reading. Haha.” Thus, despite their initial surprise, Twilight Teens over and 

over again relate that the promise of the happy ending (guaranteed by the melodrama 

mode) motivated their continued reading.  

The sensational crying reactions reported by team_edward_4_ever are echoed in 

most of the other comments. Further exemplifying their empathetic stances, Twilight 

Teens confess that they felt as if they were experiencing Bella’s loss. In 

MyMortalRevolution’s confession, she confides: 

Ahhh! I cried soo much! I couldn't trust Edward for soo long after reading New 

Moon. It wasn't until I finished reading Eclipse that I believed he was staying.  

I was such a depressed emo child during the days that I first read it. I wouldn't eat 

or talk to anyone....I'm surprised I still have friends actually.  

New Moon was probably my favourite though. 

 

In spite of her pain—or perhaps indicative of the pleasure of such sensational feelings— 

MyMortalRevolution reveals her preference for New Moon and her friends’ tolerance for 
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such extreme reactions. Similarly, abbielove also shares a personal reaction to Edward’s 

disappointment: 

omg yes i cried! i thought new moon was so depressing when Edward left, which 

he was crazy for leaving her bcuz i felt like he was leaving me too, in a sense lol, 

but then comes Jacob nd it got a lil interesting. omg when i read that part that he 

left i swear that day i read it i felt soo pissy nd sad nd mad lol. kinda funny 

actually bcuz everyone would ask "whats wrong with you?" nd i would say he 

left. lol but yeah i still liked new moon. 

EdwardsBrunette also shares, “i actually felt physical pain when edward had bella in the 

woods telling her that he was leaving her. haha.” These affective responses thus speak to 

the bodily ways readers experience sympathetic and empathetic reactions to fiction. In 

turn, sharing these responses allows girls to corroborate each other’s reactions, thereby 

building community, a finding consistent with Murray’s research on girl fans (223-5). 

Furthermore, in these instances, abbielove’s and EdwardsBrunette’s disclosures about 

their real pain are coupled with “lol” (laughing out loud) and “haha.” Such responses 

might indicate a sense of humor about their emotional levels of engagement, but they 

might also function as a deflection of criticism for such extreme responses, which I will 

explain in a moment. 

Reports of TwilightTEENS fangirls’ crying while reading New Moon also bring 

forth considerations the manner in which neo-Victorian melodrama corresponds to girls’ 

lived experiences. Indeed, the physical texts (i.e., the Twilight books) interact with girls’ 

everyday lives. In addition to being eventually curious about Edward’s point of view, 

team_edward_4_ever temporarily stopped reading and then sought the insight of school-

friends before returning to the novel. She later obviously seeks the validation of her 
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online community through the creation of the thread. One might infer that Bella’s gap in 

narration, signified by blank pages with only the names of the passing months, creates a 

literal space for such a pause. bell mari also shares her detailed affective reaction to 

reading New Moon:  

i cried during the part where bella asked edward if he didn’t want her and edward 

said no.. for me, that’s where the depression started…oh my gosh, my heart was 

beating fast and there was a huge lump in my throat.. then my tears just let 

themselves go..it was strange having felt what must be like hell for her.. i kept 

saying no no no edward you can’t leave bella! you can’t do it! but he did and i felt 

depressed.. then i tried to read nm really fast hoping to get to the part where 

edward comes back.. but in between the pages I just felt sooo sad for bell.. doing 

things that edward disapproves of just so she could hear his voice inside her head. 

i mean that’s what most girls that are hopelessly in love would do.. it was literally 

painful to read nm because bella’s the one narrating and the way she described 

what she’s going thru felt very real.. it makes your chest ache because sobs tend 

to build up inside you and you can’t stop them… 

 

bell mari’s poignant account speaks to the potential for neo-Victorian melodrama to 

influence a reader’s emotional and physical reactions for which this fangirl so explicitly 

accounts. While this Twilight Teen does theorize that girls in love might behave like 

Bella, she does not rationalize their behavior as caused by Bella’s example, but rather 

speculates that Bella’s actions seem consistent with those of a girl with a broken heart. 

The kind of personal, affective and empathetic reaction bell mari relates is shared by 

many girls on this particular thread. 

Posted 17 minutes after team_edward_4_ever’s initial posting, the second 

response to the thread “I cried,” likewise recalls the experience of the actual placement of 

words. manuela agrees: “yeah, new moon is a very sad book. whenever Bella thought of 

the holes edward left in her, I felt so sad!! and I remember this one paragraph after 
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edward left in which Bella said something like: time passes, every aching second, even 

for me. I cried :/ haha.” manuela’s articulation of the way she reads is furthermore 

evident in her second post to the thread: “the only thing that kept me going was knowing 

that Edward HAD to go back, because without him the book was just … dead.” Later in 

this thread, ashleylovesedward also shares her empathetic response, which influenced the 

way she engaged with the text: “When i read Newmoon i cried like crazy. When edward 

left i felt like someone broke up with me, and when i read he might die i freaked out and 

skipped to the end to make sure he didn’t lol.” Likewise, ms.singsinhersleep confides:  

i cried. and cried. and cried. in the begining i didnt even want to read anymore 

and i cried when she jumped off the cliff and her imaginary edward was telling 

her to swim. then in the end when bella saves him i cried and cried and cried 

somemore lol.[line break] that whole book devistated me.  

 

Melodramatic responses like these, which repeat and echo each other’s’ statements, 

indicate how girls’ share the pain associated with the separation and suffering of hero and 

heroine and, thus, enhance closeness between actual girl readers. 

Worth noting in manuela’s, ashleylovesedward’s, ms.singsinhersleep’s, and other 

Twilight Teens’ responses are their attention to the actual pages of the novel and their 

frequent coupling of phrases like “haha” or “lol” as counterpoints to crying reactions. The 

laughing indicators, which may not signal actual laughter at all, could indicate a variety 

of things. First, Twilight readers, or at least the fangirls posting to Twilight Teens, may 

have a sense of humor about such extreme responses to fiction. Further such laughter 

may be a tension release, a correlating extreme for tears; such emotional swings are 

definitely a convention of nineteenth-century melodrama, whose stock characters did 
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provide points of levity according to Booth. Second, girls may be reflecting an 

assumption these tears will make others laugh at them and thus their own laughter may 

reflect uneasiness and an effort to deflect criticism. (If girls laugh at themselves, others 

cannot laugh at them.) Who are these others, however: fangirls on Twilight Teens or 

outsiders at large? Given the public scrutiny of female Twilight fans and the relative 

cohesiveness of this particular online community, one might explain the laughter as an 

effort to displace outsiders’ criticism, which girls are constantly aware. In either case, 

girls’ awareness furthermore speaks to neo-Victorian melodrama’s awareness of its own 

excess in girl culture, which aligns the mode of discourse with nineteenth-century 

melodramatic rhetorical dimensions related to power and powerlessness (Vicinus 128). 

“Crying” 

The initial post of another thread, “Crying,” initiated on November 5, 2008, 

addresses Meyer’s third installment of the Saga, Eclipse. HayleyHale’s observation, 

which includes a deflection similar to the “haha”-type of responses, notices Bella’s 

crying behavior throughout that novel. She explains:  

I’m just about finished reading through the whole series for the second time when 

i stopped to realise how much Bella cries in just about every chapter she cries 

atleast once (well in Eclipse) it just seems stupid to notice it now, but yeah just 

thought I’d mention and see if any one else has noticed just how much Bella 

really does cry.  

 

Noticing Bella’s tears in Eclipse underscores a convention of neo-Victorian melodrama: 

Bella cries as she negotiates the love triangle that causes her distress prior to making a 

decisive move; in this way, tears again function as a kind of affective agency. 
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The responses following HaleyHale’s identify moments that inspire Bella’s 

constant crying. Girls particularly highlight the love-triangle scenario that characterizes 

Eclipse: Bella is caught between a vampire and a werewolf, who are both vying for her 

affection. While Edward’s vampiric bite promises immortality and eternal love, Jacob’s 

(literal) warmth and affection also seem to suggest a potential happily-ever-after for the 

novel’s protagonist. Despite fantastical elements in the novel itself, the fictional 

experience of such a conflict matches the real-life (human) situation of being caught 

between two love interests, a connection made by the girl readers on Twilight Teens. As 

Johanna rationalizes, “I guess she's [Bella] just a very emotional person. And if I had to 

choose between to great guys, I'd cry too.”
61

 Unlike responses in “I cried,” however, none 

of the remaining 16 posts on “Crying” articulate crying along with Bella as they read the 

books. Many readers are like HayleyHale and Johanna, who initially did not notice 

Bella’s crying. Since responses articulate multiple readings of Eclipse (and the other 

Twilight novels), the practices (and pleasures) of re-reading and subsequent discovery are 

made evident in this particular thread. Indeed, neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical 

dimensions rely on readers dwelling with characters’ suffering throughout the novel. 

While some Twilight Teens fail to notice, other girls find Bella’s crying 

somewhat bothersome; they approach the topic with a sense of humor, another action that 

                                                 
61 Behm-Morawitz, Click, and Aubrey’s reception study of Twilight fans (both girls and women) 

“demonstrates that the romantic relationships in the Twilight series were interpreted differently by fans 

according to their ideologies and stages in life” (151). My analysis of fans contributing to TwilightTEENS 

additionally upholds the finding that multiple interpretations are available; although I have no access to the 

girls to question their ideologies (as in Behm-Morawitz et al’s study), worth noting, however, is the 

consistent effort of TwilightTEENS’s participants to sympathize and empathize with Bella, even when girls 

seem to disagree with the protagonist’s choices. 
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disrupts discursive constructions of girls as hysterical and passive dupes. LaTuaCantante 

agrees, “lol i definitely realised that she cries a lot. im trying to imagine kristen stewart 

crying so much” and Hogwartsherms exclaims, “She does cry A LOT!!! I noticed it too. I 

think her and Harry Potter would make a good couple…they are both so whiney! Lol” 

Both of these responses jest at the excessiveness of Bella’s tears and demonstrate the 

pleasures of fantasy and intertextuality. They imagine future or alternate scenarios, 

comparing Bella to the actor who plays her onscreen counterpart and to the male 

protagonist of another fantasy series. This active production of meaning, especially 

through “poaching” texts (Jenkins), shows how fangirls not only disrupt the limiting 

assumptions about their critical capacities, but they also demonstrate, as Blackford 

suggests, an engagement with narrative, offering critical perspectives of the aesthetic 

experience of reading Eclipse. That girls find excess funny furthermore proves how the 

melodramatic mode’s excess inspires critique of social constructions of girlhood. 

While a few comments at the beginning of the “Crying” thread playfully interpret 

fictional crying, subsequent comments reflect an attempt to interpret Eclipse through 

feeling sympathy or empathy in relation to Bella’s situation, a definite rhetorical 

dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama. For example, ms.singsinhersleep entreats others 

on the forum to consider Bella’s point of view and then offers herself as a point of 

comparison: “bella does cry alot, but think of all the stress on her. i would be crying just 

as much in her situation. (but i am also someone who cries when i get upset/stressed).” 

VampireWeakness also empathizes: 
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never really paid much attention to it…but thinking about yeah Bella does cry a 

lot…but then i think about being put in a situation where you find the love of you 

life…lose him..get him back but lose your very best friend and then get him back 

but then they both go off and almost get killed because of you…having your 

family in constant danger because of the choices you make…I would cry a heck 

of a lot too… 

VampireWeakness points out many ideas that are significant when thinking about 

melodrama in girl culture. Importantly, her realization about the pressures Bella faces 

hints at one of the vital rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture: 

how excess functions to critique social pressures facing girls. Such insight recalls how 

Bella’s extreme options are indicative of the social pressures facing girls, whose choices 

are weighed down with the moral significance society attaches to them. 

Significantly, VampireWeakness also entreats other Twilight Teens fans to 

understand Bella’s suffering through the shift in perspective from “I” to “you.” Although 

a few subsequent posts negotiate sympathy and annoyance with Bella, other responses 

reflect definite empathy, as Requiem confides,  

I’ve always been tough, but unfortunately I cry a lot, under all the pressure and 

stress I face for all kinds of different reasons, there’s only so much you can handle 

in life, and you get sick of forcing yourself to be the tough one all the time, 

sometimes you can no longer control it. I cry more now than I ever did in my 

childhood. 

Requiem’s confession inspires immediate validation from Alice who responds, “Exactly. 

Sometimes you just need to let it all out. I am the same. Try handling the fact that your 

boyfriend is a vampire and could kill you easily. It would make you a bit fragile. ” Once 

again, moments of profound gravity, mortality and vulnerability, are accompanied by an 

emoticon (a small, expression-face graphic) implying support and displacing an 

outsider’s ability to assume girls take the vampiric subject matter too seriously. 
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The girls’ posts in the thread “Crying” do not elevate Bella as a role model; 

rather, they seek to understand and even critique the female character’s options and 

choices, as IsabellaMarieCullen does: “Hm... I guess you’re right. (: But sometimes she 

has good reason to cry, others she brings it upon herself, and sometimes, i’m wondering 

why she’s crying and not donig something about the situation, ya know?” EdwardLove 

responds, in the final post of the thread: “Maybe i do have something in common with 

Bella after all :) Sometimes, you just have to cry through and there’s nothing you can do 

about it. She goes through a lot.” While girls find commonalities and moments for 

identification, they also articulate definite differences, signaling critical dispositions. 

As a result, all of these responses on “Crying” reflect a sharing of perspectives: 

posts validate each other, especially when a girl is communicating understanding of Bella 

through offering personal experience. None of the responses hierarchically privilege one 

girl’s interpretation over another. Furthermore, girls’ confessions about their own tears 

function rhetorically: tears are something to navigate delicately in adolescence since 

crying is not always deemed appropriate in public. Requiem’s use of the term, 

“unfortunately” signals a regretful consciousness about tears’ unacceptability for older, 

teen girls (opposed to younger female youth). Such awareness thus stands as important 

and informative commentary about the emotional lives of adolescent girls. Girls’ defense 

of crying—of Bella’s and their own— demonstrates how neo-Victorian melodrama 

validates girls’ interior, emotional experiences, experiences they see dominant culture 

denying. 
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“The end” 

The title of the thread “The end,” which addresses the final novel of Meyer’s 

series, Breaking Dawn, is not crying-specific. Yet the title does immediately recall one of 

neo-Victorian melodrama’s important conventions: a resolved, happy conclusion. Further 

the Twilight Teen’s initial post inspired responses that frequently illustrate girls’ crying 

reactions to the Twilight Saga. On October 30, 2008, infamous begins:  

Did anyone do something major when they finished the book? I cried at random 

parts of my whole day, and I came super exiled. I also refused to touch the books 

for another couple days until I calmed down (then I reread the series again). 

Anyone do anything jurastic? (Say throwing your book out the window?) 

Revealing an affective response first characterized by crying upon finishing the novel, 

infamous’s comment speaks clearly to rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian 

melodrama. This Twilight Teen’s explanation reveals the pleasures of re-reading and 

pausing while reading, which not only resemble posts to the “Crying” thread, but also 

speak to the way neo-Victorian melodrama’s significance is found in the extreme 

representations of excess, particularly suffering, throughout the majority of the narrative. 

Rather than the conclusion, engagements with neo-Victorian melodrama emphasize the 

mode’s characteristic ups and downs. infamous’s comment also demonstrates how 

literary texts influence everyday life.  

Significantly, infamous’s account of her own affective reaction functions as an 

invitation to other readers to explain how they read and reacted to the conclusion of the 

Saga. Such an appeal furthermore signals how neo-Victorian melodrama encourages 

intimate and revelatory conversation between girls. The next response does not report 
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crying but certainly articulates the presence of the novel Breaking Dawn in a girl’s 

everyday life. fishloveseagle reports:  

I didn't really do anything major, I couldn't because when I finished it I was at 

school  

But I did throw a spaz when some stupid guy in my class tried to spoil it for 

everyone by reading the last page  

I whacked him on the head with my science book and grabbed BD back  

 

The presence of the book itself then offers the opportunity to resist interference, which in 

this case is the male anti-fan; significantly, such a scenario resembles the melodramatic 

narrative’s opening conflict in which evil attempts to infiltrate innocence’s safe space. In 

an intriguing reversal of Jane Eyre’s opening pages, this girl strikes the male intruder 

with a book. That masculine persons are often seen by Twilight fangirls as intrusive and 

oppressive is another theme thetwilightreader will address as she creates her Twilight 

girl-space. This scenario with the boy anti-fan brings up another point related to males on 

the forum: references to boys other than fictional characters are largely absent; when they 

do appear, they often exist as comparisons between a “real” boy (like a boyfriend) and a 

Twilight character. Furthermore, girls’ reported reading of the Twilight novels during the 

school day is a frequent theme recurring throughout threads on the forum and also present 

in thetwilightreader’s discourse.  

As a strategy of resistance, the pacing of reading the final novel in the saga is 

certainly taken up by other Twilight Teens. julian tried to read Breaking Dawn slowly, 

unlike liz(zie), who confides, “I devoured BD, pretty much as fast as I could. And then, 

when I saw ‘The End’ I started crying. A lot. It was kind of pathetic, especially since I 

was in like, mourning for a full week xD I didn’t even want to do anything for a few 
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days.” Repeated feelings of “shock” or being “dazed” characterize much of the responses 

on this thread, and these emotions necessitate a kind of “mourning” period. Based on 

girls’ writing, neo-Victorian melodrama offers readers an aesthetic experience that 

encourages and even permits a “time out.”  

Once more, Twilight Teens participating on the thread “The end” also reflect an 

explicit awareness about how their extreme reactions bother outsiders and further 

demonstrate a resistant stance through solidarity with other fangirls. liz(zie)’s comment 

(above) is followed by several comments whose interaction warrants consideration: 

REQUIEM. Nothing drastic...I just kinda sat there and said "Wow..." to myself. 

And sat there dazed for a little bit thinking the book over. 

RPATTZISMYHUSBAND. I cried. I was on the train, and I was bawling my eyes 

out. People got freaked out.  

I<3EDWARDCULLEN. I didn't do anything major. I cried a little but when I 

finished I was kind of in shock I just laid on my bed staring at the ceiling because 

I couldn't grasp the fact that it was over. 

I sound psycho next to you guys.. hahahah 

I<3EDWARDCULLEN. ^It's okay Lizzie we all react differently. Plus I think 

some non-Twilighters think we're all a little psycho. My mom thinks I'm crazy 

sometimes. 

 

Reinforcing that outsiders cannot understand their feelings, the Twilight Teens illustrate 

how melodramatic excess confirms the weight of seemingly trivial circumstances, such as 

the ending of a novel. This kind of supportive intimacy between in the face of emotional 

extremes that others, particularly adults, notice is a vital rhetorical dimension of neo-

Victorian melodrama and one that illustrates its critical potential. 

Consistent with Blackford’s finding about girls reading for narrative rather than 

character identification, BiteMeEdward considers the nature of the novel’s closure as she 

reflects on her reading:  
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Even thought it was a ‘Happily Ever After’ ending, i was still so sad! The two last 

words on the last page really hit me. The. End. I went into a three day depression 

phase where i was kinda just really quiet and not talking as much cos i didn’t 

know what to do with my life anymore!! I kept thinking to myself, ‘Now what am 

I supposed to read?!’  

but i snapped out of it and read the whole series again! 

 

Furthermore consistent with responses in “I cried” and “Crying,” this detailed reaction 

demonstrates once again how lived experiences are impacted by reading melodramatic 

narratives. The confession also signals an affective melodramatic response that is 

certainly emotional, but with justification about which the reader is aware. While there is 

certainly a level of devotion to the text some might see as obsession, responses like 

BiteMeEdward’s are significant because they justify why and how an affective reaction 

took the shape it did and how the fangirl takes an active role in deciding how to 

participate with the text through re-reading.  

Following, as BiteMeEdward’s and other girls’ writing demonstrates, crying is 

inspired by the ending of the series itself. iheartedwardcullen subsequently explains,  

I cried when I read ‘The End.’ It was so tragic cuz I knew that meant the series 

was over and it was very depressing!!! When I was getting close to the end I tried 

putting it down for a few hours or so, making plans with some friends 2 keep me 

from finishing it so fast. Lol. But then it got 2 much and I just finished it :] it’s so 

sad that it was the end but atleast we have some Twilight movies going 2 b 

coming out in the future. Only 12 more days!!!  

Like other fangirls participating on TwilightTEENS’s fan forum, iheartedwardcullen 

seems to display a sense of humor that displaces criticism in relation to her strategies for 

avoiding the ending; the conscious refusal to experience the conclusion of the novel 

might furthermore be seen as an act of defiance to norms (often learned in school) that 

dictate the prompt conclusion of a literary text. Therefore, alluding to the first cinematic 
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installment Twilight, fangirls like iheartedwardcullen agentially (like Jenkins’ “textual 

poachers”) defy finality through their literal participation with the texts through pausing 

or re-reading, participating in a fan community, and anticipating the films.  

EdwardLove offers a statement that both encapsulates such fan defiance and 

reveals how tears and exaggerated statements underscore agential positions: “It was so 

scary and sad to see those words. [line break] I died. Just sat and cried for ages. But it's 

never really going to be over. We'll keep reading it over and over again.” By speaking for 

other Twilight Teens (and perhaps Twilight readers more broadly), EdwardLove signals 

girl-solidarity in the face of disappointment (the ending). This statement once again 

articulates how melodramatic extremes (such as “I died”) characterize girls’ rhetorical 

practices, as well as offering evidence of how girls’ responses to melodrama differ from 

the kind of responses male audiences relate. While Staiger notices how James Bond 

viewers seek validation from an online community for validation of their tears as 

“normal” and this is a practice girls also illustrate, Staiger also finds that males 

rationalize a sad ending as a necessity of serialization (“‘The First’”). Girls, rather, defy 

endings by promising to re-read, and thus dwell with melodramatic moments within the 

narratives, those that emphasize prolonged feelings, rather than conclusions determined 

by texts.  

Summary of Findings: TwilightTEENS and Neo-Victorian Melodrama 

Just as melodramatic excess positions girl readers alongside Bella’s interior view, 

fangirls’ own responses to and use of neo-Victorian melodrama mode shows how 

melodrama facilitates intimacy between girls. Girls’ conversations about excessive 
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emotional reactions enhance understanding between girls (characters and real girls alike), 

promoting community in the online space. Girls’ confessional conversations also function 

to defend affective reactions to contemporary girls’ lived experiences. Right away, then, 

we can see neo-Victorian’s capacity in girl culture to validate the gravity of the mundane, 

as Peter Brooks explains: “the dramaturgy of excess and overstatement corresponds to 

and evokes confrontations and choices that are of heightened importance, because in 

them we put our lives—however trivial and constricted—on the line” (ix). 

Sometimes employing a critical stance, these girls’ use of melodrama reveals how 

the mode helps critique social expectations of contemporary girlhood; this is similar to 

nineteenth-century melodrama’s capacity to address social pressures facing Victorian 

women, who were encouraged to be angels of the house. Melodramatic black-and-white 

tendencies, inherited conventions from nineteenth-century melodrama, in fact create a 

space for girls to negotiate meaning, especially related to the social construction of 

female youth. Ultimately, this exploration of fangirls’ reported affective responses—

crying in particular—reveals how the melodramatic mode functions in rhetorical 

practices specific to girl culture. Such an examination also reveals how their discourse 

disrupts the adult-generated stereotypes that espouse limiting assumptions about girls’ 

reading experiences and cultural engagements. 

TwilightTEENS’s fangirls’ reported affective responses, especially about crying 

continue to certify how nineteenth-century melodramatic impulses operate in 

contemporary girl culture, as my analysis of Jane Eyre in the previous chapter reveals. 

Reports of crying also reveal how girls’ online writing complicates the adult-generated 
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stereotypes that espouse limiting assumptions about girls’ reading experiences and 

cultural engagement. First, girls’ responses frequently demonstrate that they do not seek 

to emulate Bella, but rather, endeavor to sympathize and empathize with situations they 

may or may not have experienced. Moreover, articulated responses about crying function 

not to advance an understanding of girls as hysterical, but to justify the importance of the 

lived experiences of literary texts while building intimate connections between girls 

within the community. These affective responses displace anticipated criticism, offering a 

critique of social expectations for girls. Due to the public nature of the online space, this 

criticism may not be anticipated from other forum members, but the larger public, whose 

discourses of girls unfairly construct them. Thus, demonstrating Twilight fans and 

readers’ sophisticated engagements with texts substantiates a critical appreciation for 

girls’ cultural participation since, unlike popular assumptions purport, these fangirls do 

not read passively, but actively. This active disposition, along with the rhetorical 

dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama in fangirl discourse, is replicated in 

thetwilightreader’s YouTube community. 

THETWILIGHTREADER: A YOUTUBE FANGIRL COMMUNITY  

Description 

“Hello! Welcome to this new YouTube account that I have just opened today and 

it is a completely Twilight fan account. […] It is completely for Twilight fans only and 

please don’t leave hate comments on any of the videos,” begins pre-teen
62

 Liza, who calls 

                                                 

62 Liza initially listed her age as 28 on her YouTube profile. Over the course of several videos, she explains 

that she was 11-years-old when she opened the account and first started uploading. In a later video, “Bella 
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herself thetwilightreader. This statement appears in the introductory video on her 

YouTube channel (“Welcome”). Routinely dressed in a black t-shirt featuring the 

cinematic image of a glaring Edward Cullen, from 2009 to 2010 the pre-teen Liza 

promoted herself as “thetwilightreader” on YouTube, the popular video streaming 

website. Initially, she claimed her name was “Alice” (an allusion to one of her favorite 

Twilight characters), a choice she references in her description of herself:  

i dot wanna tell my real name but i have ATON of nicknames (including "dingo" 

idk how that happened *cough cough NATTY406 cough*) . i love twilight and i 

can be very crazy and random! I love to make videos and see nothing wrong with 

having cookie dough for breakfast. I can be overly friendly and am known for 

having really bad ADHD (i like it =D) and talking to random people. (“About 

Me”)63 

 

Later, however, she adopts another preferred name, “Liza,” which is used by friends she 

sometimes features in her videos. One friend that appears in Liza’s videos is also a 

Twilight fangirl with her own YouTube channel (natty406). Such a reference immediately 

reinforces the manner in which the Twilight Saga, especially through its neo-Victorian 

melodramatic moments, functions as a point of connection between girls. In other 

explanations, Liza explains that she is also involved in a couple of Twilight role-playing 

communities with friends—and this penchant for dramatic performance is wholly evident 

on the videos she posts to her YouTube channel. 

                                                                                                                                                 
outfit (similar),” Liza identifies herself as 12 since her age became a subject of inquiry in comments 

sections. For the majority of the videos I reference, then, Liza is 12 years old. Again, I want to note that my 

discussion of age relates to the construction of a public online persona. 

 
63 As I have done for Twilight Teens’ online responses, here I reproduce thetwilightreader’s written text 

exactly as it appears on her website with spelling and capitalization errors. Later in this section, I am 

addressing her YouTube videos, so I have transcribed that spoken discourse. I do my best to use punctuation 

that reflects her speech patterns. 
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Over the course of a year (2009-2010) Liza directed, edited, and posted more than 

80 videos to her personal YouTube channel, which started as a project to celebrate the 

novels, characters, films, songs, and actors associated with the Twilight phenomenon. 

Often filming herself addressing a handheld camera, Liza’s production studio, what she 

calls a “stage,” was her bedroom. Heightening the spectacle of her bedroom as a 

performance space, her room’s swelling collection of memorabilia and homemade 

artwork honors the Twilight Saga; the display is epitomized in a video in which she 

shows off her “shrine” (“My twilight”).
64

 Liza’s passion for the vampire romance 

inspired her not only to decorate her personal space, but also to project this space into the 

public a trend so consistent with Kearney’s observation about girls’ media distribution 

(“Productive” 137). Liza’s audio-visual media, particularly short films, then facilitates an 

online community for Twilight fans like herself. Suddenly, Liza took a month-long hiatus 

from posting between March and April 2010; when she resumed her YouTube activity it 

was (and continues to be) no longer Twilight oriented. In this section, I focus on her 

Twilight-themed videos, especially those posted in 2009. 

In her early videos, Liza consistently works to accumulate viewers to support her 

new channel and resolutely acts to exclude and deny access to the “haters,” anti-fans who 

leave negative and disparaging comments. While Liza does not explicitly exclude boys, 

                                                 
64 Over the course of the year, Liza’s collection of Twilight merchandise, in addition to her own creative 

productions, grows exponentially. Liza’s collection, spills over into every part of her bedroom and is 

certainly not confined to the shelf she calls her “Twilight Shrine” (“My twilight shrine”).  In terms of fan 

behavior, Staiger suggests a category, “the extension of fan partialities into everyday living” (105, bold 

in original), which encapsulates the process of collecting: “Collections of material—books, videos, photos, 

everyday items such as cups with star images—make up a part of the physical world that a fan experiences 

in daily living” (Staiger, Media 106). 
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as I will explain, her discourse certainly privileges feminine experiences and positions 

her ideal viewer as a girl like herself. Liza solicits viewer participation to foster 

connection and maintain community using the types of fan-talk that media scholars have 

observed: “recognition” talk is “the use of catch phrases or insider information that 

would identify the depth of knowledge that a ‘true’ fan would know”; functioning 

together, “request” and “diffusion” talk relates to how “People ask for and receive 

information” (Staiger, Media 108, emphasis in the original). Thus, the comment spaces, 

YouTube feedback sections below each video, enable a dialogue with and among her 

viewers, particularly other girls who share her Twilight interests. Creating a safe space for 

Twilight girl fandom is a melodramatic move I will explain further in my analysis of this 

initial video. Such rhetorical practices recall the exact kind of efforts issued by 

TwilightTEENS’s introductory statements. 

As with the TwilightTEENS website, Liza’s Twilight fan activity waned in 2010 

and she went on to create a new YouTube channel under the name, “LuckyLiza2,” which 

she continues to use. Ultimately, in under a year as thetwilightreader, Liza attracted the 

100 subscribers she was hoping to accumulate; by 2010 Liza’s channel had amassed 201 

subscribers, a preferred YouTube status; at that time her channel had 4,434 video views 

(“Thetwilightreader’s”). Today in 2012, the channel remains accessible account; although 

she no longer posts videos and has deleted all of her early videos, thetwilightreader’s 

channel now has 22,524 video views suggesting her Twilight-themed videos have had 

continued relevance (“Thetwilightreader’s”). Liza’s visibility on YouTube warrants 

recognition. Admittedly, there are many other girls who have used the video streaming 
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site to project their affective fascination with the Twilight Saga (and some of these girls 

still take to YouTube for such fan activity). Yet for a year Liza posted at such regular 

intervals that her videos document the way Twilight fan activity—when it was at its 

height— interacts with a girl’s everyday life. Liza’s example encapsulates some very 

common activities of preteen Twilight fangirls and her responses to and uses of the 

melodramatic mode illustrate those rhetorical practices. 

From video collages to mock public service announcements to music videos to 

animated shorts to original musical compositions, Liza demonstrates considerable artistic 

dexterity. Her videos thus represent diverse media-production skills. Kearney’s research 

encourages scholars to appreciate this kind of girl-made media given historical 

disparities: until recent developments in film technology which made it more accessible 

to girls and women, filmmaking was a domain of boys and men (Girls 191-196). Liza’s 

YouTube activity is also somewhat consistent with what Sarah Banet-Weiser has 

observed in relation to girls’ use of YouTube. Banet-Weiser’s examination of 100 girl-

produced YouTube videos locates the girls’ efforts to “brand” themselves as activities 

particularly representative of postfeminist discourse (279). Banet-Weiser explains how 

the videos she examines “both support and perpetuate a commercial post-feminist 

discourse in which girls and young women are ostensibly ‘empowered’ through public 

bodily performances and user-generated content” (278). Given the post-feminist context, 

however, Banet-Weiser ultimately argues girls’ empowerment only goes so far—

especially given the punitive function of the user feedback, which she argues “is crucial 

to the logic of self-branding” (279). Banet-Weiser includes a close treatment of this user 
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feedback, especially noting the comments’ disciplinary and evaluative functions. She 

does not, however, deal enough with girls’ further negotiation of those disciplinary 

evaluations: What happens when girls talk back to the user feedback? How do we make 

sense of girls’ engagements and empowerment when they delete comments or respond to 

comments with their own? 

Banet-Weiser’s study allows one to see how Liza’s efforts to advance her image 

as thetwilightreader and to accumulate subscribers are consistent with girls’ discursive 

practices on YouTube. Yet Liza does not present herself in exactly the same way as the 

girls in videos Banet-Weiser examines; Banet-Weiser’s girls often dance to music, 

offering their bodies for public scrutiny and often receiving ugly, hateful, and sexist 

feedback in the comments sections. Liza actively works to exclude viewers who are not 

interested in Twilight and promises to delete hateful comments (“10 Reasons”). Further, 

when Liza disagrees with a viewer comment, she—and her friends—often actively 

defend her choices, particularly for preferences that bespeak melodramatic excess, which 

the forthcoming analysis will show. 

Preview: Neo-Victorian Melodrama and thetwilightreader 

Liza’s preference for neo-Victorian melodramatic moments in the Twilight Saga 

is echoed in her own discourse, rhetorical practices that also demonstrate a preference for 

exaggeration and extreme states of emotion. In general Liza, as thetwilightreader, shows 

how melodramatic moments in the saga create a space for girls’ interpretive 

engagements; in Liza’s case, she often creates revealing parodies and musical texts to 

articulate her extreme responses and her interior view.  
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Following a general analysis of Liza’s texts, which give the reader a sense of 

recurring melodramatic trends on her channel, I have selected five (nearly consecutive) of 

Liza’s early videos for closer inspection due to their precise adherence to the 

melodramatic mode. In particular, Liza calls upon melodramatic excess, particularly 

revelation and confession, to address major life changes as well as to express her 

enthusiasm for the saga. Intriguingly, her videos also reflect melodramatic narrative 

structure. Like Twilight Teens, Liza does reference crying—although she does not ever 

show herself crying. Instead, the affective reactions she usually shares are laughter as 

well as expression through song. In the case of a couple of these videos, I will consider 

the significance of comments in the user feedback sections. While there is much more to 

be said about thetwilightreader’s online community through a consideration of user 

feedback, I have limited that exploration in order to focus on Liza’s audio-visual 

productions (rather than the kind of written text Twilight Teens offer). Still, the feedback 

sections I will discuss offer representative examples of the kind of girls supporting each 

other as well as “talking back” fangirls offer to outsider critiques. 

What are the rhetorical dimensions of thetwilightreader’s responses to and uses of 

neo-Victorian melodrama? The forthcoming analysis answers this question by analyzing 

thetwilightreader’s channel as a whole and then a few of her videos and a couple 

corresponding comment sections. Her responses reveal how melodramatic impulses in 

the saga—especially the form of the melodramatic narrative—appeals to girl readers in 

the context of their everyday lives. By presenting the viewer a window onto her intimate 

space, Liza’s use of the melodramatic mode not only functions as a point of connection 
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with girlfriends, but also works to shut out negative and hurtful speech from outsiders 

(non-Twilight fans). In this way, Liza creates a kind of girl space that resembles 

TwilightTEENS; in both cases, girls talk back to a dominant culture that may both 

empower and constrain them and, once more, neo-Victorian melodrama functions as a 

mode available to critique such social constructions of girlhood. 

General Neo-Victorian Trends on thetwilightreader’s YouTube Channel 

One way to discern the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama 

through thetwilightreader’s YouTube channel is to consider particular melodramatic 

moments in the saga to which Liza responds. To get a sense of this, it is helpful to 

consider the range of melodramatic moments available in her videos. As evidenced in “10 

Reasons Why I Love Twilight” Liza especially appreciates the sensational elements of 

the saga’s plot, particularly the separate suffering of Bella and Edward and the Bella-

Edward-Jacob love triangle. She frequently offers her takes on the books’ variety of 

melodramatic moments in a series of “Twilight Discussions” in which she offers her 

interpretations of the books as well as questions to inspire discussion from viewers, as if 

she is a teacher or book club moderator. Such moves underscore one of Liza’s primary 

rhetorical aims, evident in almost every single video: to solicit participation and feedback 

from her viewers in order to create a unified community of Twilight fans. Whether she is 

entreating viewers to let her know what they think about sensational moments in the 

novels or to submit their own artwork so that she can create a compilation video 

(“Midnight”), she calls upon the saga’s melodramatic moments to build solidarity. Liza 

even performs a “chant,” a kind of cheer (accompanied by arm motions) with which she 
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closes several videos: “Comment, Rate, and Subscriiiiibe!” (“Twilight Cover”). The 

playful quality of her discourse underscores a more serious objective: to solicit 

community participation. 

Through humorous parodies that she acts out, Liza is also particularly invested in 

the drama associated with vampires’ extremist natures. This is especially evident in her 

treatment of the saga’s undead female villains. One video records the audio of a prank 

call in which she pretends to be Victoria; as the video’s description relates, “the lady 

thought i was her daughter and then got embarassed when i was Victoria HAHA! :D” 

(“Victoria”). Such an example illustrates the pleasures of subversive behavior through the 

identity of the female villain. Liza additionally articulates the pleasure of adopting the 

vampire Jane Volturi’s alternate subject position female villain in the video “Jane Gym... 

FEEL THE BURN!” In this particular video, Liza parodies the saga’s villain, who 

physically tortures people with her mind control, by making the character an drill 

sergeant of a physical trainer. Liza plays the part of both Jane Gym and her physically 

taxed workout subjects. The description of the video advises, “WARNING MAY 

CAUSE DEATH!”, ironically emphasizing extreme caution.  

Although Liza’s prank calls and parodies indicate a subversive, playful preference 

for villainous female characters, sweet and innocent girl characters are also appealing to 

thetwilightreader, who talks about characters like Bella as if they are girlfriends. Clearly, 

the rhetorical dimensions associated with Bella’s intimate narration have enhanced these 

connections. Liza clearly identifies with Bella’s clumsiness and awkwardness, 

characteristics she demonstrates in videos in when she shows herself tripping or dropping 
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the camera. And in one video, she also coos about how “Renesmee’s my little angel” 

(“10 reasons”). Liza’s interest in Bella’s daughter—whose need for definite protection in 

Breaking Dawn bespeaks melodramatic convention— seems to correspond with what 

Liza shares about her job as a babysitter in other videos. Thus, Bella’s eventual maternal 

role is a point of appeal for Liza, who is charged with similar responsibilities as a 

babysitter. Such a connection offers insight into the ways neo-Victorian melodrama 

functions as a mode of discourse with particular relevance in girl culture. 

Another way to discern the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama 

through thetwilightreader’s YouTube channel is to consider how Liza’s own discourse 

adheres to melodramatic conventions. Already, it is obvious that Liza’s performative 

practices, evidenced by skits she writes, performs, and films, exemplify melodramatic 

expression. Frequently, and especially as she gains more experience with video 

production, her filmed skits feature a couple of “real-life” girlfriends, who, for example, 

come over for a sleepover and end up acting in Liza’s videos. That melodramatic 

performance functions a point of connection between girlfriends indicates a powerful and 

recurring rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama.  

Thetwilightreader constantly calls upon music, a prominent hallmark of neo-

Victorian melodrama, to express her affective fascination with Twilight and to garner 

support from her online community. While this form of melodramatic expression will be 

even more discernible in following section, which analyzes the band the Bella Cullen 

Project, worth noting here is how music functions as one of Liza’s rhetorical strategies. 

Just as music often underscores Bella’s (and Jane Eyre’s) anxiety, music is a primary 



 353 

strategy Liza uses for creatively engaging Twilight while positioning her viewer to 

empathize with her. Liza creates multiple music videos, juxtaposing images from the 

films and her own drawings with contemporary songs, especially those from the film 

Twilight’s soundtrack. In other videos, Liza even sings, using the tune of an existing song 

but replacing the lyrics to reflect Twilight interests. In one video, “‘Human’ twilight style 

(twilight parody),” Liza qualifies her production with this description: “I know i cant sing 

and i had a sore throat when i recorded it so please no hate comments. The real son is by 

the killers and i rewrote it to be about twilight (of course).” Because Liza frequently 

apologizes for her voice, music then offers the opportunity to elicit the support of her 

community. Although some feedback does criticize Liza’s voice, Twilight fangirls (their 

affiliations evident in their user names) more often offer the same kind of community 

support that Twilight Teens proffered when girls on the fan forum noted their 

embarrassment. Thus, exposing her insecurities amid the backdrop of musical efforts to 

gain validation reveals a rhetorical function of neo-Victorian melodrama in fangirl 

culture that is consistent with the mode’s rhetorical functions in the Twilight novels.  

In addition to creating the YouTube channel as a kind of safe online space for her 

own obsession and that of other fans, it is obvious that Liza’s bedroom offers her a 

similarly protective enclosure from interference (like her parents). Liza enhances the 

viewer’s understanding of her enclosed space as one that is subject to surveillance when 

she explains, “im talking so soflty cuz im supposed to be in bed” to justify her low 

volume (“Twilight Book”). Given Liza’s demonstration of creative fan-activity through 

videos on her YouTube channel, the window this particular medium grants the viewer into 
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Liza’s private space is a topic worth considering through the lens of neo-Victorian 

melodrama prior to an analysis of specific videos.  

Liza’s presentation of revelations within an interior, intimate space functions in a 

similar way as Bella’s narration: the intimacy of interior melodrama positions Liza’s 

viewers alongside her perspective. In many of the Twilight -themed videos, Liza speaks 

directly to the camera and her bedroom (characterized by decorated walls, overflowing 

bookcases, and an unmade day-bed) is wholly visible behind her. Her “stage” initially 

consisted of a dresser on which she sets her camera and a mirror.
65

 This mirror-talk 

places Liza’s discourse in a long tradition of girls’ communicative practices since 

speaking into a reflective surface situates her discourse alongside that of Bella, who 

introduces her physical awkwardness to the reader as she looks into the mirror. And as 

Chapter 4 argues, such a presentation of self-critique is also available in Jane Eyre, 

whose narrator also relates her lack of self-worth into a mirror, a classic representation of 

the self. Girls’ mirror-talk is not only a recurring motif in literature—even present in the 

very Twilight books of which Liza is a fan—but also in girls’ everyday discursive 

practices. While Liza’s mirror-talk situates her discourse into a long tradition of girls’ 

talk, the fact that her videos are produced in and dispersed through her bedroom speaks to 

the more current trend that Kearney recognizes (“Productive” 137). Situating Liza’s fan 

activities into larger considerations about girls distributing media out of their bedrooms 

will allow me to make broader claims about neo-Victorian melodrama as a rhetorical 

practice in girl culture.  

                                                 
65 By 2010, Liza seems to use video technology within her computer to film herself. 
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“Welcome to my videos and channel!” 

In the first video, “Welcome to my videos and channel!”, which inaugurates the 

grand project that will be her YouTube channel, Liza establishes herself as a rhetor who is 

both earnest and playful. Calling upon melodramatic narrative form, which first presents 

innocence in an enclosure, she works to establish the channel as a safe space for fans. In 

doing so, Liza also invokes certain strategies to promote and deny certain kinds of 

participation in her fan community, establishing rules just as Twilight Teens do.  

This video presents Liza typical address from her stage as she films herself amid 

the backdrop of her bedroom as she speaks into the camera. From her initial remarks, she 

specifically articulates who should— and who should not—interact with her YouTube 

channel: 

Hello! Welcome to this new YouTube account that I have just opened today and it 

is a completely Twilight fan account. Um, like channel. I should probably say that 

word. It is completely for Twilight fans only and please don’t leave hate 

comments on any of the videos or the channel because they will be removed 

because I want Twilight fans, like myself, to be able to go to this channel or my 

videos to see a bunch of Twilight things and discussions with me and some of my 

friends or discussions about a book in the series itself, like one of those videos 

where you can leave comments discussing it without just seeing comments like, 

“oh, Twilight stinks and stuff,” cuz you know they don’t really wants to see that. 

Nobody who will be going to this channel or this videos will really want to see 

that. So, please leave comments on this channel and show it to any people you 

know, if they’re Twilight fans, and yeah! 

 

Liza clearly positions her preferred audience in either/or terms: invited fans are “any” 

who find pleasure in communicating
66

 about Twilight in a hate-free zone; non-fans are 

                                                 

66 Liza uses “discussion” and “comments” frequently to characterize the communication Twilight fans, 

including her, seek. Building on other scholarship on fan discourse, Janet Staiger outlines five different 

forms of “talk” used by fans in social interaction: commentary, speculation, request, diffusion, and 

recognition (Media 107-8). Although not the exclusive focus of this paper, another analytical project might 
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intrusive, boring, and subject to deletion. Reflecting characteristic melodramatic either/or 

choices, Liza further reproduces the opposition between fans and non-fans within the 

actual structure of her sentences: she calls for “Twilight fans only” then immediately 

promises to remove non-fans’ hostile communication. The passive construction of her 

sentence reduces her role as the one performing the removal, which might indicate some 

hesitance about performing such a resolute action. However, that tentativeness, in 

addition to the self-correcting qualities of her speech (that she does not edit out of the 

video), speaks to a discursive honesty, which the melodramatic mode privileges in girl 

culture. Just as Bella self-consciously presents herself to the reader, so too does Liza—

although Liza brings more humor to her discourse. 

Elevating the conflict between Twilight lovers and haters to the stakes of good 

versus evil, Liza’s oppositional positioning of fans and non-fans speaks to what media-

reception scholars like Janet Staiger and Henry Jenkins have discerned more generally 

about fan behavior: “exclusion creates group identity. Fans distinguish between 

themselves and ‘mundanes’ (Jenkins, 1988: 88). In this opposition, fans ‘embrace 

pleasure; mundanes suppress or deny it’” (Staiger, Media 108).
67

 Worth noting is the 

manner in which Liza alters her voice and physicality to mimic the mundane’s hate-

                                                                                                                                                 
specifically examine how and to what purpose Liza or other Twilight girlfans use these five types of 

discourse on their online projects. 

 
67 Liza’s strategies to both promote and deny certain kinds of participation on her site speak to larger issues 

about fan practices and social interaction, especially via communication online. As Henry Jenkins 

importantly observes, for fans, “meaning-production is not a solitary and private process but rather a social 

and political one” (75). Staiger echoes this conclusion, stating, “Group interactions and shared activities are 

significant aspects of fan behavior” while going on to note how the Internet both heightens visibility and 

the potential room for performativity (107).  
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comment: she uses a deeper, masculine voice and slumps into a slouch as if mimicking 

someone she has seen say, “oh, Twilight stinks and stuff.” Her perception of Twilight 

haters as deep-voiced and obtuse (evident through the slouchy body language) might 

speak to how she perceives gender in relation to Twilight fans. She thus constructs her fan 

community as a particularly feminine girl-space that is safe for fans like her. The fact that 

she anticipates masculine villainy’s intrusion further reinforces the pervasiveness of the 

melodramatic mode in girl culture. 

Identifying the need for an encapsulating place for girl-fans to take pleasure in 

Twilight activity is, then, a choice that resembles neo-Victorian melodramatic narrative 

form. Thetwilightreader’s anticipation of intrusion also illustrates how melodramatic 

conflict and this anticipation reflects her awareness about outsiders’ critiques of Twilight 

fans. In this way, neo-Victorian melodrama is a mode of discourse girls use to defy their 

detractors. Her first video represents deliberate attempts to invite her preferred audience 

(fans) and to shut out the opposition (non-fans who might intrude). However, in the 

subsequent 81 videos, Liza typically addresses the audience as only fans: “my viewers” 

(“Can vampires”). Soliciting their comments, ratings, and subscriptions to her channel, 

thetwilightreader is clearly campaigning to promote participation on her site. The playful, 

humorous style with which she approaches subsequent Twilight topics on future videos is 

evident throughout the 82 videos, and is particularly exemplified in the video, “I Have 

OCD.” 
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“I Have OCD” 

In the sixth video on thetwilightreader’s YouTube channel, Liza’s presents a kind 

of mock public service announcement. In “I Have OCD,” she also celebrates exactly the 

kind of extreme and affective fan reactions that annoy and concern parents, a reaction 

also reported by Twilight Teens. Similarly, Liza validates such over-the-top reactions to 

Twilight, but does so through irony and humor. 

Unlike her videos’ usual settings (her bedroom stage), Liza’s setting in this video 

is a tree in her backyard, a reference to supernatural tree climbing in the Twilight series. 

Filming her own face in a close-up shot as she again addresses the camera, Liza 

celebrates her obsession, playfully characterizing it as a disorder: 

Hello. And before I start this video, you might be asking, or wondering to 

yourself, “Is she in a tree?” Yes, I am in a tree. You don’t believe me? See. I am 

in a tree. But the reason I made this video. [Train sounds in the distance] Sorry 

about the train in the background. The reason why I made this video is to inform 

you about the illness I have. I have OCD, which stands for Obsessive Cullen 

Disorder. I am obsessed with the Cullen family and anything else Twilight, which 

means I also have OTD. If you have one, you pretty much have both. And, sadly, 

there is no cure. Once you become obsessed, you stay obsessed and you can’t get 

un-obsessed, instead you just become more obsessed from reading and google-ing 

more things about them. OCD is awesome to have. You want to catch it! If you 

haven’t read Twilight or any, or the series I guess (to get it even more, read the 

whole series, trust me) and you will get it so bad. There’s no cure for mine! 

Because, like, today, it was driving my mom crazy, my OCD. We were in the car, 

and we were listening to this song, called “Sober” by Pink. And, and it said, “Ah 

ah ah, it’s callin”, no, it’s like, “ah ah ah oh it’s callin.” It said, “oh it’s callin,” but 

it sounded like “Alice Cullen” and I’m like, “Look! She said Alice Cullen!” and 

my mom was like, “No, she didn’t.” So, yeah, I’m obsessed. Make a video 

showing your real OCD. Thank you. Now, here are some videos I’ve made 

expressing mine. 

Thus, the mock public service announcement segues into a discussion of a song and 

interaction with her mother before Liza entreats viewers to make their own videos 
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celebrating OCD. Liza’s video then cuts to a sequence of scenes depicting her performing 

feats of speed and strength (like Twilight vampires) in her backyard: she jumps off a 

swing set while quoting a line from the film, “Hold on, spider monkey” and another 

scene shows her climbing a tree and then throwing a large branch as she proclaims; 

‘Look I’m strong like Edward and Jasper and all the others. OCD!” Following, Liza films 

herself running around her backyard in super-speed (the result of video editing) while her 

dachshund looks on. The final image of the video depicts Liza back at her computer 

where she is playing the line from the song that sounds like “Alice Cullen”: “See! Alice 

Cullen! OCD! Bye!” This closing proves she was right; the line does indeed sound like 

the singer Pink is singing “Alice Cullen” rather than “it’s callin.” 

“I Have OCD” offers a number of insights into girls’ rhetorical practices. By 

characterizing her obsession as an unavoidable illness, Liza gives other fans a 

confirmation of their own obsessive energy for Twilight; according to Liza, such a 

fascination is inevitable following reading the series. Liza renders the behavior both 

exceptional and, at the same time, normal. In addition, Liza’s example, also like that of 

Twilight Teens, proves that this obsessive energy is a point of conflict with adults. 

Reporting her mother’s annoyance again signals that the extremes that characterize 

melodrama in girl culture are often not understandable to adults, thereby suggesting that 

the melodramatic mode is one with particular relevance and significance to girls. Indeed, 

thetwilightreader seems to suggest that this kind of conflict is also normal and to be 

expected.  
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While Liza often claims that her overt intention is to be funny, more significantly, 

her discourse suggests a yearning for her cultural knowledge to be taken seriously. Those 

rhetorical aims are validated in the user feedback section, s alltwilight0123450 

comments: “you are so funny and it does sound like alice cullen.” Another girl, 

homegirl408, responds with a personal story that confides similar parental 

misunderstanding: 

omg it does sound like alice cullen how cool i think i have ocd i thought i was just 

a fan but my parents like refused to talk to me while an right after i was readin the 

books cuz thats all i talked about i cant realy blame them im even goin to the 

midnight showin of newmoon on thursday. 

 

Both comments show how Liza receives validation from her community through 

melodramatic excess and, at the same time, she promotes connections with other girls, 

who share her experiences.  

“Can vampires have braces?” 

In the ninth video posted to her YouTube channel, Liza, humorously imagines the 

subject of vampires and braces. In this way, she is just like the Twilight Teens who 

reconcile real-life experiences related to the school day (such as biology class) with 

vampires. As a result, Liza’s example immediately proves how melodramatic extremes, 

epitomized by vampiric excess, validate the gravity of certain coming-of-age experiences. 

Again, such an illustration proves how neo-Victorian melodrama operates as a mode with 

special significance to youth. 

Anticipating the orthodontic work she is about to undergo, Liza presents her 

viewership with a series of questions on the subject of vampires and braces. Liza’s fan-
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based discourse in “Can vampires have braces?” reveals some anxiety about the future, 

but she uses her pop culture, fan savvy to articulate this apprehension and to promote 

community: 

Hi guys! Before I start this video, yes, you may notice I am wearing a Twilight 

shirt, yes I am. Read the back, read the back! Have you read it? Ok, good. Ok, 

here’s a question I want to ask you guys, my viewers. Can vampires have braces? 

Really, I mean, do they? Wouldn’t it ruin the whole effect of like, “their skin is 

pale white and ice cold. Their eyes change colors. They never go out in the 

sunlight, and sometimes they speak like, like they’re from a different century. 

How old are they?” Sorry, I just must quote sometimes. But, wouldn’t it ruin the 

whole effect of all of that if they had braces? I’m asking because it’d be awesome 

if I were a vampire (I know, right?) and I’m getting braces soon, so if I have 

braces is it impossible to change into a vampire? Is it? Because I don’t know, I 

mean, when you see pictures of vampires whether they’re from Twilight or, I 

dunno, Interview with a Vampire, or anything, you never see a vampire with 

braces, do you? I mean, if you have leave a comment because I want to see a 

picture of a vampire with braces, I mean—NOT photoshopped. But, can vampires 

have braces? Really, can they? I wanna know. That-that’s just like something I 

need to know. That’s a necessary question. Please, please tell me the answer, 

pleeease.  

 

By imploring viewers to help her reconcile vampires and braces, Liza’s over-the-top 

delivery is downright funny, evident in the mock earnestness she intentionally adopts. 

Especially intriguing is the manner in which she uses exaggerated vampire qualities to 

reconcile change in her life.  

Approaching the subject of braces through the life-and-death seriousness of 

vampires is a perfect example of how melodrama helps validate the gravity of seemingly 

trivial coming-of-age experiences. Braces are so common for many American middle-

class pre-teens, that they are perhaps a taken-for-granted experience. Yet this mouth-

work is not only rather painful, but metal braces make speaking awkward (and often the 

speaker self-conscious). Braces hinder eating and kissing; they are also felt constantly for 
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the duration of their wear. Metal braces are thus an oxymoronic temporary-permanent 

change: while they disrupt one’s appearance and normal activities, they do promise 

straight teeth, a sign of beauty in mainstream America. A transformation to vampire 

existence, however, promises immediate beauty according to the conventions outlined by 

Meyer’s Twilight Saga to which Liza refers. It is no wonder, then, that Liza explains, 

“I’m asking because it’d be awesome if I were a vampire (I know, right?) and I’m getting 

braces soon, so if I have braces is it impossible to change into a vampire?” Through this 

question, Liza exposes some important rhetorical dimensions of melodrama: first, since 

braces are a rite of passage for middle-class American youth, they signal a major change. 

When Liza reveals that it would be “awesome” to be a vampire, she seems to be speaking 

to the permanent youth and splendor (qualities she references) that she perceives 

vampires offering. Braces, however, signal a step away from childhood. Thus, wondering 

if braces will hinder vampirehood might speak to anxiety about such change. Through 

Liza’s revelation, one can readily see how she calls upon melodramatic extremes, 

exemplified by Twilight vampires, to deal with a major transition in her life.  

Moreover, Liza’s use of the melodramatic mode also facilitates a critique of social 

pressures facing girls. Liza yearns for vampiric immortality and supernatural strength as 

preferable choices to braces, which are metonymic of bigger issues. Both conversions are 

painful, but the former guarantees permanent youth, a goal of other postfeminism’s 

emphasis on adult women’s girlishness. In this way, melodramatic excess shines a light 

on pressures facing girls, who are expected to grow up, adhering to certain standards of 

beauty like straight teeth, but who are also entreated to stay young—and to undergo 
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significant discomfort for beauty. Just as in the novels, these contradictions become 

apparent when one considers how melodrama facilitates an expression of coming-of-age 

anxiety. 

Since Liza’s questions publicly expose apprehension inspired by the required 

adjustment of braces, an altering experience many pre-teens and adolescents undergo, her 

discourse becomes an opportunity to foster cohesion within her YouTube community. 

Liza invites viewers to recognize and identify with her devotion to Twilight—evident 

through her recognition talk, the imperative for audiences to read her Twilight-themed t-

shirt and her “quotes” a line from the film.
68

 Moreover, her questions insist upon answers 

that may alleviate her own concerns about braces since she creates the opportunity to 

learn from her viewers through interrogatives: out of the twenty-two sentences in the 

video, eleven are phrased as questions.  

In the viewer-comment section, no one does post a picture of a vampire sporting 

braces per Liza’s request. Yet responses justify opinions on the matter with their 

knowledge about vampire transformations. For example, natty406, Liza’s friend who 

appears in a few of her 82 videos, has a reasoned answer: “they might have fake ones so 

people wouldn't think they were vampires.... but I think if you changed into a vampire 

while you have braces I think they would get tore up during the 2-3 days of changing and 

you would have to get them removed, or you can take them off yourself.” natty406’s 

                                                 
68 Not only does Liza quote Bella’s lines from the film closely (with obvious the substitution of “you” for 

“they”), she imitates actress Kristen Stewart’s delivery (as the character Bella) through vocal intonation, 

even capturing the repetition of “like.” Liza’s use of recognition talk in this particular video functions, as 

Staiger suggests, to “[create] a system of marking who does and does not belong to the fan community or 

establishing degrees of fan knowledge” (Media 108). 
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solution reveals specific facts about Twilight vampires—specifically, the duration of their 

violent transformation and their potency (being strong enough to remove their own 

braces). This fan knowledge to some extent then matches the expertise Liza 

demonstrates. More significantly, however, through natty406’s “you” perspective, she 

also directly encourages Liza, despite the braces, to remain hopeful about the future 

possibility of vampirism. Just like Edward walking into biology class is a circumstance 

girls can readily imagine, a vampire conversion is a fantasy that fits readily into a real-life 

scenario. This kind of exchange further exemplifies how melodrama is a mode of 

discourse that fosters intimacy and friendship between girls as they navigate a 

contemporary postfeminist culture. The exchange also shows how girls favor the kind of 

Gothic tropes so popular among the Victorians. 

“Bella outfit (similar)” 

In the tenth video, “Bella outfit (similar)”, which follows “Can vampires have 

braces?”, thetwilightreader now sports the braces she anticipated. First explaining her 14-

day hiatus from YouTube activity, Liza goes onto display an outfit she pieced together to 

look like Bella in the film version of Twilight. Significant about this video is not only the 

manner in which Liza characterizes her absence in melodramatic life-or-death fashion. 

Her discourse also reveals feelings about the in-between stage of her changing female 

body and its relation to social conventions and norms. This confession, which resembles 

the kind of detailed and personal expression for which melodrama is known, further 

illustrates the rhetorical functions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. Further, 



 365 

through this confessional speech and performative display, Liza’s intimate connection the 

girl-character Bella is deepened. 

Comparable to the t-shirt display in “Can vampires have braces?”, Liza even more 

purposely calls attention to her clothing, and thus her bodily space: 

Hey you people! Sorry I haven’t posted a video in a while. Um, I’ve just been 

kinda busy and I actually lost my flip […] But anyway, so yeah I just wanted to 

let you know that I am still alive. I was not ripped apart and burned to pieces. 

Hahaha. Okay, and today I put together the awesomest outfit. I’m wearing it right 

now. Okay yeah, I kinda had to put a cami under it cuz, yeah, you know, I’m only 

12. (Can’t show too much.) But … okay this is a lot like what Bella wore to prom. 

Hold on, let me pull the leggings down a little be farther. The leggings are like 

way too short though because they’re like a Girls’ Size 10 and they’re killing me. 

When I’m done with the video I’m gonna take ‘em off. But, ok, yeah. Here’s the 

dress, there’s the design up here, and here’s some leggings, and Converse. And 

just pretend that I’m wearing a cast, but I did not break my leg because so far in 

my life I have not been chased by any vampires. [shrugs] 

 

“Bella outfit (similar)” Liza calls forth a specifically Twilight-fan community when she 

laughingly references melodramatic finality: vampire death through dismemberment and 

burning. The manner in which she apologizes for her posting hiatus additionally speaks to 

her conception of viewers’ disappointment in her reduced visibility and her perception of 

now, weeks into the creation of her channel, being needed by her viewers. Not only does 

Liza recognize her own visibility within her YouTube community, but she also articulates 

how dressing her changing body is at once a source of feminine identification, as well as 

enjoyment and frustration. 

Liza’s confessional discourse in this video, which describes and shows the pieces 

of her outfit, first places her speech in the context of feminine identification practices, 

which Jackie Stacey has observed in relation to female fans when they work to copy an 
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actress. Just as Liza rhetorically constructs her fan community through speech, she also 

demonstrates what Stacey calls “Extra-Cinematic Identificatory Practices” (137), 

specifically copying (167-70), resembling (161-2), and pretending (160-1). Stacey 

explains these practices are  

forms of recognition that involve practice as well as fantasy, in that spectators 

actually transform some aspect of their identity as a result of their relationship to 

their favourite star. These practices extend beyond the cinema itself and thus 

spectatorship is considered in relation to the construction of feminine identities 

more generally. (137) 

 

In “Bella outfit (similar)” Liza’s behavior not only corresponds with copying, but she 

also demonstrates resembling, and pretending practices in other videos on her site.
 
 These 

activities speak to issues of feminine identification, an important observation to make 

considering the manner in which neo-Victorian melodrama enhances connections 

between girls. Not only do Liza’s copying practices provide insight about feminine 

identification and age, her discussion of what Stacey terms “resembling” also 

demonstrates how the extra-cinematic identificatory practices promote associations 

between girls, “intimacy between femininities” (Stacey 172, emphasis in original). As a 

result, the rhetorical dimension of Liza’s fan activity is one that enhances intimacy 

among girls, which fits into the larger discussion of neo-Victorian melodrama’s capacity 

to build connection in girl culture. 

As evidence of efforts to build intimacy between girls, Liza’s explanation of her 

outfit is also furthermore consistent with the personal nature of melodramatic revelation, 

as Liza explains who she is and who she is not as she dresses her changing body. This 

clothing-imitation activity is clearly enjoyable; she enthusiastically discusses the 
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ensemble, “the awesomest outfit,” which resembles the costume of Bella, a teen girl-

character. However, coupled with this excited display are Liza’s caveats like, “Okay 

yeah, I kinda had to put a cami under it cuz, yeah, you know, I’m only 12. (Can’t show 

too much.).” This particular clarification is peppered with hedging language, indicating 

some possible discomfort with the topic, clothing that covers her chest; however, she 

solicits the viewer’s understanding, “you know,” on the predicament highlighted in her 

aside, “(Can’t show too much.).” Not only does Liza’s copying practice suggest how she 

establishes her Twilight expertise, demonstrated in the ability to reproduce the details of 

the costume (despite the discomfort). Liza’s statement also speaks to feminine 

identification: she overtly explains age as the reason for the camisole, but her “yeah, you 

know,” may suggest her assessment of her physical stage of development, which 

separates her from completely copying an older teenager, Bella/Stewart.  

Related to the personal testimony about who she is, thetwilightreader also explain 

who she is not anymore. Liza articulates some annoyance about how her body has 

changed given the explanation of the ill-fitting leggings. On both literal and metaphorical 

levels, a “Girls’ Size 10” does not fit; she has outgrown that size and that stage. Yet while 

the leggings are too short, an obvious source of frustration as Liza visibly yanks on them 

and promises to cast them off, she needs the leggings to complete her vision of the outfit. 

Worthwhile to a consideration of her discourse is a comparison with the previous 

statement on the “cami” with the statement about the leggings: “When I’m done with the 

video I’m gonna take ‘em off.” Instead of the vague references to the dress as “it” and 

hedging language previously demonstrated in the camisole explanation, the legging-
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statement is clear, specific, and action oriented. Thus, the self-conscious language about 

who she is, a 12-year-old mindful of her present development, is contrasted with the more 

concrete language about what she is not anymore, a Girls’ Size 10, which signifies a 

shorter person who has never been pursued by vampires—“so far.” These in-between 

feelings suggest a conflict specific to pre-teen girlhood and social expectations about 

girls’ bodies. 

Liza’s melodramatic presentation of her outfit suggests awareness about social 

expectations and restrictions related to girls’ bodies.  Liza tacitly acknowledges the 

policing of girls’ bodies through clothing restrictions through her word choice: “Can’t 

show too much” rather than “I don’t want to show too much.” Intriguingly, these few 

words illustrate how a melodramatic spectacle—showing off an outfit— becomes an 

opportunity for social critique. While Liza does not resist openly society’s restrictions on 

girls’ bodies and their sexuality in the video itself, Liza’s response to a viewer’s 

subsequent comment does in fact lean toward doing that overt resistance to the dominant 

culture’s attempts to police girls’ cultural preferences.  

The comments viewers post in response to “Bella outfit (similar)” differ from the 

kind of fangirl support she received in response to “I Have OCD” and “Can vampires 

have braces?”. The user feedback section attached to “Bella outfit (similar)” presents 

disagreement. These viewers, in their older twenties according to profile listings, 

challenge Liza on the reading-level appropriateness of Meyer’s Twilight series. Several 

threads of discussion in the comment section of “Bella outfit (similar)” concern Liza’s 
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age, which she so clearly distinguishes in her narrative about her outfit and, subsequently, 

her changing female body. Below is one particularly relevant selection of the comments: 

8GREENPANTHER. Don’t you think that you are not in the correct age to read 

Twilight Saga??? 

THETWILIGHTREADER. no, i think I can read it if I want to. 

GOOFYFUNKY67. I’m 10 and I’ve read all the jane austen books and twilight 

books.  

PAUSINFAN. i’m not going to judge .. but ya the twilight saga is a bit much for 

12yr olds! .. especially breaking dawn.. all of emmet’s sexual inuendos.. and well 

“Isle Esme and Surprise” both those chapters xD if it where a movie.. major 

nudity and sex scenes.. I really think no one under 15 should read it! 

THETWILIGHTREADER. lol I gotta admit emmett’s jokes were pretty hilarious. 

I cracked up laughing in the middle of class and got some strange looks from 

classmates… Anyways, yeah I probably am too young to read it but I know lots of 

people my age who did too and im fine with reading it anyway. 

 

The arguments offered by 8GreenPanther and pausinfan create opportunities for Liza to 

defend herself; she agentially asserts that she can read the Twilight Saga if she so desires. 

This user feedback interaction also demonstrates how cohesion among fangirls within the 

YouTube community functions. After the Liza’s post, goofyfunky67 demonstrates her 

solidarity: of particular note is the straightforward manner in which goofyfunky67 

announces “I’m 10” before offering canonical literature, Jane Austen, as proof of being 

adept enough to read the Twilight novels. Seemingly ignoring goofyfunky67, pausinfan 

tries to then offer her own proof about why the Twilight series is inappropriate for 12-

year-olds. Liza’s retort does acknowledge that the saga’s representation of sex might be 

sensational for readers in her age group (especially through her story of an outburst in 

class). Yet Liza defends this pleasurable reading experience, returning with her own 

evidence about “people my age,” which leads to a firm declaration of “im fine with 

reading it anyway.” Such declarative language reaffirms Liza’s original contention while 
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fostering cohesion with other pre-teen girls. Liza’s and goofyfunky67’s personal 

testimonies in fact function as resistance to social efforts to police girls’ sexuality and 

sexual knowledge through restricting their media consumption and ways of dressing. 

Worth noting are the manner in which Liza and goofyfunky67 offer evidence to prove 

their maturity, actions that certainly stand in stark contrast to the limited portrayals of 

Twilight fans in mass media outlets. 

“You know you’re obsessed with twilight when” 

In the eleventh video posted to thetwilightreader’s channel, “You know you’re 

obsessed with twilight when...”, Liza defines Twilight devotion through a slideshow set to 

the song, “Love Comes” by the Posies. Intriguingly, this video is posted immediately 

after the video in which Liza’s display of her Bella look-alike outfit and her intimate 

presentation of clothing in relation to her changing body. This video encapsulates the 

scope of girls’ melodramatic rhetorical practices, highlighting conventions related to 

narrative form, music, and affective, extreme expression, like crying.  

The following lines appear onscreen as individual phrases in black text against a 

red background: 

You know that you’re obsessed with twilight when …. 

You think Edward will come in your window at night and you lie awake waiting 

for him 

You look for silver Volvos and yell “BITE ME” when you find one. 

you think of twilight at least 10 times a day (i think of it WAAAAAAAAAAY 

more than that). 

You have or plan to read the series more than one time 

You won’t let friends borrow your book 

You talk to your book and do dangerous things because you think it’ll talk to you. 

You won’t date any guys who aren’t edward/Jacob/emmet/jasper etc. 

You Google ‘twilight’ at least once a day and look through most of the results 

When you were done googling ‘twilight’ you googled ‘adrenaline rush’ (sorry if 

its spelled wrong) 
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You know why you would google adrenaline rush! 

When there’s a new moon you cry and yell at it for Edward to come back. 

You cried so hard when Edward left that people were wondering if you need to 

see a doctor 

You wish you would’ve because maybe it would be Carlisle. 

When you hear a song you always find a way to relate it to twilight. 

When someone says they hate twilight you tell them that you’re gonna provoke 

the volturi and blame them. 

You cleared an entire shelf on your book case just to put the twilight saga 

You wish edward were yours but you know in your heart that him and bella are 

meant to be together. 

While you watch things that don’t have to do with twilight you find your mind 

wandering off and thinking about twilight. 

All of these relate to you! 

Comment and subscribe! YouTube.com/TheTwilightReader. 

 

With clever allusions to characters and circumstances only Twilight audiences the will 

recognize, Liza’s video validates the variety of “obsessed” activities fans can perform to 

articulate their fascination. Importantly, through a second-person perspective, Liza once 

more validates the emotional intimacy fans have with the Twilight Saga, a rhetorical 

practice so common to girl culture.  

Liza’s validation of reader and fan interactions’ with Twilight is accomplished 

through exaggerated definitives to confirm the behavior in which she and her desired 

YouTube community members engage. Intimate connections with the physical books, 

attentiveness to real-life scenarios that poignantly recall the imaginary world of alluring 

vampires, and the expression of highly affective responses, like crying, are coupled with 

playful Twilight-themed rebuffs of the anti-fan (“someone [who] says they hate twilight”) 

and the outsider (“people” who suggest tears require medical attention). In both 

circumstances, Liza offers humorous rejoinders to those critiques by redirecting her 

response back to Twilight’s fictional universe, implicitly neutralizing the evaluations by 
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reclaiming extreme responses to fiction. Thus, the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian 

melodrama are the same in Liza’s community as in Twilight Teens, although, by now it is 

evident that Liza uses humor in even more explicit ways to defend her cultural 

preferences. 

In addition to her explicit statement about music, Liza exemplifies how songs 

encourage Twilight identification through her video’s accompanying audio. The lyrics of 

“Love Comes” lament: “Oh baby, you’re too pure / You’re too pure for this wicked world 

/ Your data’s uncorrupted / But does something skip inside you?” These words even 

bespeak the narrative structure that characterizes melodramatic form: an evil agent 

(usually male) inserts itself into an enclosed space occupied by an innocent (usually 

youthful and female) central character (Brooks 29). Indeed, this is the very concern Liza 

has articulated in her first video when she creates a safe space for other Twilight fans. 

Referring to specific moments in the Twilight Saga characterized by emotional extremes 

and responding with equally expressive and melodic indulgence, Liza’s discourse 

exemplifies fangirls’ preferences for and uses of neo-Victorian melodrama. 

Summary of Findings: thetwilightreader and Neo-Victorian Melodrama 

A close examination of several of thetwilightreader’s videos reveals how she not 

only responds to neo-Victorian melodramatic moments within the Twilight Saga. Liza’s 

own discourse exemplifies ne-Victorian melodrama. YouTube as an online space for 

uploading videos gives her a particularly performative venue to project her revelations as 

an actor on the stage she has constructed; this aspect of her discourse firmly aligns it with 

nineteenth-century convention. Through the confessional nature of her fan activities, she 
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rhetorically builds and maintains an online community, positioning the viewer alongside 

her interior view as Jane and Bella do. She does this while navigating changes associated 

with pre-teen girlhood through specific references to the popular Twilight vampires and 

characters.  

As evidence of girls’ rhetorical activities, Liza’s fan discourse illustrates neo-

Victorian melodrama’s potential to side with the powerless, which Martha Vicinus 

recognizes in nineteenth-century domestic melodrama (128). Liza’s penchant for 

emotional exaggeration is underscored by her awareness of such affective extremes; she 

qualifies her obsession with similarly over-the-top playfulness. Ever conscious of would-

be criticism, Liza’s use of the melodrama importantly reveals how she uses the mode to 

defend herself and other fangirls against criticism. As such, many of the rhetorical 

dimensions recognized in Twilight Teens responses to and uses of neo-Victorian 

melodrama are apparent in Liza’s YouTube community. 

thetwilightreader’s YouTube channel, then, offers the feminist scholar a unique 

window onto girls’ rhetorical practices: YouTube offers the chance to see and hear a girls’ 

creative work in video format as well as to recognize how audiences respond to the girl-

rhetor given the interactive medium of feedback. One can see many of the qualities 

outlined by Stacey Sowards and Valerie Renegar’s theory of third-wave feminist 

consciousness-raising at work in Liza’s discourse. Exemplifying a kind of playfulness 

third-wavers appreciate, Liza’s personal stories about intimate subjects like braces and 

dressing her changing female body are broadcast through a medium for mass 

consumption. Furthermore, the very subject matter thematically uniting Liza’s discourse 
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relate to texts of popular culture; an analysis of her videos thus offers real insight into 

how girls use pop culture as a site of rhetorical activity. In addition, Liza’s consistent 

effort to banish non-Twilight fans seems consistent with Foss, Foss, and Griffin’s 

invitational theory of feminist rhetoric that Sowards and Renegar mention: Liza does not 

seek to change Twilight-haters’ minds (thus imposing her preference on them). 

Significantly, she also does not offer a venue to be persuaded out of her current 

commitment to this particular vampire pleasure as she instead seeks the perspective of 

like-minded fans to enhance her own point-of-view, learn new insights, and most 

importantly build an online community. While I will consider how all three fangirl 

communities furthermore fit into feminist rhetorical critics’ theories of consciousness 

raising at the end of this chapter, for now, an exploration of the Bella Cullen Project 

offers a final piece of the picture of neo-Victorian melodrama in fangirl discourse. 

THE BELLA CULLEN PROJECT: A FANGIRL BAND 

Description 

 Of the three Twilight fangirl communities this chapter addresses, the Bella Cullen 

Project (also known as the BCP) is the most well-known (and commercially successful) 

girl-initiated community, celebrated within the Twilight fandom at large. Since the BCP 

is a band, the texts written and sung by its girl members are also the most immediately 

recognizable as melodramatic, given the mode’s intimate connection to music. Focusing 

on the BCP’s musical contributions offers even more insight into the rhetorical 

dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture.  
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Most active at the height of Twilight girl fandom, the Bella Cullen Project was an 

all-girl band playing what they termed “Acoustic/TwiRock” (Bella, Facebook) and 

“Vamprock” (Bella, MySpace). In addition to the obvious influence of Twilight was the 

inspiration of another fan-oriented genre, “Wizard Rock,” played by primarily boys and 

young men paying tribute to the Harry Potter series. Yet the BCP is notable for its girl-

only membership of three teen best-friends: Chandler Nash (vocals/guitar/piano), Tori 

Randall (vocals/guitar), and Ally Kiger (vocals/bass guitar/percussion). The BCP does 

not sound like most Wizard Rock bands, especially the well-known Harry and the 

Potters, whose “DIY” indie rocker-style is often characterized by loud, repetitive vocals 

and keyboards (Zumbrun and Geis). The Bella Cullen Project’s style is folksier, as their 

introspective poetic, narrative lyrics and acoustic guitars are more like their contemporary 

Taylor Swift and harken back to the tradition of female singer-songwriters. 

According to the biography on their (now-defunct) Facebook page, the musical 

trio formed in 2007 when then thirteen-and-fourteen-year-olds composed a Twilight-

inspired song, “Sexy Vampire,” during a sleepover. Just as Liza’s videos reveal how 

girlfriends’ sleepovers offer an opportunity for creative filmmaking, the BCP’s 

foundation is the same kind of creative social activity so common in girl culture. In just 

two years, the BCP had created two full-length albums, The Bella Cullen Project (2008) 

and Tick, Tick, Tick (2009), several music videos for the songs “Out of the Blue” (2008), 

“Safety First” (2009) and “Let It Go” (2009), which MTV premiered. In fact, MTV 

promoted the band as part of the network’s “Twilight Tuesdays” (Carroll, “‘Twilight’ 

Tribute”). During the band’s reign, the girls also performed at multiple local venues for 
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book releases, in addition to large fan conventions, such as “TwiCon” in Dallas, where 

they played their last official show as the BCP in 2009. To give a sense of the timeframe 

for all of this creative production and performance: the girls started the band when they 

were entering high school in 2007; by the fall of their junior year in 2009, they had 

disbanded (although their social networking sites report that they remain friends, even 

planning a reunion concert in 2011 according to Facebook). 

Based in Arlington, Texas, the Bella Cullen Project’s public, global visibility 

among Twilight fans was helped by MTV and Seventeen, just two of the media outlets 

with whom the girls had interviews (Carroll; “The Bella Cullen Project”). Yet the band’s 

incredible prominence was not initially elevated through the endorsement of an adult with 

industry influence. Rather, Nash, Randall, and Kiger attribute their success to the social 

network MySpace. After their first gig at a small-town bookstore’s midnight release of 

Eclipse in 2007, the girls report: 

We soon had well over 1 million myspace profile views and song plays and even 

caught the attention of MTV and had our very own concert filmed by MTV and 

featured on TRL, including a music video of our song “Out of the Blue”. Other 

media sources soon followed, such as ABC's Nightline, and we were also featured 

in popular magazines like CosmoGirl, Esquire and People Magazine. We traveled 

all over the country, performing for thousands of people along the way, and were 

privileged enough to meet many prominent people associated with the Twilight 

universe such as Stephenie Meyer, actor Robert Pattinson, and most of the other 

cast members from the Twilight Saga movies to name a few. (Bella, Facebook) 

 

Like Liza, the band’s originally private artistic productions gained public visibility 

through online social networking spaces (Bella, Facebook).  

Solidifying their standing in the Twilight universe, the BCP is featured on 

Twilight in Forks: Saga of the Real Town, a DVD sold in tandem with the DVD release 
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of the cinematic The Twilight Saga: New Moon in 2010. The Bella Cullen Project’s 

subsequent interaction with the Twilight franchise provides a fitting example of how girls 

shape popular culture through their back-and-forth interaction with mass media, an 

exchange I will take up when I consider girl film spectatorship in Chapter 6. For now, 

this trio also provides an important exemplar of how girls’ engage texts through 

melodramatic discourse, specifically music.  

Intriguingly, the BCP’s music began as fan activity, which then enabled the band 

to acquire their own fans, whose Facebook comments consistently pleaded with the girls 

to reunite. These fans subsequently posted their own BCP-inspired texts, like YouTube 

videos featuring the girls playing live shows or music videos that set Twilight images to 

BCP songs (those videos are distinct from the three official BCP videos). Although the 

BCP still maintain their official MySpace page and YouTube channel, as of 2012 their 

Facebook account is no longer available on the web and, just as with Twilight Teens and 

thetwilightreader, it is becoming increasingly difficult to locate BCP texts; the major 

online retailer Amazon.com, for example, lists Tick, Tick, Tick, but the albums songs are 

no longer available for purchase on that site or on iTunes, where the BCP albums were 

originally available. 

Preview: Neo-Victorian Melodrama and The Bella Cullen Project 

 In this chapter, I have explored how a large group of girls interacts via online 

forums and how a single girl attracts a community of fans on her YouTube channel; this 

section, which addresses the Bella Cullen Project, plays closer attention to the members 

of three-girl band. And to reinforce the importance of music as a melodramatic 
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convention, the focus will be on their actual music production, especially their song 

lyrics. Admittedly, one could classify the BCP’s community as comprised of the three-

girl band and all of their fans. But because their fan base was so large, it is difficult to 

judge and generalize that huge population as a discrete community. Many, many 

comments on social networking sites (like Facebook) suggested that the BCP’s primary 

fans are other fangirls and that they hail from all over the world, but those social 

networking sites also illustrated the band’s wider appeal among non-girls. Further, given 

the BCP’s acquisition of a professional status, other girls did not habitually go on the 

BCP’s social networking sites to work out the kinds of feelings projected into 

TwilightTEENS and thetwilightreader’s YouTube channel.
69

  

 In the following analysis, I show how the BCP responds to precise neo-Victorian 

melodramatic moments in the saga and then uses melodramatic discourse to explode 

those moments into song. Although I focus primarily on the lyrics of the band’s songs 

and my analysis is largely word based, I do treat certain musical sounds and images from 

the music videos when they are relevant. 

What are the rhetorical dimensions of the Bella Cullen Project’s responses to and 

uses of neo-Victorian melodrama? The forthcoming analysis answers this question by 

analyzing Kiger, Randall, and Nash’s interviews about their Twilight-themed songs, the 

songs themselves (particularly lyrics), their performances in live concerts and music 

videos. The BCP’s musical discourse reveals how melodramatic impulses in the saga—

                                                 
69 This kind of activity, however, is discernible in individual BCP fans’ YouTube channels although these 

are beyond the scope of my analysis here. 
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especially moments of extremes—correspond to coming-of-age experiences. As readers 

interpreting Meyer’s text, the Bella Cullen Project imagines feelings and tensions 

associated with melodramatic impulses the Twilight Saga, especially moments of 

heartache, suffering, and yearning. Their original lyrics (that incorporate direct allusions 

to Meyer’s Saga) and music are characterized by vocal harmonies and acoustic guitars. 

Like Twilight Teens whose affective reactions signal empathy and Liza whose role 

playing and dressing signals empathy, the band also illustrates an intensely empathetic 

perspective. This point of view is not one that seeks to idolize Bella’s actions, but to 

comprehend them (along with the motivation of other characters) in the context of the 

series. In doing so, the girls reveal how melodrama is both a path to creative expression 

as well as female friendship. 

BCP Interviews 

A preliminary way to discern the rhetorical functions of neo-Victorian melodrama 

in the Bella Cullen Project’s discourse is to consider how the girls have discussed their 

music and their Twilight fascination in interviews with media outlets. Not only do the 

girls reveal how the saga’s melodramatic impulses respond to their everyday lives and 

enhance intimate connections between girls, but their own affective reactions resemble 

the kind of emotional responses consistent with the melodramatic mode.  

The members of the BCP report identifying with Bella’s experiences, particularly 

in the school setting, just as Twilight Teens and thetwilightreader contextualize the 

Twilight Saga’s melodramatic impulses in the context of girls’ everyday realities. The 
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following selection from one MTV interview illustrates that these girls engage Twilight 

through a consideration of melodramatic conventions:  

MTV. Here's the obvious question: Why “Twilight”? 

ALLY KIGER. Because we really love it. It’s really relatable. 

TORI RANDALL. Everyone has been in Bella’s situation. Everybody’s loved 

somebody, and it’s just really amazing because you can read it and be like, “I’ve 

felt that.” 

MTV. Do the “Twilight” books stay true to what real high school is like right 

now? 

RANDALL. Well, we just finished our freshman year, so yeah. 

NASH. We definitely know that kind of thing. [Laughs.] I used to move around a 

lot as a kid. We’d go to one place and I’d be the new kid again, and I’d have to 

start over. I definitely know how Bella would have felt if I’d been in her place and 

gone to this new school in this place where there’s really weird kids. Because, 

let's face it: People in high school, they’re weird. [They laugh.]. (Carroll, 

“‘Twilight’ Tribute”) 

 

Worth recognizing is that they were still in high school when they gave the interview, 

which highlights separation that results in love and friendships lost. Highlighting their 

empathy with Bella’s situation through a discussion of their own experiences illustrates 

once more how the dramatization of certain everyday circumstances validates the gravity 

of coming-of-age experiences. Yet again, the Twilight Saga’s melodramatic impulses 

elevate seemingly ordinary high school experiences, like being a new girl, to cosmic 

heights in order to defend their significance against trivialization. That these girls couple 

laughter with their discussion of such extremes resembles the kind of humorous caveats 

Twilight Teens added and the playfulness thetwilightreader projects, revealing once again 

how laughter functions as a correlative tension release to other over-the-top feelings. In 

addition, laughter is also a way that these girls validate and support each other exposing 

private and personal information in the interview. 
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The girls’ explanation of the formation of their band moreover indicates how the 

saga, and pop culture more generally, became an avenue to both artistic endeavors as well 

as female friendship. In the same MTV interview that the BCP justifies the saga’s appeal 

through its melodramatic tendencies, the girls explain their influences: 

MTV. How did you guys come to form the Bella Cullen Project? 

NASH. Me and Tori had been doing musical things. Tori had been a big fan of the 

Harry Potter bands, and it all just started from there. 

KIGER. I read “Twilight,” and I forced it upon them. 

NASH. Thank you! 

MTV. And now you're all "bitten," as they say? 

NASH. That is true. 

RANDALL. We have been bitten. (Carroll, “‘Twilight’ Tribute”) 

 

Recognizing not only the influence of bands associated with other fandoms, but also each 

other, this exchange also illustrates how girlfriends influence each other. Obviously, 

sharing the saga through music is a form of intimacy—not only between the girl readers 

as they empathize with Bella’s experiences, but also between the BCP musicians as they 

create songs together.  

 Just as the members of the BCP illustrate how melodramatic moments in the saga 

correspond to their own coming-of-age experiences while becoming an avenue for 

intimacy between girlfriends, the girls also demonstrate affective reactions to the 

conclusion of their own journey. Intriguingly, the BCP characterizes the ending of their 

band through melodramatic narrative form, which emphasizes a resolved, but happy 

conclusion. Chandler Nash guarantees the girls’ continued friendship as well as their 

continued affection for Twilight before admitting to how tears underscored their decision:  

There was a little bit [of crying], yeah […] It's just because it’s been such a huge 

part of our lives so far. All of our teenage years, until now, have been circled 
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around this fandom and all the people. Of course, we’re going to miss all the 

people we’ve met at conventions, and all of our fans that have been so supportive. 

It’s hard to let go of something that has been such an important part of your life 

for years. (qtd. in Carroll, “Bella Cullen”) 

Nash’s statement here re-emphasizes several concerns related to the rhetorical 

dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama. First, her confession of the BCP members’ 

crying aligns their affective response not only with other Twilight fangirls, but also Bella, 

whose tears precede one of the most difficult decisions she has to make when she finally 

decides between Edward and Jacob. In addition, while these tears underscore a kind of 

affective agency, they also speak to the depth of feeling associated with this kind of break 

up as a transitional experience in adolescence. Although the girls say they will remain 

friends, ending the band is a mark of finality to an aspect of their friendship. Again, 

melodramatic impulses serve to validate experiences that are particular to female youth in 

the way that they do in nineteenth century melodrama, as evidenced by Jane Eyre’s 

experiences with her friend Helen Burns (see Chapter 4). In both cases, tears accompany 

and validate the feeling associated with transitional period like the end of a relationship. 

BCP Songs 

 The Bella Cullen Project’s albums, the 13-song The Bella Cullen Project (2008) 

and 12-song Tick, Tick, Tick (2009), offer so many textual examples for a rhetorical 

analysis concerned with the functions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. Here, I 

will be specific to some of their most popular songs, which also help illustrate the kind of 

melodramatic discourse that pervades their body of work. (Although I am more specific 

to lyrics in this section, I do note instrumentation when applicable to the mood of the 
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song; indeed, the songs are usually characterized by vocal harmonies and acoustic 

guitars.) While the name of the band, named prior to Bella’s decision to marry Edward 

(and take his name), might cause one to speculate that the girls’ singularly project Bella’s 

devoted perspective to the vampire, indeed, this is not the case. While the songs 

exemplify an intense empathy for Bella’s point of view, a disposition the texts encourage 

and other fangirls project, the band’s negotiation of meaning is much more complex as 

they explode the saga’s many melodramatic impulses into song. Thinking of each song as 

an explosion of a particular melodramatic impulse allows one to see how neo-Victorian 

melodrama encourages girls to dwell with those moments of excess—but at the same 

time to think critically about them. In turn, the Bella Cullen Project illustrates its own 

melodramatic discourse by singing about exaggerated feelings, especially yearning and 

suffering.  

 Frequently, the BCP’s songs highlight the neo-Victorian melodramatic 

convention of the hero and heroine’s separation and suffering, particularly that which 

occurs in New Moon. By addressing this particular melodramatic impulse over and over 

again, the girls demonstrate considerable empathy for the characters’ suffering. 

Responding to the couple’s break up, one song on The Bella Cullen Project depicts 

Bella’s standpoint as arguably more assertive and confrontational than the novel portrays. 

“My Little Moon” imagines Bella vocalizing her disappointment directly to Edward, 

justifying her decision to turn to Jacob for survival after the vampire leaves her crying 

alone in the woods: 

Edward if I recall  
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You left me crying on the floor 

And I didn’t get up for three more months  

Until I found my way out of that storm.  

I saw the sun  

In the form of Jacob Black  

No I didn’t think  

That you were ever coming back. 

 

In the second verse, the girls vocalize Bella’s frustration with Edward’s broken promise; 

in this way they voice the kind of personal reactions readers posting on TwilightTEENS 

feel about Edward’s betrayal: “Edward why did you leave me? / I thought we were in 

love. / You told me you would protect me, / But I guess you didn’t care enough.” Further 

taunting Edward with a repetitive chorus, “My little sun keeps me warm when I am cold” 

is not manner in which the novel’s Bella interacts with Edward upon their eventual 

reunion at the conclusion of New Moon since she recognizes the agony he experienced in 

his absence. Nevertheless, the Bella Cullen Project’s musical composition offers a 

revised articulation, thus exemplifying how Meyer’s exaggerated representation provides 

room for girls’ to vocalize an alternate scenario that enhances Bella’s agency.  

 Another song on the first album, “Out of the Blue,” responds to one of Twilight’s 

early melodramatic moments, the anxiety Bella feels in relation to her move to Forks. 

While this song reflects an intimate understanding about Bella’s experiences in Twilight, 

the lyrics do not sing through her perspective. Rather, the second person point-of-view 

illustrates a kind of commentary about Bella’s painful circumstances as an outsider in her 

community and school (remember: this social position is one that the introverted and self-

conscious Bella dreads as she shares with the reader how she cries when sitting alone and 

reflecting about what is to come (9)). The first verse of “Out of the Blue” asks: 
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What do you do when life gets burning? 

Tick tock, clock, the wheels are turning 

Out of the blue 

Stamp your feet, defiance is looming 

Don’t give up, your rose bud’s blooming  

Out of the blue.  

 

Following verses repeat the question and answer format that proposes a difficulty and 

advises strength. Through their lyrical expression, the BCP not only validate the 

hopelessness Bella feels, but encourage the narrator to persevere—in a similar way that 

girls encourage each other. As such, fangirls listening are further supported by the BCP’s 

melodramatic discourse. The song’s hopeful disposition is reinforced by the bridge:  

Out of the blue comes a face  

Where your faith is placed  

Out of the blue 

You don’t fit in 

While your smile is running thin. 

 

These lines function in a couple of important ways: first, they responds to the 

melodramatic convention of moral feelings (whereby Bella discerns the right course of 

action—loving Edward— based on an affective moral compass) through the line “where 

your faith is placed.” Second, they underscore the perceived randomness of coming-of-

age experiences like Bella’s, “Out of the blue comes a face,” while at the same time 

noting, “You don’t fit in.” 

An interpretation of “Out of the Blue” in relation to moral feelings and coming-

of-age experiences is consistent with the BCP’s own explanation:  

It’s about Bella when she moves to Forks, and she just wants to pick up and leave. 

She has to sacrifice a lot, and a lot of weird things happen, and she just doesn’t 

know what to do. It’s about how she feels when she moves to this new town and 

it’s so unfamiliar to her. (Carroll, “‘Twilight’ Tribute”) 
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Reiterating the emphasis on high school and its unfamiliarity as “weird,” the girls’ 

explosion of this particular melodramatic moment signals their own empathy—but the 

“you” perspective of “Out of the Blue” also allows the girls to encourage their listeners 

while validating the frustration associated with those experiences. The ultimate rhetorical 

dimensions of hopeful encouragement and validation by melodrama are even advanced 

by the song’s twinkling instrumentation; xylophone-sounding noises reinforce the song’s 

last lines of hope appearing “out of the blue.”  

 Another BCP song, “It’s Recreation, Not Suicide,” also addresses Bella’s 

suffering in New Moon by imagining the protagonist’s defense of her engagement in life-

threatening activities, actions she realizes bring on the warning voice of Edward in her 

mind. In this song the lyrics work out the contradictory implications associated with 

Bella’s choice to cliff-dive in New Moon. While Bella later claims the activity is “for 

recreational purposes only” (Meyer 385), the reader knows from the first-person narration 

that Bella does engage in the hazardous hobby to hear Edward’s voice in his absence. 

Asserting from Bella’s voice that this is her “choice,” the song’s punchy chorus, 

accentuated with a tambourine, plays with these inconsistencies:  

Tick, tick, tick  

It’s recreation, not suicide  

When you told me you loved me,  

Why did you lie?  

Oh Sweet Edward, you’re on my mind.  

It’s recreation, not suicide. 

 

Perhaps a clever twist on the word “recreation,” the song not only allows Bella to 

question Edward’s reliability outright, but also might suggest Bella is tempting death in 
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order to live: re-creation. Indeed, Bella’s descent into the water signals the re-birth she is 

trying to accomplish throughout the novel; only after Bella dives into the water does she 

resurface, subsequently saving Edward from a fatal decision to provoke the Volturi. This 

song is particularly indicative of the kind of more-complex interpretations the girls offer 

on their second album, whose songs consistently rely on double meaning to address the 

novel’s contradictions.  

 In another song on the second album, “When It Rains, It Pours,” the BCP once 

more present Bella’s perspective. Responding to the melodramatic intensity of feeling the 

saga’s narrator feels in relation to her sexual desire for Edward, the singer-songwriters 

further reinforce the heightening of sexual feelings through their song’s vivid imagery. 

This song certainly reflects the BCP’s growing maturity and musical sophistication 

through the tune’s poetic lyrics. “When It Rains, It Pours” needs to be assessed in full in 

order to discern the singer-songwriters’ metaphorical treatment of Bella’s and Edward’s 

sexual relationship for which Meyer’s vampires (unlike, for example, Anne Rice’s) have 

capabilities.  

Referencing Edward’s absence in sunny weather, “When It Rains, It Pours” first 

verse’s heat imagery suggests Bella’s sexual awakening, facilitated by the permeable 

space of a window, which is Edward’s entry point into Bella’s bedroom.  

When it rains, it pours.  

When it’s sunny, I am bored. 

Window of desire 

Opens up when I’m touched by your fire. 

Your heartbeat is still 

But its thumping on the window sill. 
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It’s a pretty face, 

Reflection breaking in the window pain. 

 

Characterizing Edward’s presence with an abundance of water along with his pulsating 

presence at the entry point of the window both bespeak an emerging sensuality. Upon the 

double entendre associated with Edward’s face entering through a window pane as 

“pain,” the song’s chorus begs: 

Edward won’t you come and take me away? 

Take me to a meadow, to a special place. 

Oh, Edward I like it when you kiss me slow, 

When you take me away through the window. 

 

Highlighting the window in the context of physical intimacy reinforces the line’s request, 

which seems to yearn for a more complete abandonment to romantic passion. While the 

chorus makes physical, romantic yearning obvious, the next verse continues to call upon 

water imagery and the barriers of entry spaces—which the song’s speaker (Bella) 

dismisses: 

Like an electrical storm, 

The sparks are flying and my jeans are torn. 

Time really flies 

When I’m staring into your dark eyes. 

Windows, locks, or doors, 

It doesn’t matter, 

When it rains, it pours.  

 

Thus, despite physical impediments, the BCP’s song lyrics suggest water still rushes in, 

reflective of Bella’s desire for the physical intimacy Edward denies. The listener is 

reminded of Edward’s denial (and thus the need for Bella’s plea) through lines that plead 

with him. After a repetition of the chorus, the singers re-emphasize that plea, as the BCP 

sing together in harmony: 
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Oh Edward, won’t you take me away 

Oh Edward, won’t you take me away 

Oh Edward, won’t you take me away 

Oh Edward, won’t you take me away. 

After this verse, the chorus repeats and then the four-line repetition occurs again. The 

song ends, however, by reminding the listener that closed entry points do not preclude 

water’s  

Windows, locks, or doors 

It doesn’t matter; when it rains, it pours. 

 

The last lines reinforce the idea that closing mechanism—especially locks— cannot keep 

out the water and symbolically highlights Bella’s sexual agency: while Edward restricts 

their physical intimacy (since he worries about killing her), Bella’s desire persists and, in 

this song, the girls’ voice her emerging sensuality without apology. Voicing this kind of 

yearning shows that the saga’s neo-Victorian melodrama—particularly moments of such 

extreme yearning and frustration—are appealing to girls, who experience similar feelings 

in the context of a culture that seeks to discipline those bodily feelings. The songs, whose 

lyrical intensity is so illustrative of neo-Victorian melodrama, then, offer girls a mode of 

discourse to subvert the kinds of restrictions dominant culture places on girls’ bodies. 

Clearly, the meadow—in contrast to her bedroom and, thus, outside the purview of 

Bella’s home—is the space for sexual experimentation and the place the song’s speaker is 

so ready to go. Identifying this resistant stance through metaphorical, poetic language 

then illustrate how the BCP revel in the kind of affective discourse that makes social 

critique possible. 
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In addition to engaging with the Twilight Saga through Bella’s emotional 

conflicts, the Bella Cullen Project’s songs illustrate a variety of characters’ perspectives; 

their singing personas do not identify singularly with Bella’s point of view—the 

interpretation many Twilight critics inaccurately espouse when they are talking about 

Meyer’s saga and its girl readers. A couple of songs, “Charlie’s Answering Machine” and 

“Vampwolf,” two songs on the band’s first album, alternate and overlap voices to 

articulate multiple characters’ perspectives at once. In “Charlie’s Answering Machine,” 

the lyrics imagine what would have happened if Jacob, Alice, and Edward had left 

messages on Bella’s father’s answering machine warning the protagonist. In New Moon, 

Jacob answers the phone and tells Edward that Charlie is at a funeral, which Edward 

assumes to be Bella’s; this misunderstanding sets off a dramatic chain of events in the 

style of Romeo and Juliet’s last act. Yet, the girls imagine these moments as captured 

through the answering machine, highlighting the precarious timing of characters actions 

as well as their motivations, which Bella will have to address in the final pages of the 

novel. 

Responding to another neo-Victorian melodramatic impulse in the saga, the Bella 

Cullen Project’s songs also frequently address the love triangle’s conflict as one that 

tortures Bella. Taking seriously the gravity of such a problem, in “Vampwolf,” the girl 

singer-songwriters adopt the alternate, dueling male perspectives of Edward and Jacob. 

The song’s last verse overlaps Edward’s chorus, “You smell like werewolf,” with Jacob’s 

chorus, “You smell like vampire.” Merging the two perspectives demonstrates Edward’s 

and Jacob’s similar yearnings—and replicates their tortured presence in Bella’s own 
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conflicted heart. Thus, in addition to engaging with the Twilight Saga through affective 

interpretations that highlight situations of emotional complexity, the Bella Cullen 

Project’s songs illustrate multiple characters’ perspectives, as “Vampwolf” exemplifies. 

In addition, these dueling voices highlight the conflict in Bella’s own psyche, an 

interiority with which readers are familiar and empathetic—but to which they are not 

exclusively bound. 

The manner in which melodramatic extremes offer girls multiple reading subject 

positions is exemplified in the BCP girls’ assumption of the perspective of Victoria, the 

evil vampire whose female villainy is another convention of neo-Victorian melodrama. 

“Victoria’s Lament” adopts the perspective of the evil vampire Victoria, who returns in 

Eclipse to try to kill Bella in exchange for her lover James’ death in Twilight. Executed in 

darker tones than previous songs, the chorus threatens,  

So, I came back. 

He’s gone, she’s not. 

Mate for mate she will be taught 

How to finish someone off! 

 

Sympathizing with Victoria’s motivation as retribution for the loss of her own partner 

signals that girls’ sympathy extends past the protagonists’ view, even though the reader is 

only introduced to Bella’s account of the villain. The BCP’s song reflects an appreciation 

of Victoria’s agency, which allows them a dramatic opportunity for the song, as the other 

Twilight fangirls cited in this chapter report.  

As “Victoria’s Lament” illustrates, the Bella Cullen Project’s vocalization of 

multiple characters perspectives indicates a negotiation of gender identities. While 



 392 

Victoria offers another feminine subject position from which to sing, so, too, does the 

melodramatic excess of Edward and his devotion to Bella. “Bella’s Lullaby” adopts 

Edward’s perspective, embodying his theatrical fidelity to Bella, embodied in the song he 

writes and plays for her in Twilight. Writing the melody to the song, played with a piano 

accompaniment as in the novel, is not only a melodramatic maneuver, but one that aligns 

the BCP’s fan activity with that of other fangirls. Especially prior to the film’s release in 

2008, fans frequently wondered what this song sounds like. The BCP’s inclusion of 

corresponding words also allows the girls to consider the male character’s point of view:  

You are my life now. 

Can’t you see? 

I’d cross oceans,  

I’d swim seas,  

To be with you. 

That’s enough for me.  

Your face is like a poison  

Intoxicating me. 

How can we live forever, 

When our love can never be? 

 

Considered in the context of the album’s other songs, which question Edward’s 

inconsistencies in later novels, this song of devotion underscores the pain of Edward’s 

betrayal. While these lyrics revel in the exaggerated devotionals that typify Edward’s 

melodramatic discourse, the Bella Cullen Project also recreates Jacob’s point of view.  

“Let It Go” is one of the most well-known songs on the band’s second album 

given the song’s corresponding music video. This song replicates Jacob’s perspective, 

especially through. lyrics that quote his narration in Breaking Dawn. Here, the BCP are 
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particularly critical of Bella’s indecisiveness in regards to Jacob’s romantic affection, 

especially the manner in which she exploits Jacob in Edward’s absence:  

She’s the kind of girl who wants her cake and wants to eat it, too. 

She’s the kind of girl who wants you only when she’s in the mood. 

She’ll pull out all the stops to make you feel like you’re on top, 

But you’re lower than low. 

She’s gonna lead you on and break your heart  

And you won’t even know.  

 

“Let It Go” continues— through Jacob’s point of view— to critique the “bedtime story” 

quality and happily-ever-after ending that typify the Saga, critical interpretative moves 

that illustrate the band members’ agential negotiation of meaning with Twilight. Singing 

through Jacob’s perspective in this way not only revels in the “Team Jacob” fan 

discourse, but offers a critical view of Bella’s manipulation. 

The Bella Cullen Project’s musical responses to and uses of neo-Victorian 

melodrama in their songs reinforces the manner in which the mode fosters empathy and 

intimacy between girls. Nash, Randall, and Kiger’s ability to dip into different characters’ 

emotional lives and to sing through these perspectives reflects a sophistication that 

furthermore disrupts role-model critiques, offering insight into girls’ interpretive 

strategies, which often lean toward a preference for performance and conflict negotiation. 

These examples show how the girls’ musical personas do not identify singularly with 

Bella’s perspective (despite the name of their band), but yearn to revel in moments rife 

with emotional potential, a rhetorical dimension additionally apparent in the girls’ music 

videos. 
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BCP Performances: Live Concerts and Music Videos 

 The Bella Cullen Project’s performances of their songs, in both live concerts and 

in music videos, offer a final window onto these girls’ neo-Victorian melodramatic 

discourse. While the live performances (available as videos on the band’s YouTube 

channel) exemplify the manner in which melodramatic expression heightens the drama of 

everyday, their music videos significantly illustrate through visual imagery an important 

theory about girls’ reading of form and theme.  

 While the Bella Cullen Project performed in a few very large and professional 

venues (like major fan conventions), more often they performed amid the backdrop of 

libraries, schools, and bookstores. Their YouTube channel, under the name BCPMusic, 

currently displays a variety of videos that filmed those live performances in which the 

trio is positioned in a line with their guitars (in Nash’s and Randall’s cases) or 

tambourine (in Kiger’s case). Often, they sit on stools or stand, but always in a line. The 

everydayness of such performances might seem insignificant; the high school girls 

performed in local venues around north Texas and in Austin. However, such videos 

capture performances that adhere to neo-Victorian melodrama, for, through the act of 

standing in such ordinary places and in ordinary ways—but conveying intense feelings 

through revelatory and sensational songs—, the girls’ performances follow the mode’s 

tradition. Moreover, the Bella Cullen Project’s own rhetorical appeal through melodrama 

works in the same ways that the saga does: like Bella, whose interaction with bloodthirsty 

vampires is cast amid the setting of a high school in a small town, the girls’ performances 

replicate that kind of scenery. As a result, the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian 
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melodrama, which confirm the gravity of coming-of-age experiences, are evident in the 

BCP’s live performances.  

Moreover, the Bella Cullen Project’s live performances project an image of 

girlhood much like Bella offers. Indeed, the BCP members are girls with ordinary 

haircuts and clothes (like simple black dresses or jeans and cardigans), and they wear 

minimal make-up. Such moves likely make them identifiable and relatable figures for 

many girls. While their fame grew, they did not change their style to reflect their 

heightened profile. And although the BCP girls project tremendous confidence as they 

sing, their spoken introductions for each song are enthusiastic, but not always polished, 

sometimes reflecting small hesitation, especially when they introduce new material. 

These moments of self-consciousness function to enhance their relatability and to 

heighten the drama of the ordinary. 

The BCP filmed music videos for the songs “Out of the Blue” “Safety First” and 

“Let It Go”; these videos are still available on MTV’s website (“Exclusive”; “The Bella 

[…] ‘Safety’”; “The Bella […] ‘Let’”). Like their live performances, the settings of the 

Bella Cullen Project’s music videos resemble the Twilight setting: forest imagery, a 

beach with driftwood, and an old truck are images recognizably linked to Forks, the 

setting of the saga. Unlike their live performances, the BCP’s music videos are more 

staged and theatrical, but they do not depict the members of the band in positions of 

playing Bella’s role. Instead, in each of their videos, they are the narrators of the 

Twilight-themed action to which their lyrics refer. For example, in “Out of the Blue,” the 

girls are filmed in two positions: leaning against a truck that resembles Bella’s in Twilight 
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and seated on the forest ground, another allusion to Twilight settings. In both “Safety 

First” and “Let It Go,” other teen actors play the parts of Bella, Edward, and Jacob and 

project the feelings about which the BCP girls are singing. In those videos, images of the 

Bella Cullen Project’s members singing soulfully into the camera are interwoven with 

images of Twilight character-lookalikes.  

These cinematic choices are significant in the context of neo-Victorian 

melodrama for a number of reasons. First, their confessional approach to the camera 

resembles Liza thetwilightreader’s address to her camera—although the Bella Cullen 

Project girls do not project the humor Liza offers. More significantly, the BCP members’ 

decision not to play Bella in their videos in their videos actually offers a visual 

illustration of how girls read.  Indeed, the visual they provide of themselves as 

storytelling narrators becomes visual proof of Blackford’s findings about girl readers: 

Girls construct a literary text as both an aesthetic object and an alternative world, 

separate from life and their social worlds. By forging a relationship with the 

presumed spectator of a text, they experience a welcome diffusion of identity, 

bifurcating themselves into a “seeing and imagining” agent “in” the text and 

differentiating this omniscient, reading self from the self that exists in life. 

Inhabiting this reader position allows them to feel that they “see” the conventions 

by which the literary world is made and the vision of the world that the text 

presents. (9) 

 

The girls’ videos, then, replicate this kind of perspective as the viewer can clearly 

distinguish between what is the BCP world and what is the Twilight world. For example, 

as the girls sing about Bella’s indecision and Jacob’s frustration in “Let It Go,” they sing 

from an intimate view almost looking on at the actors from the nearby forest, but they are 

not playing Bella nor are they in the action. This example not only highlights the 
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importance of melodramatic tendencies in the texts themselves, but helps prove that girls’ 

engagements with those moments defy role-model interpretations. 

Summary of Findings: The Bella Cullen Project and Neo-Victorian Melodrama 

As artists and producers of culture themselves, the Bella Cullen Project’s creative 

work exemplifies girls’ interpretive strategies, which are attuned to melodramatic form. 

These girls’ interpretations do not illustrate passive role modeling; rather, just like 

Twilight Teens and thetwilightreader, they reveal critical perspectives and show how 

girls are active creators of girl culture. Contradictions associated with melodramatic 

extremes, especially the paradoxical and controversial representations of girlhood in 

Twilight, create a space for girls to re-negotiate the meaning in these adult-generated 

texts, a finding that has significant implications for how scholars approach the 

representation of female youth in mass media.  

 The Bella Cullen Project’s musical disposition is, then, one of the primary 

conventions of neo-Victorian melodrama whose rhetorical dimensions promote empathy 

and intimacy between girls. Of course, the BCP’s use of music recalls conventional 

aspects of mood music in nineteenth-century theatre— as well as the presence of musical 

references in Jane Eyre. As the last chapter reveals, in both Brontë’s novel and in 

Twilight, music punctuates Jane’s and Bella’s roller coaster of emotions; music also cues 

the protagonists’ attraction to their respective Edwards. Indeed, the BCP also calls upon 

music to negotiate coming-of-age sensuality.  

Through music, the BCP girls are able to toy with alternate subject positions, 

indicating a working out of gender roles and relationships in particular. That the BCP 
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sings through a female villain’s perspective, just as thetwilightreader role plays as 

Victoria and Jane Volturi, indicates that another neo-Victorian convention. The extreme 

opposites in relation to feminine roles creates a space for girls to experiment with 

alternate subject positions—just as Bertha Mason functions as a double for Jane. While 

the members of the BCP do illustrate a particular and significant understanding of Bella’s 

interior view—they see her normality as identifiable—, this intimacy with the 

protagonist’s perspective does not preclude sympathetic interpretations of other 

characters. Acknowledging this makes fearing girls consumption of Twilight for role 

models a misguided fear. Indeed, the BCP’s own music videos visually depict them 

hovering over the action with the storytelling narrator, which is exactly the position that 

Blackford’s findings about girl readers prove.  

 Further, the Bella Cullen Project’s response to and uses of neo-Victorian 

melodrama illustrates how the mode of discourse facilitates agential performances 

associated with everyday life. Realizing that the melodramatic mode is an avenue for 

female friendships and female youth’s agential artistic production moreover encourages 

scholars to appreciate melodrama’s vitality in girl culture. 

CONCLUSION: FINDINGS ABOUT NEO-VICTORIAN MELODRAMA AND (FAN)GIRLS’ 

RHETORICAL PRACTICES 

Examined together, girl-authored texts associated with TwilightTEENS, 

thetwilightreader’s YouTube channel, and the Bella Cullen Project reveal neo-Victorian 

melodrama’s presence in Twilight girl culture. Further, the rhetorical dimensions 

emerging from a rhetorical analysis of Jane Eyre and Twilight’s shared melodramatic 
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moments are discernible in a rhetorical analysis from data derived from ethnographic 

encounters with fangirls’ online communities. Specifically, a close reading of girls’ 

interaction in online spaces for Twilight fans reveals how melodramatic affect, especially 

crying, enhances intimacy and friendship between girls, perhaps in even more discernible 

ways than the analysis of the novels showed. Girls’ demonstrate considerable empathy 

when they imagine the motivation for different characters’ feelings and actions in the 

novels. Fangirls also reveal a tendency to adopt multiple subject positions, identifying 

with Bella along with other characters, even villains.  

Fangirls’ extreme responses—through music and film— demonstrate how 

melodramatic moments in the Twilight Saga offer opportunities for creative, 

performative, and agential negotiations of meaning. The saga’s excess evokes empathy, 

but also critique from girls as they work to imagine characters’ behavior as specific to 

context. Girls’ responses to and uses of melodramatic discourse thus uphold the mode’s 

capacity to critique social constructions of girlhood. One rhetorical dimension that 

deviates from the last chapter’s findings has to do with girls’ playfulness and laughter 

when addressing and critiquing melodramatic extremes—even though humor had its 

place in nineteenth-century melodrama as well. Ultimately, these fangirls show how neo-

Victorian melodrama validates misunderstood affective responses to often trivialized 

coming-of age-experiences; the mode responds to everyday situations female youth face 

as twenty-first-century girls growing up in postfeminism. As Chapter 4 argues, the series’ 

melodramatic impulses encourage such affective responses, which, then, explain part of 

the appeal of the phenomenally popular vampire romance. Examining how fangirls 
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(rather than adult outsiders) explain and articulate their emotional responses reveals how 

girls’ voices explain appeal as well as complicate the limiting portrayals of their 

sometimes-sensational reactions. Girls do indeed experience intense affective reactions to 

the Twilight Saga through their own emotional and bodily pain, represented through 

hyperbolic specificity in their own writing, films, and songs. But girls, especially 

participants on TwilightTEENS and thewtwilightreader, are reflexive about these 

emotions through humor. These reactions, then, function as affective, agential resistance 

to adult-generated discourses about girls’ cultural engagements.  

Feminist rhetorical scholarship should openly explore the possibilities melodrama 

indulges, especially those moments that accentuate the depth of human emotion inspired 

by seemingly every day experiences. While the poignant validation of life’s trivialities 

has always been part of the appeal of melodrama on both page and stage (Brooks; Booth), 

these are the very moments to which female youth are still drawn. In turn, girls’ own 

rhetorical, artistic productions exemplify melodramatic qualities that bear scholarly 

consideration, especially when considered in the context of feminist scholarship in 

rhetoric and media studies. 

With a precise understanding of the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian 

melodrama in the novels (Chapter 4) as well as in fangirls’ discourse (Chapter 5), in the 

next chapter I can enter into a consideration of the films as adaptations that either uphold 

or deviate from the rhetorical dimensions of melodrama. Aside from uncovering the 

rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture, an even larger question 

underpins this chapter: what happens when girls engage popular culture as sites of 
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rhetorical activity? While I have answered this question in regards to girls’ fascination 

with Twilight, worth remembering is the fact that all three Twilight communities I have 

discussed have dissolved. The texts I have analyzed are the result of research begun 

several years ago, starting in 2008. If I was attempting to begin that ethnographic 

research of those Twilight fans in 2012, it would be impossible to locate such data.  

Considering girls’ Twilight fandom is, in these cases, a historical glimpse into 

girls’ changing cultural preferences. This is not to suggest that Twilight is merely a phase; 

such a dismissive conclusion would trivialize girls’ choices and preferences. 

Nevertheless, girls’ changing pop culture preferences and their diminished Twilight 

activity bear consideration. While I cannot determine the personal progressions of 

specific Twilight Teens, evolutions of thetwilightreader and the members of the Bella 

Cullen Project are certainly apparent.  

In Liza’s case, she began thetwilightreader channel as a shy and young-looking 

preteen. Several years later, Liza now displays a more confident and less jokesome 

attitude on her new channel (LuckyLiza2). The black eye-make-up-wearing teen is no 

longer Twilight-obsessed. In spite of claiming on March 8, 2009, “I have OCD […] And, 

sadly, there is no cure” (“I have OCD”), Liza has moved onto other pursuits. Beginning 

in the summer of 2010, her video posts addressed a new passion, the band Owl City. 

Indeed, Liza seems embarrassed when she references her old Twilight fixation; she began 

to remove many of her early Twilight-themed videos before creating an entirely new 

YouTube Channel. Nevertheless, Liza’s preference for music remains, suggesting that this 

aspect of neo-Victorian melodrama remains ever appealing—even though Twilight no 
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longer holds the same attraction. In a similar way, the members of the Bella Cullen 

Project have also retained their musical interests. Kiger, Randall, and Nash are pursuing 

creative and scholarly projects as they were “bound for college” in 2011 (Bella, 

Facebook). Now with her own professional musician’s website, Nash is attending the 

prestigious Liverpool Institute for Performing Arts, co-founded by legendary musician 

and former Beatle Sir Paul McCartney. These girls’ examples prove that instead of 

fearing girls’ consumption of ideologically informed texts, scholars, especially those 

invested in feminist activism, should celebrate the complexity and contradictions of 

popular texts for they offer venues for real girls to act as agents of popular culture. As 

Radway recognizes, these girls are working out “gender definitions and sexual politics on 

their own terms” (qtd. in Modleski xv); researchers should be mindful to remember this. 

Even though many of these girls are no longer glamoured by Twilight’s allure, a 

disenchantment that is not necessarily surprising considering the changing nature of 

trends in pop culture, fangirls Twilight-themed discourse offers scholars a poignant 

glimpse into girl culture. While critics can speculate about how Meyer’s Twilight informs 

girls’ experiences, Twilight Teens’, thetwilightreader’s and the Bella Cullen Project’s 

voices are examples of girls speaking on that matter. This issue of voice is not only 

important to this particular cultural phenomenon, but also to studies of girlhood in 

general. Tween girlhood has often been characterized by a silencing or loss of voice, a 

finding advanced by Mary Pipher’s research, Reviving Ophelia. In the cases of fangirls in 

this chapter, their articulate, even emotional discourse and publicly-shared creativity 

exemplify how girlhood is not a phase of passive silence.  
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The changing nature of girls’ cultural preferences also illustrates methodological 

concerns for an online ethnographer. I have hurried to document and transcribe fangirls’ 

texts before they were removed from the Internet. Through that process I learned that 

researching contemporary girl-generated culture, especially in online spaces, requires 

vigilance. As Karlyn Kohrs Campbell suggests, one of the roles of the feminist rhetorical 

scholar invested in women’s—and I would add girl’s— rhetoric is to recover their 

practices, texts, and discourse in an effort to preserve and restore their histories. Thus, a 

side effect of this narrowed focus on melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions is an attempt to 

invigorate an appreciation of girls’ rhetorical practices, an area feminist scholars in 

rhetoric have generally neglected. In this way, my efforts align with recovery and 

recuperation practices Campbell has observed under the umbrella of “consciousness-

raising” since I am working to enhance scholarly appreciation for girls’ rhetoric as well 

as to archive girls’ rhetorical practices, as well as their participation in contemporary 

popular culture. Without scholarly explorations of girls’ online activity, twenty-first-

century girls’ discursive fan practices might be impossible to discover in the future. And, 

as a result, adults’ published fears about girls’ reading practices might dominate an 

interpretation of the Twilight phenomenon. I suggest privileging girls’ voices, which 

debunk some explanations of their interpretive strategies and are present in so many 

online outlets.  

While recuperating these women’s forgotten or lost texts is a challenge faced by 

scholars researching the discursive practices of girls and women who are long dead, we 

should also take care not to assume artifacts presently available on the web will always 
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be accessible. As I mention in my rationale for research girls’ online activity in Chapter 

3, Jane Hunter’s and Barbara Crowther’s studies of girls diaries show insight into girls’ 

rhetorical practices from analyzing girls’ private writing that was and became public. 

Hunter’s study in particular helps us recognize how girls’ diary writing reflects Romantic 

and Victorian influences on the nineteenth-century middle-class American home; girls’ 

diaries also offer insight into the way girls’ written discourse reflects their contemporary 

moment. Excavating the forgotten diaries and correspondence of girls might be a 

cumbersome task for one pursuing an understanding of say, Victorian girl-readers’ 

responses to Bram Stoker’s Dracula. What will be available to future generations trying 

to uncover girl readers’ virtual artifacts that are deleted and, thus, unrecoverable? As Liza 

suggests, “That’s a necessary question.” 
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Chapter 6: “I’d Never Given Much Thought to How I Would Die”: Uses 

(and the Decline) of Voiceover in the Twilight Films’ Translation of Neo-

Victorian Melodrama 

INTRODUCTION 

 “I loved how they were talking right at the end and he kissed her neck! Arrrh! Just 

killed me. I think i nearly fell off my seat. I got that excited,” reveals EdwardLove in a 

post to TwilightTEENS’s discussion forum (“Prom”).
70

 Responding to the prom scene, 

which concludes Catherine Hardwicke’s cinematic Twilight (2008), EdwardLove’s 

energized reaction references the sensual portrayal of Bella and Edward’s breathless 

speech as well as their physical intimacy. Such a statement typifies the personal, affective 

responses of many fangirls’ online discussion of the cinematic adaptation of the first 

volume in Stephenie Meyer’s saga. EdwardLove’s confession also resembles the kind of 

affective fan reactions I explore in Chapter 5, which considers girls’ preferences for neo-

Victorian melodramatic conventions. As I outline in Chapter 4, those conventions, 

include the following: narrative form, as well as music(al gestures), revelation and 

secrecy, moral feelings, dreams, female villainy, suffering and separation, crying, and 

closure through coupling. All of these are shared melodramatic moments between 

Meyer’s literary series and Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. Given the nature of melodrama 

in fangirls’ own texts, I argue neo-Victorian melodrama is a pervasive mode of discourse 

in girl culture. Neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions enhance intimacy and 

                                                 
70 See Chapter 5 for a full explanation of TwilightTEENS, which is “Your #1 teen source for everything 

Twilight” according to the website’s subtitle. Forum moderators, several of whom are cited in the 

introduction, are girls and young women in their mid to late teens from not only the United States, but also 

Europe, Australia, and elsewhere. When forum responses are cited in this essay, they are not edited for 

spelling or grammar so as to reproduce the discourse as it appears on the forum. 
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empathy between girls, particularly through the representation of interiority, while 

critiquing (by validating frustration with) social constructions of contemporary girlhood. 

This chapter asks how—and whether—the Twilight films translate those neo-Victorian 

melodramatic impulses and their rhetorical dimensions from page to screen in order to 

appeal to girl viewers.  

Understanding trends associated with many girls’ reactions to the different 

Twilight films motivates the analysis that follows. While fangirls like EdwardLove 

express intimate feelings with characters’ experiences in the first Twilight film, this is not 

the generalizable case for Twilight Teens’ experiences with the second film, Chris 

Weitz’s The Twilight Saga: New Moon (2009). On TwilightTEENS’s discussion forum, 

girls still reported crying in response to melodramatic moments of Bella’s suffering, but 

they frequently note how the main actors, Kristen Stewart (Bella) and Robert Pattinson 

(Edward) lack the appropriate amount of “emotion” (“Thoughts on the movie?”). By the 

third film, David Slade’s The Twilight Saga: Eclipse (2010) girls were expressing major 

disappointment before its release. Responding to the trailer, Twilight Teens recognize the 

“tone” of actors’ speech as one dimensional and agreed that the preview looked 

“boring”—despite the novel being a favorite among some of these girl readers (“Eclipse 

Trailer!!”). By the time Summit Entertainment released Eclipse in June 2010, no fangirls 

posted responses on the discussion forum. And when Bill Condon’s The Twilight Saga: 

Breaking Dawn-Part 1 premiered in November 2011, TwilightTEENS was no longer an 

active website—in line with the downturn of many other fangirls’ Twilight-oriented 

online activity.  
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While these insights are generalizations according to one website, Twilight 

Teens’ responses to the films suggest several valuable insights. First, girls were expecting 

expressive emotions, particularly through the depiction of Bella’s sensational feelings. 

These expectations were likely informed by girls’ experiences with the novels, as well as 

the first film Twilight, directed by Hardwicke. But the second and third films did not 

deliver that kind of expression. Second, the timing of Twilight Teens’ online activity 

suggests that as the film franchise grew and Summit instated a rotary of new directors, 

girls’ intimacy with the saga’s films did not. These findings encourage us to look more 

closely at the translation of neo-Victorian melodrama from page to screen to discern how 

girls, especially readers of Twilight, are positioned (or not) as an audience. Indeed, the 

shift in medium is important. As I explain in Chapter 3, narrating voiceover is a technical 

convention that functions as a media logic particular to girls’ media, as well as cinematic 

adaptations of literary works. Moya Luckett’s recognition of voiceover in 1960s 

television shows featuring girl protagonists enhances our understanding of voiceover as a 

media logic inherited from literature and with special rhetorical appeal to girl audiences 

(388; see Chapter 3). The different films’ uses of voiceover help us understand why girls 

might have certain expectations for the films. A close reading of that sound feature and 

its relationship to image onscreen will help determine how—or whether—the films 

translate neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions in girl culture. It is not enough 

for the films to depict onscreen certain melodramatic moments in Meyer’s saga. 

Following directives for generic rhetorical criticism, in order to qualify as neo-Victorian 
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melodrama in girl culture, the films must uphold rhetorical dimensions that I have shown 

appeal to girls in the previous chapters.  

The purpose of this chapter, then, is to explore how certain sounds work along 

with filmic image in Hardwicke’s Twilight, Weitz’s New Moon, Slade’s Eclipse, and 

Condon’s Breaking Dawn-Part 1 to position the girl viewer in relation to Bella’s interior 

perspective—which is necessary to the rhetorical functions of neo-Victorian melodrama 

in girl culture. Given the films’ four different directors, exploring the cinematic 

adaptations involves distinct treatments of each film, especially how sound and image 

work together to promote or deny the viewer’s experience of Bella’s interior view. In this 

chapter I focus on narrating voiceover and, to a lesser extent, music when it resembles 

Bella’s interiority as I assess the films’ translations of neo-Victorian melodrama 

rhetorical dimensions. Indeed, a variety of methodological and theoretical approaches 

could be employed to consider melodrama in the Twilight films. Because I consider the 

films as adaptations that promote or deny neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical functions 

in girl culture, especially girls’ empathy, intimacy, and interiority, focusing on narrating 

voiceover helps with that kind of examination.  

This chapter proceeds as follows: after summarizing each film with explanations 

that offer insight into their plots as well as production details, I explain Michel Chion’s 

theory of film sound to justify my focus on narrating voiceover. Admittedly, a larger 

study should address each film’s distinctive music—both the multi-artist soundtracks and 

the scores. But I gesture toward music when possible given its special connection to 

melodrama and because it sometimes reflects Bella’s interiority as voiceover does. 
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Following an explanation of Chion’s theoretical perspective and terminology, I then 

address four corresponding segments in Twilight and New Moon: the opening, Edward’s 

entrance, one of Bella’s realizations, and the closing. Examining these sequences together 

not only helps us see how the second film’s use of narrating voiceover diverges from the 

first, but also shows how particular melodramatic moments, especially those related to 

narrative form, are adapted onscreen. Considering the first two films together reveals how 

they both validate Bella’s emotional life, but Twilight promotes girls’ intimacy with Bella 

(and, more specifically, with Bella’s interiority), while New Moon slightly reduces this 

identification by altering auditory strategies evident in the first film.  

Following an analysis of Twilight and New Moon, an examination of Eclipse’s 

incidental use of voiceover reveals how that particular film weakens Bella’s narrating 

voice and thwarts girls’ potential to feel alongside Bella’s interiority. This is especially 

apparent at the end of the film when the filmic Bella does not, as the literary Bella does, 

cry and confess her feelings about her decision about romantic partners. Weakening the 

presentation of Bella’s interiority thus eliminates the rhetorical dimension of neo-

Victorian melodrama that critiques postfeminist girlhood through the representation of a 

girl’s frustrated feelings. Finally, a consideration of Breaking Dawn-Part 1 demonstrates 

how the film nearly eliminates Bella’s narrating voiceover, but uses other audio-visual 

strategies, particularly related to music, to gesture toward Bella’s interiority— as well as 

Twilight fans. These choices, which harken back to 1940s film melodrama, do, to a 

certain extent, replicate the validation of Bella’s interior, emotional life available in 

Meyer’s novel. At the same time, such appeals often pay lip service to fans as the 
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viewer’s intimacy with Bella’s perspective only goes so far; indeed, girls are not 

constructed as an audience as they are for the novels and for the first two Twilight films. I 

conclude by reflecting on neo-Victorian melodrama’s translation onscreen through a 

specific consideration of the directors’ genders and the film franchise’s future as its final 

installment, Breaking Dawn-Part 2 (2012), looms. 

SUMMARY OF FILMS AND PRODUCTION HISTORIES 

Even though the Twilight adaptations are generally faithful to the plots of Meyer’s 

lengthy novels, the films are not exact replicas of their literary counterparts. An 

understanding of each film’s plot is necessary prior to a consideration of cinematic sound, 

which positions viewers in relation to Bella’s interiority, particularly her motivations for 

certain actions, as well as her emotional perspective. Tracing the production history of 

the Twilight film franchise also demonstrates how changing directors paralleled the 

studio’s efforts to expand viewership beyond the initial fan base of girls (and women). 

Since Melissa Rosenberg, the films’ screenwriter, has remained a constant in the 

franchise, I am more concerned with the different directors as these changes correspond 

with variations in the films and likely reflect the studio’s preferences.71 

                                                 
71 I acknowledge the problems associated with attributing film choices to the directors, especially in light 

of Rosenberg’s continuing role as a screenwriter who has publicly discussed her contributions to the 

Twilight franchise. Understanding Rosenberg’s role, however, would involve a separate analysis that is 

beyond the scope of this chapter’s tight focus on how sound and image work together to translate neo-

Victorian melodrama onscreen. Regardless of whether particular choices are the result of preferences by 

director, screenwriter, producer, or even an individual actor, the fact remains that the films changed 

significantly as the directors changed. Tracing alterations alongside those shifting realities gives us a way 

to focus a discussion of the films. Indeed, given the nature of a serial franchise, we should also 

acknowledge that such changes likely reflect the preferences of the studio, Summit Entertainment. 
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When she directed Twilight, Hardwicke, was no stranger to female coming-of-age 

films with melodramatic narratives that address teen angst. Thirteen (2003), which 

Hardwicke directed and co-wrote with then-teen actress Nikki Reed, portrays the private 

lives of two teen girls navigating sex, friendship, and other serious issues facing female 

youth. Hardwicke’s Twilight similarly privileges a girl character’s interior emotional life, 

replicating onscreen the urgency and angst inherent in the literary Bella’s interior 

melodrama. Twilight begins as Bella moves from Phoenix, Arizona to the always rainy 

Forks, Washington to live with her emotionally reserved father Charlie (Billy Burke). As 

she negotiates the status of “new girl” at a small-town high school, Bella’s experience is 

complicated by her fascination with the beautiful, mysterious outsider Edward Cullen. 

His appeal intensifies when he inexplicably rescues Bella from various catastrophes (a 

skidding van and a gang of aggressive men). However, Bella eventually learns that 

Edward’s superhuman qualities are the result of his undead status. Despite Edward’s 

insatiable thirst for Bella’s blood in particular—and the mortal threat later posed by an 

evil trio of vampires who threaten Bella’s life and cause her bodily injury—her devotion 

and commitment to Edward are only strengthened. The film concludes as the couple, 

secluded in a gazebo, dances at prom. Bella yearns for Edward to turn her into a vampire 

while the evil Victoria looks on furtively, an image indicative of the danger present in the 

subsequent cinematic installments. 

Hardwicke’s Twilight premiered in November 2008 to the great anticipation of an 

established and primarily female fan-base, especially girls, the devoted readers of 

Meyer’s series. Twilight’s opening weekend saw the largest opening ever for a film 
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directed by a woman (Thompson). Further, box-office sales demonstrated the power of 

tween and teen girls’ ability to influence a market and sustain a franchise (Lang; Barnes). 

Indeed, after Twilight’s successful opening, Summit even issued a thank-you note from 

Stewart and Pattinson. Addressed to “all of our wonderful, loyal and fantastic fans,” the 

lead actors applauded their fans for supporting the first film, which gave the studio the 

green light to continue the film franchise with New Moon (Summit). However, while 

Summit retained Rosenberg as screenwriter, the studio elected Weitz to direct New Moon 

since reportedly Hardwicke would not agree to the studio’s projected time frame for the 

sequel (Thompson). Weitz’s New Moon surpassed expectations with its November 2009 

premiere, which saw the third largest box-office opening weekend in history—just behind 

two summer blockbusters, The Dark Knight and Spider Man 3 (Barnes). Like Hardwicke, 

Weitz’s directorial efforts also involve films with coming-of-age narratives—but those 

that focus on boys and men, as illustrated by his work on the American Pie franchise, as 

well as the more thoughtful and introspective About a Boy (2002). 

Like Twilight, New Moon remains generally faithful to the melodramatic narrative 

plot underlying Meyer’s novel: the film opens as Bella turns eighteen (anxiously aging 

past Edward’s forever-seventeen) at the beginning of her senior year. Perpetually haunted 

by his supposedly soulless nature and not wanting to endanger her, Edward initiates a 

break-up with Bella after his brother Jasper lunges hungrily at Bella, ruining her birthday 

party. The remaining three-quarters of the film depict Bella’s attempt to live through the 

crushing heartbreak of Edward dumping her and leaving town with his family. Bella 

survives, in part, due to a deepening friendship with Jacob Black (Taylor Lautner), a 
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teenager and soon-to-be werewolf from the Quileute reservation near Forks. Despite 

Jacob’s obvious romantic affection for Bella and her appreciation of his friendship, Bella 

maintains an obsession with and devotion to the absent Edward, whose voice and image 

she can access whenever she engages in dangerous behavior. In a classic Romeo and 

Juliet scenario, an intertextual reference within the film itself, communication lines are 

crossed: Edward believes Bella is dead, so he plans to bring about his own death at the 

hands of the Italian Volturi (vampire royalty), a fate Edward’s sister Alice foresees. 

Fortunately, Bella arrives in Volterra just in time to save Edward, but not before making 

a deal: Edward, Bella, and Alice are released in exchange for Bella’s eventual conversion 

to the ranks of the undead. Back in Forks, New Moon concludes with a visible 

representation of the love triangle that will complicate the next cinematic installments: 

Bella explains to a dejected Jacob that she loves Edward, who proposes marriage in the 

final seconds of the film. 

While Twilight and New Moon both premiered in November, Slade’s Eclipse 

premiered in June in hopes of becoming a summer blockbuster, a goal that came to 

fruition as the film enjoyed “a record-breaking 30 million box office in screenings after 

midnight” (Kearney). Still, the third film did not surpass the record set by New Moon. 

Slade, known for his previous vampire flick, 30 Days of Night (2007), incorporates some 

of the same visual imagery, thirsty vampires advancing on a small town in the Pacific 

Northwest, present in his earlier work. Slade had previously expressed open contempt for 

Twilight, suggesting he would not see the film under any condition: “‘Twilight drunk? 

No, not even drunk. Twilight on acid? No, not even on acid? Twilight at gun point? Just 
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shoot me’” (Connelly). Of course, Slade later retracted these comments in a letter to 

Twilight fans:  

When I made these comments, I had neither seen the film nor read the books. I 

was promoting a comedy short film that I had made for Xbox and every pop 

culture subject was seen as a possible comedy target. I was being silly and none of 

the statements were from the heart. Of course, I have since seen the movie and 

read the books and was quickly consumed with the rich storytelling and the 

beautifully honest characters that Stephenie Meyer created. (“David”) 

The choice of Slade, known for his edginess in the film Hard Candy (2005), coincides 

with Summit’s change of direction. For their summer blockbuster, Eclipse, Summit 

sought a broader audience, one beyond the female fans who sparked and sustained 

Twilight’s initial popularity; as Bryan Alexander notes, the studio endeavored to attract 

male viewers. Knowledge of the Summit’s efforts to attract viewers beyond the female 

fan-base that had been propelling the franchise’s success begins to explain why the plot 

subordinates Bella’s interiority—especially her conflicted feelings about Edward and 

Jacob—to vampire action. 

Throughout Eclipse, Victoria plots to eliminate Bella by creating an army of 

newborn vampires in Seattle; indeed, the film’s inciting incident is Victoria’s attack on 

former Forks resident Riley, who she turns vampire to help her in her nefarious quest. 

Thus, it is Victoria’s evil scheming that opens—and drives— the film rather than Bella’s 

presentation of her interiority, as in the previous films. Meanwhile in Forks, Bella 

negotiates the tension between and anxiety produced by her romantic relationship with 

Edward and her friendship with Jacob. Adding to that angst are ordinary human 

milestones (Bella’s graduation from high school and Edward’s marriage proposal, which 
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produces more tension as Bella yearns to consummate their relationship) in addition to 

supernatural concerns (the Volturi’s condition that Bella turn vampire). Despite Edward 

and Jacob’s rivalry and the even older rivalry between the Cullen vampires and the 

Quileute werewolves, both groups agree to work together to defend Bella (and Forks) 

from the advancing newborn vampires led by Victoria. While the vampires and 

werewolves defeat the intruders and Edward kills Victoria, Jacob is seriously wounded at 

the end of the skirmish. Ultimately, Bella decides that she is committed to a marriage 

with Edward and the life of a vampire, events that will take place in the following two-

part filmic installments of Breaking Dawn.  

Unlike the previous films, Condon’s cinematic adaptation of Meyer’s Breaking 

Dawn is split into two parts: The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn-Part 1 premiered in 

November 2011 and The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn-Part 2, which will be released in 

November 2012 (shortly after this dissertation’s completion). Summit’s choice to release 

the final films in this manner follows the precedent set by the Harry Potter film 

franchise, which also split J.K. Rowling’s final novel in the popular series into two films. 

Returning to the November release date in 2011, Breaking Dawn-Part 1 “had the 

franchise’s second best three-day opening ever, behind 2009’s ‘New Moon’” and “had 

the third-best opening Friday ever, grossing $71.4 million -- behind only this year’s 

‘Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows Part 2’ and ‘New Moon’” (Weinstein). While 

Condon had experience with female-driven plots, as evidenced by his critically acclaimed 

and Oscar award-winning Dreamgirls (2006), his big-budget style certainly contrasts 

with the angsty urgency in Hardwicke’s lower-budget Twilight. 
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Breaking Dawn-Part 1 opens as characters receive and react to a wedding 

invitation for Bella and Edward’s wedding, an event about which Bella is nervous. This 

anxiety is evident in a dream about her wedding turning into a bloodbath. Although a 

frustrated Jacob does not show at the actual ceremony, which gathers the series’ 

characters, he makes an appearance at end of the reception; yet he is angered once again 

when he learns that Bella plans to become a vampire, an eventuality that would inspire 

retaliation from the werewolf pack. On their honeymoon on Isle Esme, an island off the 

coast of Rio de Janeiro, Bella and Edward consummate their marriage, but the activity 

results in the vampire breaking the bed and bruising Bella’s skin; while he refuses to have 

sex with Bella again, Bella’s tears eventually provoke more romantic intimacy. In an 

unbelievable turn of events, Bella discovers she is pregnant, which results not only in 

their return to Forks, but also major disagreement between Bella, Edward, and members 

of his family. Despite the Bella’s ongoing physical emaciation, she defies Edward’s 

preference for her to terminate the pregnancy. The vampire changes his mind, however, 

when he realizes that his telepathy extends into the womb and he discovers the fetus is 

more like a human baby than a demon. Meanwhile, the wolf pack’s decision to attack 

Bella for her unnatural spawn results in a major rift: Jacob, accompanied by Seth and 

Leah, leaves the pack and commits to protecting Bella, despite his disappointment with 

her decisions. Finally, Bella gives birth to the half-human, half-vampire Renesmee, upon 

whom Jacob imprints, a ritual that prohibits his pack’s ability to attack her. Although 

Edward worries Bella is dead, the closing images of the film reveal her vampire 
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conversion, setting the stage for Breaking Dawn-Part 2, whose trailers focus largely on 

vampire warfare along with Bella’s new vampirism and motherhood.  

The Twilight franchise’s awareness about its melodramatic tendencies is 

fascinating to consider in an examination concerned with the films’ adherence to the 

melodramatic mode. Intriguingly, in interviews promoting the film, Condon continually 

positions his contribution as one that appreciates melodrama as well as the issues related 

to adult female viewers:  

I am a big fan of classic Hollywood genres, and melodrama is a genre that has 

fallen out of fashion. But some of our greatest directors worked in that form. It 

allows you to be immersed in emotion. To do that with camera and design and 

music and color... I very much embraced that. Also, because it often puts women 

and women’s concerns at the center, I think it is often devalued, which is a shame. 

(“Bill”) 

 

Condon’s remark recognizes melodrama’s characteristic attributes, especially emotion 

and music. Yet, as I will argue, Condon’s adherence to film melodrama as a genre does 

not necessarily mean that his film adheres to the neo-Victorian melodramatic mode and 

its rhetorical dimensions in girl culture. Furthermore, in such interviews, Condon, like so 

many theorists of melodrama, continually references adult female viewers although he 

does not regularly acknowledge girls: “I think there is a great fantasy element to movies 

in general. And I think that women don’t get to fantasize as much as teenage boys do. 

[…] Especially in these bigger tentpole movies, they are all boy movies” (“Exclusive”). 

Condon goes on to agree with the interviewer’s question that he targeted “every 

generation” rather than “just teenage girls” (“Exclusive”). Understanding the Twilight 
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film franchise’s final director’s explicit references to melodrama and his viewership helps 

situate the analysis that follows. 

MICHEL CHION’S THEORY OF FILM SOUND: VOICEOVER (AND MUSIC) 

In order to discern the varying functions and implications of Bella’s voiceover in 

the Twilight films, a consideration of film theory that specifically takes into account how 

sound operates with film grammar is necessary. Chion’s Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen 

(1994) theorizes how auditory and visual features work together to create meaning while 

providing a set of terms for addressing cinematic sound. According to Chion, his study 

“demonstrate[s] the reality of the audiovisual combination—the one perception 

influences the other and transforms it” (xxvi). The following discussion of Chion’s theory 

is particular to the nature of voiceover and its relation to image since that is the primary 

focus of my analysis. But I will also consider how Chion relates music to voiceover. As a 

result, the end of this section makes clear why a consideration of certain kinds of 

background music can complement an analysis concerned primarily with voiceover.  

Foundational to Chion’s articulation of the function of filmic sound is the concept 

of the frame: “For sound there is neither frame nor preexisting container” (67). Thus, 

while a frame always anchors the image—be it “black and empty” (66) or the physical 

parameters of the screen—sound is not similarly encapsulated (66-68). Resulting from 

the tension between the frame of the visual and the framelessness of sound, efforts to 

locate sound become instructive. As Chion suggests, “The problem of localizing a sound 

therefore most often translates as the problem of locating its source” (69). According to 

Chion, the viewer is working constantly to “magnetize” the image, psychologically 
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attempting to bond certain sounds to particular images (69). This process is especially 

relevant to nonmusical sounds that viewers naturally attempt to match to images (for 

example, fixing sounds of chirping with the images of birds). When such sounds do not 

match, however, the viewer’s inclination is to make sense of the disjointedness; 

unresolved mismatching of sounds and images can thus unsettle and disrupt (Chion 69-

73). Interestingly, Chion’s discussion of the magnetization process parallels what 

Kenneth Burke terms, “associational clusters,” the habit of determining “‘what goes with 

what’” (20). I will continue to use the term “magnetize,” especially when I am explaining 

the process associated with certain sounds’ relationships to certain images for certain 

rhetorical effects, particularly those related to the representation of Bella’s interiority. 

To further explain these processes, particularly inclinations to magnetize or fix 

sound with images, Chion provides a vocabulary that my analysis of Twilight, New 

Moon, Eclipse and Breaking Dawn-Part 1 will employ to discern the forms and functions 

of Bella’s voiceover in the films. For Chion, the “acousmatic” refers to sound for which 

no source exists; the opposite, the nonacousmatic, then refers to “visualized” sound (70). 

Although Chion provides a variety of terms for further addressing sound in film, this 

analysis is particularly concerned with the use (or nonuse) of Bella’s narrating voiceover, 

which Chion would categorize as an “Internal sound […] which, although situated in the 

present action, corresponds to the physical and mental interior of a character. […] in this 

category of internal sounds are mental voices, memories, and so on, which I call 

subjective-internal sounds” (76). By this definition, then, Bella’s narrating voiceover is a 

subjective-internal sound that signifies the character’s interiority.  
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Expanding on the function of the voice in film, Chion explains how a voice 

simultaneously comes to own the narrative and to influence the spectator: 

In a film, when the voice is heard in sound closeup without reverb, it is likely to 

be at once the voice the spectator internalizes as his or her own and the voice that 

takes total possession of the diegetic space. It is completely internal and invading 

the entire universe. This is what I have called the I-Voice. Of course the voice 

owes special status to the fact that it is original, definitive sound that both fills us 

and comes from us. (80) 

 

Chion’s articulation of the I-Voice justifies why such a consideration of Bella’s narrating, 

subjective-internal voiceover is integral to understanding how the films articulate the 

female character’s perspective and influence intimacy with the girl spectator. Chion’s 

theoretical definitions complement my methodological rationale of narrating voiceover in 

terms Barry Brummett’s explanation of media-centered criticism (see Chapter 3). 

Specifically, narrating voiceover is a media logic, a feature that condition audiences’ 

responses: “Underlying the idea of media logic is the assumption that as people become 

accustomed to a technology and to the social uses to which it is put, they internalize 

certain ways of thinking and perceiving” (Brummett 191). As such, narrating voiceover is 

consistently used to call audiences to identify with the protagonist’s perspective in 

cinematic adaptations of literary works, and more precisely, in girls’ media. The 

emphasis on “social uses” complements my approach to generic criticism, which focuses 

on rhetorical outcomes to define neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. 

Informed by Chion’s framework as well as tools related to media-centered 

criticism, the following comparative analysis of Twilight and New Moon is concerned 

with Bella’s voiceover when it occurs as a subjective-internal sound that reflects her 
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inner (rather than onscreen spoken) voice. To be clear, from this point, when I use the 

term “voiceover,” I am specifically referring to Bella’s narrating voice as that subjective-

internal sound. But how does music function in relation to subjective-internal sound and 

voiceover? Chion also offers an answer for this important sound feature, as he notes: 

“Naturally, music can play a major punctuative role” (49). Obviously, music’s role in the 

Twilight films is vital to a discussion of neo-Victorian melodrama, a mode of discourse 

with such profound connections to music. Yet in order to focus the discussion through a 

consideration of the representation of Bella’s interiority and the positioning of girl 

viewers, I will only be specific to a few instances of what Chion terms “pit music,” which 

he introduces in relation to other types of film sound:  

What do sounds do when put together with a film image? They dispose 

themselves in relation to the frame and its content. Some are embraced as 

synchronous and onscreen, others wander at the surface and on the edges as 

offscreen. And still others position themselves clearly outside the diegesis, in an 

imaginary orchestra pit (nondiegetic music), or on a sort of balcony, the place of 

voiceovers. (68) 

 

Not only does this concept of pit music apply to film, but it also recalls stage theatrics 

relevant to a discussion of nineteenth-century melodrama. Further, Chion’s explanation 

situates pit music and voiceovers as similar types of sound that often exist in the same 

frameless realm. Chion goes onto recognize music’s flexibility and vitality, suggesting 

music’s capacity to complement a particular character’s action as well as again linking 

music and voiceover: 

All music in film, especially pit music, can function like the spatiotemporal 

equivalent of a railroad switch. This is to say that music enjoys the status of being 

a little freer of barriers of time and space than the other sound and visual 

elements. The latter are obliged to remain clearly defined in their relation to the 
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diegetic space and to the linear and chronological notion of time. Another way to 

put it is that music is cinema’s passe-muraille, capable of instantly 

communicating with other elements of the action. For example it can accompany 

from the nondiegetic realm a character who is onscreen. Music can swing over 

from the pit to screen at a moment’s notice, without in the least throwing into 

question the integrity of the diegesis, as voicover intervening in the action would. 

(81) 

 

As Chion’s extensive explanation of music’s potential and complexity suggests, the 

opportunities for exploring the role of music in the Twilight films’ are vast. However, my 

primary focus is on voiceover as I assess the translation of neo-Victorian melodrama’s 

rhetorical dimensions from page to screen because I am concerned with the 

representation of Bella’s interiority. Still, along with this tight focus I can still consider 

whether music, particularly songs released on the films’ soundtracks, complements or 

enhances Bella’s narrating voiceover. More precisely, I consider how songs are vocalized 

to replicate or stand in for Bella’s voice. In this way, I examine songs for their voiceover-

like qualities and functions. Admittedly, music needs a much more comprehensive 

treatment in the Twilight films, but my analysis opens the door for a future study that 

would do that. 

As the result of Chion’s theoretical grounding, this examination will be concerned 

with several questions: how does voiceover (especially as I-Voice) articulate Bella’s 

interiority? To whom is Bella’s voiceover is directed? How does image magnetizes the 

voiceover? How do voices on the musical soundtrack complement or echo Bella’s 

voiceover and thereby enhance the girl-viewer’s intimacy with the protagonist? How 

does voiceover replicate the experience of reading Bella’s first-person narration in 

Meyer’s novels by translating neo-Victorian melodramatic impulses from page to screen? 
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These questions will help focus the following consideration of neo-Victorian 

melodrama’s translation in the four films. Worth remembering here is that neo-Victorian 

melodrama is not discernible simply through the recognition and identification of certain 

artistic conventions. Rather, generic rhetorical criticism encourages us to understand neo-

Victorian melodrama in terms of its rhetorical dimensions, which appeal to girls. 

Understanding whether these rhetorical dimensions, especially those related to affect, 

interiority, empathy, and revelation, are translated from page to screen helps us determine 

how and whether girls are constructed as an audience of the films. 

TWILIGHT AND NEW MOON 

Opening Sequences: How Does Bella Speak for Herself? 

Comparing the opening sequences of Twilight and New Moon provides an initial 

entry into understanding how neo-Victorian melodramatic impulses and their 

corresponding rhetorical functions are adapted from the novels to the films. We might 

remember that the melodramatic narrative opens with the presentation of innocence and 

the intrusion of evil, which encourages audiences to identify good and evil characters as 

well as sympathize with the plight of innocence’s persecution, a conflict that drives the 

plot. Such persistent tensions, may comment on constrictive social pressures that entreat 

female youth to be always on guard (as Chapter 4 argues) and these conflicts, filtered 

through Bella’s perspective, hold significant appeal for girls (as Chapter 5 demonstrates). 

In the case of the opening sequences of the Twilight and New Moon adaptations, 

considering how subjective-internal voiceovers function differently reveals how girl 

audiences are alternately positioned alongside Bella’s interior view.  
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Hardwicke’s Twilight immediately articulates Bella’s interiority through the 

presentation of her I-Voice and a scenario that symbolically foreshadows the female 

protagonist’s persecution, a tenet of melodrama. The film opens with a black screen as 

Bella’s voiceover narrates: “I’d never given much thought to how I would die.” 

Presenting the same words as the foreshadowing preface that begins Meyer’s Twilight (1) 

on the backdrop of complete darkness immediately positions the viewer to identify with 

Bella through an I-Voice; no other image is available to influence the audience’s 

perspective. Thus, a reader-viewer is swept unavoidably into her narrative by the 

voiceover for she is unable to assess Stewart’s believability as the cinematic Bella. From 

the film’s opening moments, Bella’s I-Voice is then rooted firmly in the mind of the 

viewer before the first image appears onscreen, which is not Stewart as Bella. Rather, a 

delicate deer is alone in a forest clearing. At this point, Bella speaks again: “But dying in 

the place of someone I love seems like a good way to go.” Given the inclination to fix 

images with voices, Bella’s voiceover now suggests that the female voice corresponds 

with the deer, who, sensing an intruder, begins to flee. Linking Bella with the deer is a 

cinematic choice that makes the connection between the protagonist and her innocence—

which is violated—clear. 

The presentation of innocence’s violation and persecution is intensified by the 

presence of the male hunter, whose identity is unclear. During the deer’s flight, Bella’s 

voice pauses as both narrator and viewer watch the frantic deer, which will up trapped in 

the male figure’s arms. Worth noting about the deer’s flight is the accompanying music 

from Carter Burwell’s score, whose “eclectic” (Brophy 128), electric style throbs and 
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pulses, much in the way of a beating heart.72 Prior to the deer’s flight, the music is 

ethereal instrumentation, interlaced with chirping and leaves rustling; the tranquil sounds 

heighten the false security soon to be violated. With a swooshing sound like a gust of 

wind, the camera abruptly cuts to a view of the sky, as if from one who is staring up at 

the canopy of trees. The music turns foreboding as drums and bass create a tribal sound. 

Wings flutter harshly as the camera’s point of view sweeps dizzyingly from the sky to 

that of one advancing on the fawn, who turns sharply to look at her predator (now the 

viewer) and she begins to flee. The camera captures her flight through a few perspectives, 

most notably as if one is running beside the deer through the forest. A flash of jacket is 

momentarily visible as the chase amplifies, aided by the rising intensity of the music. The 

point of view cuts briefly to the doe’s frantic perspective before settling on a low angle 

shot of a clearing through which the deer leaps only to be encircled by waiting arms, 

presumably of the male figure previously glimpsed by the camera. Enhancing the 

mystery, the person is not definitively recognizable as Edward or James; the moment he 

catches the deer, the screen dissolves into a full whiteout effect. Just as Bella’s narration 

in the novel entreats the reader to sympathize with her anxious uncertainty, this indistinct 

image of the villain has a similar effect as its literary counterpart, which also makes the 

hunter’s identity ambiguous: could the predator be Edward? While viewers familiar with 

                                                 
72 In his discussion of Burwell’s contributions to the films of writers-directors Joel and Ethan Coen, Philip 

Brophy has described Burwell’s music as “chameleon-like, eclectic, unexpected – perfectly matches the 

many genre-betiding excursions of the Coens’ projects” (128). Brophy goes onto argue, “ Burwell’s prime 

eclecticism lies in a strange mismatching whereby his cues at first appear to ‘not fit’ – but eventually reveal 

a depth that is rooted in the complex story-telling craft of the Coens’ narratives” (128). Realizing Burwell’s 

previous compositional contributions helps qualify his score in Twilight, a film that is also blending 

multiple genres: teen romance, horror, and mystery. Burwell’s score communicates the urgencies 

associated with all of those generic expectations through the mix of instrumentation that highlights 

romantic tension as well as vampire danger.  
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the novel know by the end of Meyer’s Twilight that Edward is not the villain who 

persecutes Bella, they also know that he feeds on animal blood for sustenance. As a 

result, Edward’s ambiguous role as both predator and protector is made evident in the 

opening scene. 

The film further replicates the reading experience and the rhetorical dimensions of 

neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture as Bella’s narration resumes. After the white-out, 

the screen opens to a blue sky before panning down to a mid-shot of Stewart-as-Bella 

holding a miniature cactus. Her voiceover takes up where she left off (before the chase of 

the deer), and during the next three minutes she narrates her rationale for leaving Phoenix 

and deciding to live with her father in Forks; she characterizes herself as anxious but 

determined. Thus, not only does the voiceover in the opening sequence foreshadow 

impending doom as Bella contemplates capture and death. The voiceover also allows the 

character to articulate her own motives and emotional perspective while positioning the 

reader within Bella’s narrative world and interior perspective. In doing so, the viewer is 

presented with a nearly identical progression of events available in the literary 

counterpart; maintaining this progression is vital to the maintenance of neo-Victorian 

melodrama’s rhetorical functions, which privilege intimacy between girls, validate their 

emotional lives, and even critique social pressures facing them. 

At first, one might see similar rhetorical strategies operating in the opening 

sequence of Weitz’s New Moon in which Bella’s subjective-internal voiceover does 

foreshadow danger that occurs later in the movie. However, the first image is not a black 

screen that allows for no distraction. In opening moments of New Moon, a moon fills the 
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screen and a black wipe slowly transitions to display the title of the film while Alexandre 

Desplat’s symphonic score resounds. Then, instead of starting with Bella speaking lines 

from the preface that opens Meyer’s New Moon, Weitz’s film begins with Meyer’s 

epigraph, a quotation from Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet: “These violent delights have 

violent ends/And in their triumph die, like fire and powder/Which, as they kiss, 

consume.” This strategy still recalls the reading experience. In fact, the images 

accompanying the final line of the quotation visually foreshadow what Meyer’s preface 

foretells: Bella, fighting time constraints, desperately elbows her way through a crowd to 

save the one she loves. That forewarning scene then cuts abruptly to what the audience 

comes to realize is a dream in which Bella mistakes her own image for her 

grandmother’s; this nightmare exemplifies her dread of aging while Edward remains 

young and upholds the definite melodramatic convention available in the literary 

predecessor. Yet the critique of social pressure for women to remain young does not 

come through in the way this rhetorical dimension does in Meyer’s novel: Bella does not 

voice anxiety to a girl audience member through a voiceover; not sharing this anxiety 

through confessional expression of first-person narration diminishes the viewer’s 

understanding of what weighs on Bella so heavily at the beginning of this film: her age. 

Still, one could argue that the visualized dream sequence in opening of New Moon 

does offer insight into Bella’s anxiety, validating her affective response and replicating 

vital characteristics of neo-Victorian melodrama inherited from the nineteenth century. 

While Desplat’s score offers a flourishing musical overture rising with intensity along 

with the action, its orchestral instrumentation dominated by strings differs from the edgy 
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intensity of Burwell’s score in Twilight.73 Eliminating the pulsing, sometimes screeching 

tension in Burwell’s electric score in favor of sweeping string instrumentation parallels 

the slight shifts that reduce the viewer’s alignment with Bella’s anxious interiority. Still 

further, the choice to reduce the voiceover to simply the epigraph (instead of actual lines 

from Meyer’s preface and the opening chapter that might otherwise accompany images of 

Bella’s dream) silences the pervasive and determining I-Voice quality present in the 

opening sequence of Twilight. While the viewer might gain insight into Bella’s world 

through sight, the audience is not necessarily forced into that world through sound. 

Indeed, Bella’s first spoken words are not even her own words since she is quoting 

Shakespeare’s tragedy.  

While Bella’s voiceover in Twilight’s opening is a confiding and explanatory type 

of narration (like Jane Eyre’s), the voiceover in New Moon is revealed through cinematic 

image to be the reading voice in her mind, which is still a subjective-internal sound, but 

not an I-Voice directed to the viewer. At the end of the opening dream sequence, Weitz’s 

film cuts to a bound copy of Romeo and Juliet resting by Bella’s sleeping head as if the 

passage spoken was what she read before falling asleep and dreaming. This beginning 

sequence further reduces Bella’s ability to narrate since her voiced anxiety about her 

birthday is articulated only through dialogue with Charlie later in the scene; Bella’s 

address to characters—rather than the viewer—is a pattern New Moon will uphold as my 

                                                 
73 Throughout this analysis, I note musical particularities when they complement (or disrupt) the viewer’s 

sense of Bella’s interiority given the rhetorical dimensions of melodrama with which I am concerned. A 

separate analysis informed by music theory should address the varying choices related to the different 

composers’ scores as well as the films’ soundtracks. Indeed, this kind of examination is a logical future 

endeavor that could extend our comprehension of melodrama in the Twilight films. 
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analysis of her realization will show. Right away, then, in New Moon the viewer is 

positioned differently through sound’s association with image and is one step removed 

from the interiority shared with Bella at the beginning of Hardwicke’s Twilight.  

The changes related to voiceover in the first two films’ openings are significant 

because they lessen neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions. Even though the 

literary Bella often has difficulty articulating her thoughts and emotions with other people 

(such as Charlie), and Stewart embodies this quality through her halting, awkward style 

of delivery, Bella’s first-person narration in the saga’s novels is cogent and clear. This 

voiceover clarity not only validates Bella’s emotional life, but also ensures that the reader 

understands and empathizes with her motivations (an observation that I explore in the 

context of Jane Eyre in Chapter 4). Such confessions enhance intimacy between girls and 

facilitate a critique of social pressures facing girls. The use of voiceover in Hardwicke’s 

Twilight functions similarly to maintain Bella’s clear voice and confidence with the 

viewer. However, without a confiding voiceover in New Moon, not only is the girl 

viewer’s privileged relationship with Bella not fostered, but the female protagonist’s 

ability to speak for herself is lessened. 

Musical Cues: Edward’s Entrances 

Neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture retains the emphasis on music that was 

so appealing to nineteenth-century audiences. Given melodrama’s special connection to 

music, worth considering alongside a consideration of voiceover is music’s complement 

to Bella’s subjective-internal voiceover narration. As I argue in Chapter 4, music plays a 

special role in Jane Eyre and the Twilight Saga because it often signals the protagonists’ 
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anxiety, especially in relation to their attraction to their respective Edwards. As such, 

music also cues—and positions the reader alongside— these interior feelings. In the 

films, music’s initial connection to Edward is intensified not through the representation 

of Bella listening to music as she does in the novels. Instead, music accompanies the 

vampire’s first entrances onscreen. Music, then, signals Bella’s anxious romantic 

attraction by functioning, in varying degrees, as a subjective-internal sound in the case of 

Twilight and New Moon. In these cases, music is a kind of substitute for or complement 

to Bella’s spoken narration. Yet small changes mean that music functions as an I-Voice 

in Twilight but not in New Moon, thereby differently positioning the girl viewer to feel 

alongside Bella.  

In Twilight, music situates the viewer alongside Bella’s anxious desire when 

Edward makes his first entrance in the film; music also works to characterize—and 

validate— Bella’s affective response to Edward. Instead of a voiceover, whereby Bella 

articulates cogent ideas through speech that recall lines from the novel, this musical 

moment replicates the overwhelming feelings (beyond the realm of conscious thought) 

associated with Edward’s presence. As Bella sits in the lunchroom on her first day of 

school, she looks on as the five Cullen siblings begin to parade into the lunchroom from 

outside the building. Two classmates, Jessica and Angela, offer introductions for each 

one; Jessica explains Dr. Cullen’s “weird” practice of adopting foster children, who end 

up “together-together,” meaning romantically involved. As these couples, Rosalie and 

Emmett as well as Alice and Jasper, enter, the simple rhythmic backing underscoring 

Bella’s curiosity is punctuated with an electric guitar’s melodic signatures for each 



 437 

couple. After these entrances, Edward is just visible through the blinds of a window and 

Bella asks with breathless hesitation, “Who’s he?”. When Edward appears fully in the 

doorway, an ethereal female voice accompanies his revelation to Bella and the audience. 

This voice moans in a series of “ahh”s, a musical expression that is at once angelic and 

orgasmic, resembling awe, desire, and wonder all at once—feelings Bella navigates. The 

particularity and presence of this song warrants further analysis. 

In Twilight, the choice to replicate the reading experience with a voice that is not 

Bella’s, but a sort of other-worldly musical vocalization enhances the affective intimacy 

between Bella and girl audience members. Validating Bella’s excited feelings through the 

subjectivity of music rather than conscious speech effectively captures the protagonists’ 

interior view—and recreates it for the viewer. Even for viewers who have not read the 

literary counterpart, the sudden presence of the female voice, ringing out the moment 

Bella (and the viewer) gets her first full look at Edward, begs for a magnetization of that 

sound to Bella’s interior emotions, especially her anxious desire for Edward. As such, if 

we read the voice as a subjective-internal sound, or more precisely, an I-Voice that 

articulates Bella’s interior feelings, we might understand how the viewer is immediately 

positioned to understand and appreciate Bella’s desire for Edward—for, as Chion relates, 

the I-Voice feels as if it comes from a character and from within the audience themselves. 

Importantly, Bella does not share her immediate fascination with Edward with the girls at 

her lunch table; one of them even warns Bella not to bother trying to get Edward’s 

attention, to which Bella agrees—although she continues to look over her shoulder at the 

beautiful vampire. Yet, because the ethereal voice qualifies Bella’s interiority, the viewer 
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knows that the protagonist’s acquiescence to this request is not indicative of her true 

feelings. Again, Bella’s intimacy is with the girl viewer, rather than girls onscreen, and 

this connection is privileged through the musical revelation. By facilitating shared 

feelings between girls through music, then, Hardwicke’s Twilight replicates an important 

rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture.74  

Exploring the role of music’s accompaniment with Edward’s entrance in Twilight 

illustrates Chion’s explanation of how sound magnetizes image. That process, just as in 

the novels, directs a girl viewer’s attention to the object of Bella’s desire: Edward. This 

scene also continues the critique of postfeminist constructions of girlhood, a rhetorical 

dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama in Meyer’s novel. The fact that Bella looks upon 

Edward as a desiring sexual subject might at first seem to correspond to one of the 

defining qualities of postfeminist media culture: 

Where once sexualized representations of women in the media presented them as 

passive, mute objects of an assumed male gaze, today sexualization works 

somewhat differently in many domains. Women are not straightforwardly 

objectified but are portrayed as active desiring sexual subjects who choose to 

present themselves in a seemingly objectified manner because it suits their 

liberated interests to do so. (Gill 151) 

 

Yet, while Bella looks upon Edward with a desirous curiosity, and this sexualized 

yearning becomes even more evident as the film goes on, she does not offer herself in the 

“objectified manner” Gill notices (151). After all, Bella looks uncontrollably and 

anxiously over her shoulder at Edward thereby denying him the full view of her body and 

                                                 
74 Here I do not mean to suggest that all girl viewers are heterosexual; rather, the film entreats girl viewers 

to understand and empathize with Bella’s romantic desire for Edward. While many heterosexual girls may 

share this object of desire, yearning for Edward or Pattinson, I argue that, when it comes to melodrama, the 

feeling associated with desire matters most when it comes to facilitating intimacy between girls. 
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face. In addition, Jessica’s warning to Bella signals Jessica’s doubt that Bella is not sexy 

or alluring enough to intrigue the handsome vampire. Further substantiating Twilight’s 

subtle critique of postfeminist expectations for girls is the notion of what Laura Mulvey 

famously termed, “the gaze.” In a reversal of the pattern Mulvey theorized (the male 

gaze’s objectification of women in film), Bella looks upon Edward—but hers is not the 

only gaze operating in Twilight. After Edward enters the cafeteria amid the sounds of the 

ethereal female voice sighing along with the score’s instrumentation, he and Bella 

exchange looks. The music offers darker, warning tones: Bella is hesitantly curious, but 

Edward begins to look angry. Thus, Edward’s “male” gaze is a persistent source of 

Bella’s anxiety. Rather than empowering her, his cryptic look initially worries her. We 

might read here a critique of postfeminist encouragement to girls who are entreated to 

internalize the male gaze and to adopt a similar kind of objectifying desire. 

In Twilight, music from Burwell’s score (in addition to the multi-artist 

soundtrack) often replicates Bella’s I-Voice, complementing her narrating voiceover as 

the lunchroom scene illustrates. In New Moon, Edward’s initial entrance in New Moon is 

also framed by music rather than Bella’s voiceover. While this music might be 

considered a subjective-internal sound, it does not have the determining I-Voice qualities 

of the ethereal voice’s connection to Bella’s perspective in Twilight. Before the viewer is 

first introduced to Edward in New Moon, Bella stands in the school parking lot talking to 

friends on the morning of her birthday. A song “Monsters” by Hurricane Bells from the 

soundtrack—rather than Desplat’s score—plays at a low volume in the background, as if 

it is being played through the speakers of one the nearby cars. Thus, the viewer first 
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perceives the song as background noise that all of the characters in the scene are hearing. 

Right away, then, the girl viewer is not given exclusive access to musical sounds related 

to Bella’s interiority.  

The diminishment of Bella’s interiority is furthermore noticeable when one 

considers how music and image work together when Edward does come into view. When 

Edward’s car zooms into the lot, the song’s volume increases as it begins to float into the 

realm of subjective-internal sound rather than background noise to which characters are 

listening. Yet, the sound is not necessarily an internal sound related to Bella’s 

subjectivity. While she looks at his luxury black vehicle, 75 the song’s lyrics become 

wholly audible, voiced by a male singer: “deep into the darkness where I hide.” This line, 

repeated twice, corresponds precisely with Edward’s presence and functions as a kind of 

commentary on the vampire’s emergence from hiding as he works to maintain a romantic 

relationship with Bella, who knows his vampiric secret. But the song’s commentary is not 

necessarily Bella’s commentary—especially given the point of view and male 

vocalization. In fact, the voiced first-person perspective begs for an association of the 

music with Edward’s point-of-view.  

Despite the vocalized lyrics, the urgency in the song’s instrumentation might still 

be relevant to Bella’s interior feelings as it forces the viewer to focus completely on 

Edward when he appears—just as Bella does when she abruptly drops the conversation 

with her friends. After a shot of Bella’s face looking toward Edward, the camera assumes 

                                                 
75 While he drove a silver Volvo car consistent with his literary counterpart, in New Moon, Edward drives a 

sport utility vehicle (SUV), a Volvo XC60. Volvo ran a major marketing campaign associated with the 

vehicle, promoting it in television advertisements and even a give-away contest.  
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the direction of her view, looking in a mid-shot as he glides toward her almost in slow 

motion. As he approaches, Edward’s upper body and then face, with a noticeable half-

smile, are wholly visible as his clothes are blown by a slight breeze, emphasizing the 

contours of his chest. This image, which allows the viewer, as Bella does, to take in 

Edward’s dreamy presence by sight, is accompanied by the song’s screeching electric 

guitar sounds, whose noise is intensified during Edward’s approach. These loud sounds, 

which are more like Burwell’s Twilight score, dramatize the vampire’s entrance, drown 

out all other noise as the world stands still for Bella when she sees Edward. But the music 

is not necessarily magnetized to Bella’s interiority in the way as the ethereal voice is 

linked to her anxious desire in Twilight. This is due to the way sound and image work 

together. During his approach, the camera does not cut back to Bella, but waits for 

Edward to reach her; when he does, the camera finally cuts back to Bella as she mirrors 

his half smile. As such, during Edward’s entrance, the viewer is not reminded to look 

through Bella’s eyes by cutting between multiple shots of Bella and Edward looking at 

one another. The sequence still entreats the viewer to look upon Edward, but diminishes 

the viewer’s understanding of Bella’s emotions during this approach.  

New Moon reduces intimacy with the protagonist’s feelings through certain 

sounds’ association with images, which together do not position the viewer alongside 

Bella’s interior view. At the same time, they do not allow for the same critique of 

postfeminist expectations of girlhood. Instead of feeling self-conscious about looking, in 

this scene Bella (and the viewer) takes in Edward’s presence without reservation. 

Although Edward and Bella are a couple at this point in the saga, Bella’s calm is not 
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consistent with her literary counterpart, who, despite their romantic commitment, 

navigates extreme feelings of angst on this day, her birthday. Not only does the novel’s 

protagonist worry about aging past Edward’s age, but she worries about the vampire and 

his family making a big deal about her birthday; underpinning all of these worries is her 

continuing lack of self-confidence. As a result, unlike its cinematic predecessor, New 

Moon does not use music to replicate the reading experience and the novel’s rhetorical 

dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama relevant to girl culture.  

Situating the viewer through music, rather than narrating voiceover, in the cases 

of Edward’s entrances reinforces a vital melodramatic convention by encouraging the 

viewer to see and feel as Bella does. In the case of Twilight, this encouragement works to 

articulate Bella’s feelings and to enhance intimacy between the protagonist and the girl 

viewer, replicating the reading experience and even continuing the critique of 

postfeminism. New Moon’s musical choices do dramatize Edward’s entrance, but they do 

not maintain Bella’s interior point-of-view. These alterations correspond with the kind of 

alterations the second film makes in relation to Bella’s realizations about Edward’s 

affections. 

Bella’s Realizations: Edward’s Love Gained … and Lost 

Although Hardwicke’s Twilight distributes Bella’s subjective-internal voiceovers 

throughout the entire film, a sequence depicting one of her key realizations provides an 

intriguing point of contrast with a realization experience in New Moon. Such realizations 

directly correspond to melodramatic conventions that I outline in Chapter 4. Specifically, 

realizations that expose a secret function as an opportunity for revelation, the kind of 
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excessive expression that breaks silence, which is on the other end of the spectrum of 

expressive extremes. While Twilight offers Bella’s realization in a determined I-Voice, 

New Moon changes the purpose and function of the voiceover to reduce the girl viewer’s 

privileged intimacy with Bella. In both cases of both films, however, sound does still 

validate Bella’s excessive affective reactions. 

In Hardwicke’s Twilight, Bella’s I-Voice narration replicates the reading 

experience as well as translating the rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama 

available in Meyer’s novel. In the middle of the film, Bella finally learns Edward’s 

secret—his vampiric identity—and the couple shares an intimate afternoon in their secret 

meeting place, a secluded meadow. That sequence, in which Bella and Edward reveal 

their attraction and commitment to each other, concludes with an aerial view that pulls 

away from the couple as they lie in the clearing gazing at one another. The scene then 

cuts to a mid-shot of Bella lying on her bed, consumed in thought. Her voiceover begins: 

“About three things I was absolutely positive. First, Edward was a vampire. Second, there 

was a part of him, and I didn’t know how dominant that part might be, that thirsted for 

my blood. And third, I was unconditionally and irrevocably in love with him.” Images 

work with this narration to position the girl viewer alongside the protagonist: as Bella lies 

on the bed thinking and the audience hears these thoughts, both hear the honk of 

Edward’s Volvo’s horn off-screen. The camera follows Bella’s movement to the window 

as she concludes her last line about being in love, gazing at Edward through the frame of 

the windowsill. The image thus directs the viewer’s sight and, along with the pervasive I-
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Voice, literally leads the audience to the same conclusion at which Bella has arrived: 

Edward is the One. 

Twilight’s inclusion of Bella’s voiceover in this short scene is significant when 

considering the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama. Edward and Bella 

clearly express their devotion to each other in the meadow in the previous scene, but 

through her I-Voice narration the film validates Bella’s extreme response to Edward, her 

vow to love him without condition. Further, the voiceover also makes sure the viewer 

stays with Bella’s interior perspective, a firm and unyielding commitment to the vampire 

despite the danger he presents. In addition, this voiceover recalls the reading experience 

since the quotation is not only available in Meyer’s novel (195),
76

 but is also featured 

prominently on the back of Twilight’s book jacket. Thus, many readers are hyper-aware 

of the “facts” (that Bella loves Edward, a vampire thirsting hungrily for her blood) before 

they even read the novel. As a result, the reader-viewer might further understand the lines 

of Bella’s voiceover, which have been directed toward the literary audience from the 

beginning, as both Bella’s confirmation of her feelings to herself and as an address to the 

girl viewer. The film thus maintains Bella’s confiding revelations with the girl audience 

to uphold the kind of intimacy neo-Victorian melodrama encourages in girl culture. 

Hardwicke’s Twilight provides no explicit rationale for Bella’s subjective-internal 

voiceovers throughout the film, thereby replicating the kind of narrative address to 

                                                 
76 In Hardwicke’s film, a few words are altered from the original line in Meyer’s Twilight: “About three 

things I was absolutely positive. First, Edward was a vampire. Second, there was part of him—and I didn’t 

know how potent that part might be—that thirsted for my blood. And third, I was unconditionally and 

irrevocably in love with him” (195). 
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readers present in Meyer’s first-person novel.
77

 Yet Weitz’s New Moon offers an 

occasion for voiceover to occur, and the change alters the function of Bella’s voice in the 

second cinematic adaptation. Prior to exploring the form and function of Bella’s 

voiceover in New Moon, worth noting are the melodramatic impulses related to suffering 

and separation, tenets of neo-Victorian melodrama, that prompt Bella’s narrating 

voiceover. After Edward breaks up with Bella and she loses the will to survive (she lies 

in the woods until Sam, a member of Jacob’s wolf pack, finds her), the film presents a 

sequence that is analogous to the blank pages in Meyer’s novel. In the novel New Moon, 

Bella is so devastated that her narration stops; instead the words “October, November, 

December, January” label each blank page until the chapter “Waking Up” (85–93). In 

this case, we should recall the fangirls’ participation on TwilightTEENS’s forum cited in 

Chapter 5. They express definite empathy for Bella’s loss in Meyer’s New Moon, whose 

melodramatic depiction of Bella suffering is certainly a major point of appeal for many 

girls who often respond to the exact pages of the novel when they talk about crying while 

reading. The film endeavors to replicate these novelistic qualities by juxtaposing images, 

scenes, sounds, and song, representing the passage of time; while these sights and sounds 

are certainly affective, validating Bella’s emotional struggle, they do not necessarily 

encourage girls to feel personal loss alongside Bella with the level of intimacy the novel 

encourages. 

                                                 
77 In Point of View in the Cinema, Edward Branigan argues that while optical point of view and aural point 

of view (what the character may be said to see and hear) reinforce our understanding of a character’s 

subjectivity: “when sound becomes dialogue, the situation changes. … No longer is the ‘I’ of the viewer 

posited as equivalent to the ‘I’ of the character. … When the character speaks, it is not as though we, too, 

are speaking. The viewer becomes a ‘you’ for the character’s ‘I’” (97).  
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In New Moon, Bella’s realization about the consequences associated with the loss 

of Edward, particularly her excessive suffering, is indeed accentuated by the onscreen 

relationship between sight and sound. The nearly blank pages of the novel are not 

literally reproduced, but reader-viewers will notice that the film replicates the font used in 

the literary text when projecting month’s names on screen to indicate time passing. The 

sequence titled, “a hole in my chest,” begins with an establishing shot of Bella’s house 

and then cuts to the inside of her bedroom. The word “October” appears in the middle of 

the screen while the camera begins to slowly circle Bella, one 360-degree rotation for the 

following three months that pass. These rotations partly enable the viewer to see what 

Bella sees: she is seated in a chair watching the seasons change outside her bedroom 

window. But, due to the rotation, the viewer also sees her empty, dead expression each 

time the camera monotonously circles her. This monotony is heightened by Lykke Li’s 

contribution to the soundtrack, “Possibility.” The first-person point-of-view lyrics begin, 

“There’s a possibility that all that I have is all I’m gon’ get” followed later by a “mmm”-

ing, a sound that signals a resigned half-hearted attempt to self-comfort. Given the 

camera’s focus on Bella along with these first-person lyrics, a focus the viewer is forced 

to maintain given the tedious circular camera work, the song definitely functions as an I-

Voice, a subjective internal-sound magnetized to Bella’s interiority. In this way, the 

sequence immediately not only establishes, but confirms Bella’s resignation to pain, a 

depiction that takes seriously her agony. The voice that slowly delivers these lyrics is at 

once womanly and childlike, a strangeness that serves to underscore Bella’s own tension 

about age. The vocalization is accompanied by the heavy plodding of one low note on a 
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piano (an ominous “dum, dum, dum” sound) present throughout the entire song. The 

dizzying camera work, coupled with a song that is once tedious and jarring, is true to 

melodramatic form, since it suggests— in hyperbole— that Bella is so devastated that she 

has not moved from that chair for several months. Once that uncomfortable effect is 

achieved, the scene cuts to other images of an equally unresponsive Bella although her 

voice returns in the form of voiceover (she reads undeliverable emails to Edward’s sister) 

and screaming in agony at night in her bed. As a result, the scene does uphold the 

rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama that validates girls’ emotional lives and 

affective reactions to coming-of-age experiences. 

Even though New Moon upholds rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian 

melodrama related to affect, the films use of voiceover diverges from Twilight’s 

presentation of Bella’s I-Voice narration. Once the rotation of months has concluded, 

Bella’s narrating voiceover, spoken in a tone devoid of emotion, begins in the form of an 

email that she is composing to Edward’s sister Alice. Bella starts by acknowledging the 

missing pieces of her life: “Alice, You’ve disappeared. Like everything else. Who else 

can I talk to? I’m lost. When you left, and he left, you took everything with you. But the 

absence of him is everywhere I look. It’s like a huge hole has been punched through my 

chest.” While images confirm Bella’s email composition, the spoken narration of her 

written words is interrupted by the sounds and visuals of Bella’s agonized screaming in 

her bed at night. The juxtaposition of detached narration and the screams of the broken 

girl affect the viewer’s understanding of her interiority: Bella’s dull voice is inconsistent 

with her screams, as if she herself is not acknowledging the extent to which she suffers. 
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Not only does this sequence of scenes characterize Bella’s emotional anguish through the 

extreme polarities of melodramatic expression: silence and screaming. The scene also 

does what Pam Cook suggests is a feature of film-genre melodrama featuring female 

characters: “The hysterical body is inaccessible to the male protagonists, often a doctor or 

psychiatrist who fails to understand it adequately, to explain it, or to cure it” (254). 

Cook’s articulation explains why Bella’s father’s sincere attempts to comfort her 

nighttime screams are futile. Cook’s insight also may help further an argument about how 

New Moon continues validating a girl’s affective experiences, which are not always 

comprehensible to adults. As I recognize in Chapter 5, this adult-girl divide is a 

phenomenon Twilight Teens and Liza, thetwilightreader, both report when they discuss 

their own affective responses to the saga (Chapter 5). 

While such cinematic choices do align the film with melodramatic conventions, 

they do not necessarily invite the girl viewer to share Bella’s interiority as a confidant 

since the viewer observes omnisciently and sound does not directly address the viewer 

through the I-Voice. After the sequence of screaming, Bella’s voiceover, still speaking 

her email, resumes: “But in a way I’m glad, the pain is my only reminder that he was 

real, that you all were.” This conclusion, however, is accompanied by the image of her 

computer screen that shows an inbox full of undeliverable messages never received or 

read by Alice. Through image, the film thus indicates that Bella is not just composing 

hypothetical messages in her mind, but is attempting, however unsuccessfully, to 

communicate with Alice. While New Moon’s revelatory sequence certainly has the 

potential to prompt emotional responses from audience members, the rhetorical function 
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of the voiceover has changed since the form is altered. On the one hand, the subjective-

internal voiceover does correspond with memorable lines from the novel, especially the 

“hole” that the literary Bella continually references to indicate her pain about Edward’s 

rejection. On the other hand, voicing emails contrasts with the permeating I-Voice 

narration, which calls for audience identification with a character’s interior motivations. 

In New Moon, Bella instead seeks another character, Alice, as her primary audience and 

yearns for Alice’s response—and thus intimacy with a girl, but not the girl viewer. The 

girl viewer does experience Bella’s subjective-internal voice but is not the direct recipient 

of the discourse. Following this scene in New Moon, the only times that Bella’s 

subjective-internal voices appear again are as the spoken emails addressed to Alice.  

While music may function as a permeating I-Voice that positions the audience to 

feel alongside Bella’s interiority, New Moon’s revision of Bella’s narrating voiceover into 

correspondence eliminates the option of having Bella share her perspective with herself 

and the viewer, as is the case in the cinematic Twilight. Furthermore, while Bella’s first-

person narration in the novel New Moon explains how she manages to survive the sadness 

that consumes her (93), the film removes the possibility of presenting this and other 

instances of the novel’s narration through subjective-internal voiceover, thereby reducing 

the identificatory potential for the audience to feel intimately alongside Bella. 

Considering scenes from the films’ final scenes reveals other efforts to enhance intimacy 

between girls in Twilight as well as the reduction of this sharing of interiority with Bella 

in New Moon. 
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Closing Sequences: Who Has the Last Word? 

A comparison of the opening sequences, Edward’s entrances, and scenes that 

depict Bella’s realizations demonstrates how well subjective-internal sounds translate 

neo-Victorian melodrama from Meyer’s page to the screen. These sounds, related to 

voiceover as well as music, are used to varying extents to establish the character’s 

interiority, validate her emotional life, and influence girls’ intimacy with Bella’s 

perspective. Likewise, comparing the final scenes of each film demonstrates how the 

presence of this kind of voiceover—or lack thereof—might shape audience identification 

as viewers exit the film. Exploring which character has the last word—and how they 

speak it—reveals how girl audiences are positioned through sound. In the context of a 

discussion of neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical functions, considering the ending is 

important since melodramatic narrative form’s concluding moments—which usually 

emphasize happy resolution. A resolved ending is vital to the mode, as Chapter 4 explains 

in a discussion of Twilight’s inheritance of nineteenth-century melodramatic conventions 

(recall the emphasis on romantic coupling). The promise of a happy ending is also a 

motivation for many girls’ continued reading, as fangirls’ responses cited in Chapter 5 

reveal. 

Bella’s assertive subjective-internal narration is present in the form of an I-Voice, 

which communicates the last spoken lines of Hardwicke’s Twilight. In the final sequence, 

Bella and Edward slow dance tenderly at the prom and discuss the possibility of Bella 

becoming a vampire—an option that Edward repudiates despite Bella’s desire that he 

change her then and there. Edward descends upon Bella’s neck, and the close-up 



 451 

perspective of the camera reveals her breathless nervousness. Edward kisses her throat 

with passion and sad yearning, and then asks, “Is it not enough just to have a long and 

happy life with me?” Bella responds quietly after a protracted pause, “Yeah. For now.” If 

the audience was unsure about Bella’s resolve for the future, her voiceover reduces that 

uncertainty as she then speaks the last line of the film: “No one will surrender tonight. 

But I won’t give in. I know what I want.” Here the “I” perspective once more recalls the 

pervasive function of the I-Voice to which Chion alludes. While the scene actually 

concludes with an image of Victoria, a villainous force in the next Twilight cinematic 

installment, Bella’s voiceover further bonds the girl viewer with the protagonist’s 

interiority, specifically Bella’s committed resolve. As the film closes, dramatic irony 

exists through the juxtaposition of sound and image: Bella’s desire for— and Edward’s 

resistance to— her vampiric change are presented aurally. However, Victoria’s image 

presents a threat that may require Bella to obtain the supernatural strength to defend 

herself against hostile vampires. Thus, the viewer is left with a heightened sense of 

urgency, inspired by Bella’s voiced yearning and compounded by Victoria’s visual 

presence. 

Offering a sense of the villain might initially seem to defy melodramatic 

convention, which affirms villainy’s defeat and goodness’s triumph to solidify the happy 

ending. Yet Hardwicke’s film’s choice might still function as a happy ending because it 

carries with it the promise of another cinematic installment of the saga. Indeed, Twilight’s 

conclusion hopes for a future for the film franchise: just as Bella’s narration affirms that 

she will not relinquish her resolve, the film’s forward-looking perspective mirrors that 
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determination. Furthermore, given girls’ reported preferences for Victoria’s active 

villainy, which offers a foil for Bella’s passivity, concluding with this image offers an 

exciting point of contrast with Bella’s frustration. Indeed, Victoria is also frustrated, 

although with a sense of fury and rage, but the viewer knows she will do something about 

it. Considering Victoria’s perspective is a sympathetic view both Liza, thetwilightreader, 

and the fangirl-band, The Bella Cullen Project, both articulate in their girl-made media. 

As a result, Twilight upholds the rhetorical function of neo-Victorian melodrama that 

encourages girls’ sympathy. 

Both cinematic adaptations, Twilight and New Moon, conclude with events that 

point toward the action in the following installments of the saga. Nevertheless, in New 

Moon this forward-looking perspective is not articulated through Bella’s subjective-

internal narration because the exigency for such speech in Weitz’s film has been 

eliminated. As the film reaches its climax, Alice reappears to aid Bella save Edward in 

latter part of the movie. Since Bella’s voiced emails to Alice are the impetus for Bella’s 

subjective-internal voiceover, when Alice returns, the rationale for Bella’s narration in 

the remainder of New Moon is gone. While these life-or-death moments, whereby Bella 

rescues Edward from an untimely final death, are indeed consistent with melodramatic 

conventions I outline in Chapter 4, the intensity of Bella’s interior melodrama is not 

heightened through voiceover narration that replicates the reading experience. Rather, the 

film favors externalized action; this is still evidence of the melodramatic mode, which 

generally favors extreme expression, and the actions are generally consistent with the 

order of events in Meyer’s novel. Yet such external drama does not facilitate the same 
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privileged relationship between girls that narrating voiceover achieves. Without Bella’s 

voiced self-consciousness, the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama in 

Meyer’s novels are not necessarily translated with the same effect to the screen in New 

Moon. While externalized melodrama is indeed a convention of nineteenth-century 

melodrama, my definition of neo-Victorian melodrama relies on the relationship between 

Twilight and Jane Eyre, whereby interior melodrama is vital to the mode’s rhetorical 

dimensions in girl culture. Thus, the film’s use of melodramatic convention revels in 

excess, but not necessarily at the service of promoting a relationship with girl audiences. 

Considering Bella’s voice in the final moments of New Moon further reinforces 

how the second film diminishes her first-person perspective and the audience’s 

connection to that point of view. Just as in the final scene of Twilight, at the end of New 

Moon Bella and Edward discuss the possibility of Edward changing her into a vampire. 

Finally, Edward reveals a condition. But while Hardwicke’s Twilight concludes with 

Bella’s voice, in Weitz’s New Moon Edward speaks the last words of the film. A close-up 

captures his intent: “Marry me, Bella.” After a pause in their onscreen spoken exchange, 

the camera settles on the final image of the film, a close-up of Bella’s surprised face, 

accompanied only by her simple gasp before the scene cuts with finality to black. Weitz 

might have intended this ending to surprise and excite audiences, leaving them with a 

dramatic cliffhanger. Yet, in the novel, Bella responds to Edward’s initial marriage 

proposal with immediate doubt and skepticism: “I stared at him, waiting. . . . ‘Okay. 

What’s the punch line?’” (Meyer, New Moon 540). Thus, Weitz’s New Moon’s 

presentation of Edward’s proposal does not give Bella the chance to voice her concerns 
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about being too young as well as the negative outcome of her own parents’ early 

marriage. Eliminating Bella and Edward’s negotiation hinders the film’s potential to 

critique social pressures facing female youth, a rhetorical function of neo-Victorian 

melodrama in girl culture. 

Contrasting the function of Bella’s subjective-internal voiceover in New Moon 

with Twilight’s presentation of Bella’s narrating I-Voice demonstrates how such an 

ending reduces the girl viewer’s intimacy with Bella.  In addition, such a choice renders a 

previously articulate female character, the protagonist of Meyer’s saga, silent. This type 

of silencing is further discernible in the following cinematic installment, Eclipse. 

ECLIPSE 

In contrast to both Twilight and New Moon, Bella’s narrating voiceover appears 

infrequently and inconsistently in Eclipse; this change warrants serious consideration if 

one is concerned with the representation of a girl protagonist’s interiority and emotional 

life through voice. The sparse use of Bella’s subjective-internal voiceover in Eclipse 

thereby makes a point-by-point comparison with Twilight and New Moon impossible; 

rather, first understanding the often subtle but important differences between sound in 

Twilight and New Moon creates a foundation for an exploration of Eclipse. While New 

Moon reduces the girl viewer’s intimacy with Bella and role as confidant by shifting the 

form and function of Bella’s voiceover, Eclipse’s voiceover eliminates the rhetorical 

functions of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture by working consistently to hinder 

girls’ connections with Bella’s interiority and to resist portrayals of Bella’s emotional 
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life. Without the representation of Bella’s interior drama, Slade’s Eclipse also eliminates 

the novel’s critique of social pressures facing girls through neo-Victorian melodrama. 

Opening Sequence: Subordinating Bella(’s Voice and Affect) 

Noticing how Eclipse diminishes Bella’s voiced perspective and trivializes her 

affective interiority is apparent in the opening moments of the film. Contrasting starkly 

with the previous two Twilight series films, the first scene of Eclipse first features a new, 

secondary character, Riley, being attacked by a creature the audience later learns is 

Victoria. The assault results in his vampiric conversion. The image of Riley cuts to a 

black screen on which the image of an eclipsed sun appears before cutting to an aerial 

tracking view of trees in a forest and then the lush, mountainous landscape of 

Washington. These natural images are accompanied by Bella’s voiceover, as she speaks 

lines from Robert Frost’s “Fire and Ice,” the epigraph of Meyer’s Eclipse: “Some say the 

world will end in fire/Some say in ice./From what I’ve tasted of desire/I hold with those 

who favor fire. But if I had to perish twice.” At this point, the reader-viewer who 

recognizes the epigraph and/or the viewer who is familiar with New Moon may interpret 

the narration as Bella’s subjective-internal reading voice. However, the camera pans 

down from the trees to Bella and Edward seated in the middle of their romantic meadow, 

and Bella resumes: “I think I know enough of hate/To say that for destruction ice/Is also 

great/And would suffice.” The image of Bella reading aloud thus magnetizes the sound as 

spoken dialogue, not a confiding I-Voice. Despite the slight changes in sound quality (the 

first part of the poem is recorded without the background sounds of the meadow), once 

the viewer sees Bella reading, she is experiencing neither Bella’s I-Voice nor the 
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protagonist’s subjective-internal narration. Instead, the audience witnesses her speech as 

directed to Edward, who begins kissing Bella when she stops reading. She half-heartedly 

protests, citing her impending “English final.” Not only is this opening scene inconsistent 

with the events the begin Meyer’s Eclipse, this scenario also portrays a resistance that the 

novel’s Bella never would have offered in the face of Edward’s intimate overtures. 

Immediately, this opening sequence disrupts the pattern established by the first 

two films, which not only both depict the action of Meyer’s prologues, but also begin by 

featuring Bella’s voice. While depicting the attack on Riley adds suspense and inspires 

fear of impending doom, these are certainly not Bella’s perspective. (Nor are they offered 

from the point of view of Victoria.) Thus, an Eclipse viewer is instantly more 

knowledgeable than the protagonist, which disrupts intimacy between the two.  

Since Bella’s image later justifies her voiceover as her speaking voice, the viewer 

is furthermore distanced from Bella’s interiority. Even if one interprets the first part of 

the poem as a subjective-internal sound directed to the viewer to replicate the reading 

experience, the concluding part of the voiceover effectively shuts the viewer out from 

that interior perspective. One might suggest that the epigraph does express Bella’s 

indecision between the literal life and death choices, which parallel her choice between 

Edward and Jacob, which she faces and will face throughout the action of the film. Yet 

relegating this voiced anxiety to only an epigraph, rather than Bella’s own voiced 

thoughts, does not do enough to validate her emotional turmoil about Edward and Jacob. 

Still further, beginning the film with Bella’s uncharacteristically calm composure in the 

meadow following the Riley incident immediately establishes how the film subordinates 
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the girl’s affective responses that go along with the love triangle to vampire-action 

conflicts. 

Eclipsing Bella’s Voice(over) 

Unlike Twilight’s consistent use of voiceover as Bella’s I-Voice throughout the 

film (from beginning to end) and New Moon’s rationale for the presence of a subjective-

internal voice (Bella voicing written words), Eclipse’s use of narrating voiceover is 

incidental and forgettable. It is as if filmmakers included this sound feature out of 

obligation to conventions established by the previous films. Bella’s subjective-internal 

narrating voiceover appears nearly seven minutes into the film when she explains why 

Jacob’s phone goes to voicemail: “Jacob hadn’t talked to me in weeks. I wanted to fix it. 

He just wouldn’t give me the chance.” The voiceover returns five minutes later when she 

explains the visit to her mother in Florida that is visualized onscreen: “I did want to see 

my mom. I wanted to know that her life was full and satisfying.” Finally, nearly half an 

hour into the film, Bella’s voiceover explains the tenuous arrangement already negotiated 

between the vampires and werewolves: “Edward hated the idea, but it wasn’t about 

rivalry anymore. It was about my safety, and Charlie’s. In the days that followed I got 

them to at least try to work together. The wolves took over so the Cullens could hunt. It 

wasn’t exactly an easy alliance.” Throughout each of these three instances of narrating 

voiceover, the accompanying images parallel Bella’s obvious descriptions—which do not 

reflect the expressive language in Meyer’s novel. These bland voiceovers also do not 

work to validate Bella’s torn feelings and further hinder the translation of neo-Victorian 

melodramatic rhetorical functions from page to screen. 
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As these examples demonstrate, the content of Bella’s terse narration in Eclipse is 

not like the expressive—and memorable—discourse in Twilight in which her voiceovers 

share interior proclamations (such as being “in love” with Edward) or even New Moon 

(as she describes the emptiness, the “hole” in her chest). Instead, Bella’s narrating 

voiceovers are trite, forgettable explanations of plot. The voiceovers are merely 

transitions that explain the action occurring onscreen—even though onscreen action is 

made perfectly clear through image and spoken dialogue. Further, the events that Bella is 

describing in Eclipse are melodramatic moments to which Bella has attached great 

emotional significance, especially as she worries about losing Jacob’s friendship. Bella’s 

narration thus becomes redundant and obvious, rather than a chance for the protagonist to 

wallow in indecision and anxiety or for viewer to share her interior perspective. Not only 

does the film’s denial of Bella’s torn interior feelings eliminate a vital rhetorical function 

of neo-Victorian melodrama. As the responses of fangirls I explore in Chapter 5 reveals, 

Bella’s prolonged suffering, evident through her tears, throughout Eclipse also functions 

as an opportunity for girls to critique her choices as well as to empathize with the 

particularity of her situation. 

Furthermore, Bella’s narrating voiceovers occur only in the first 30 minutes; 

Eclipse offers no rationale (as New Moon does) for the subsequent silencing of Bella’s 

subjective-internal narration in the remaining 90 minutes. Isolating narrating voiceover 

helps reveal how girl audiences are denied access to the kind of interior melodrama that 

is characteristic of the mode in girl culture. Clearly, Slade’s film does not privilege a 

relationship between Bella and the girl viewer—or even Bella and a girl character— 



 459 

through confessional, affective revelations. Eclipse also defies the previous films’ efforts 

to replicate the reading experience, half-heartedly gesturing toward Bella’s interiority 

through music. 

Musical Cues: Simplifying Bella’s Interiority 

While Eclipse eliminates Bella’s voiceover 30 minutes into the film, Slade’s 

movie does rely heavily on music in the score and soundtrack as in Twilight and New 

Moon. Howard Shore’s score is a rather forgettable shadow of Desplat’s flourishing score 

full of classical instrumentation. However, certain songs from the multi-artist soundtrack, 

such as “My Love” by Sia, do articulate a first-person perspective and are vocalized by 

female singers. Especially in the case of “My Love,” the song’s presence in the film also 

corresponds to melodramatic moments associated with Bella’s romantic conflict. But, as 

a comparison between the literary and cinematic Eclipse reveals, the song quite obviously 

relays the plot in a way that is almost too tidy to reflect the depth of Bella’s emotional 

turmoil. In this way, music is much like the obvious voiceovers in the first 30 minutes of 

the film and does not work at the service of positioning the girl to share Bella’s interior 

view and empathize with her anxiety. 

At first, “My Love” might seem like a subjective-internal sound since the song 

frames Bella’s attempts to get Edward to make love to her. In a scene two-thirds of the 

way into the film (prior to the vampire war), Bella and Edward negotiate—both 

physically and verbally— the terms of their romantic intimacy. During a sleepover at his 

house, Bella and Edward are alone in his bedroom, where he has just installed a huge 

bed. In the literary Eclipse, Bella worries about her desirability and she fluctuates 
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between feelings of severe self-doubt, awkwardness, anger, frustration, passion, and 

rejection; these feelings manifest as hysterical physical reactions like tears, blushing, and 

flushing about which she is further self-conscious. The film eliminates Bella’s almost 

debilitating angst; the cinematic Bella’s advances reflect an immediate confidence 

unshared with her literary counterpart. While the literary Edward and Bella have multiple 

starts and stops as they kiss, this Eclipse scene offers a very short (compared to the novel) 

depiction of their physical intimacy, which does not leave Bella breathless and bothered. 

During their physical embrace, however, the camera does offer the viewer intimate close-

up shots of their faces as well as clothed body parts’ intertwinement. This erotic yearning 

is indeed augmented by the song’s presence in the scene. Alongside a piano’s 

instrumentation, the female voice moans a declaration of affection for a beloved with 

whom she yearns to merge “You were searching / For release / You took my hand / 

Added a plan / You gave me your heart.” These lines are accompanied by “oooh”s and 

“ahh”s that do denote eroticism and desire. 

The lyrics of the sensual song certainly yearn for physical, spiritual union with a 

romantic partner. In addition, the scene does gesture toward the reading experience by 

including the skeleton scenario of the literary predecessor: Bella informs Edward that she 

will consider marrying him if they consummate their relationship, they attempt physical 

intimacy, then, after halting that action, Edward explains his conventional views about 

sexual morality, before proposing to Bella. Especially through the song, Eclipse does 

attempt to recreate the literary Bella’s physical passion and frustration associated with her 

unfulfilled desires. Yet the scene does not frame these conflicts with a viewer’s 
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understanding of Bella’s severe self-doubt and her unease about marriage. Following 

Edward’s marriage proposal, the literary Bella reacts with a mixture of emotions: “There 

were many things I wanted to say, some of them not nice at all, and others more 

disgustingly gooey and romantic than he probably dreamed I was capable of. Rather than 

embarrass myself with either, I whispered, ‘Yes’” (Meyer 460). Instead of reflecting her 

mixed feelings through a voiceover, the cinematic Eclipse includes only the breathless 

“Yes” as Bella smiles. As the scene concludes “My Love” resumes in a series of “ohh”s 

and “ahh”s as the camera movies outside the room, and the viewer is forced to look in as 

a voyeur while Bella embraces Edward in a contented hug. Returning to this song seems 

to suggest aurally that Bella is fulfilled while the images deny the viewer from sharing 

the rest of the evening’s intimate moments. While we should recognize the scene does 

gesture toward Bella’s interior melodrama and uses lines from the novel to recall the 

reading experience, the scene does not do this at the service of privileging the girl 

viewer’s intimacy with Bella’s perspective. Rather, the girl viewer is an outside onlooker, 

not an intimate confidant. 

Not only does “My Love” obviously relate the plot of Eclipse—like that film’s 

use of voiceover— the images that accompany the song does not magnetize them to 

Bella’s interior perspective in a confiding sort of way that encourages girls to identify or 

empathize with Bella’s conflicted perspective. Unlike the ethereal female voice’s “ahh”s 

in Twilight, these songs are not Bella’s subjective-internal sounds, or I-Voice issuances, 

that tell the viewer something she does not know through other sights and sounds. In the 
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conclusion, I will more concretely explain the significance of these shifts across films in 

relation to gendered politics associated with girl audiences. 

Closing Sequence: Effectively Eclipsed 

One final aspect of Eclipse to consider in relation to the representation of Bella’s 

voice relates to the concluding scenes of the film. After the major conflict of Eclipse is 

resolved—the Cullens and werewolves defeat the newborn vampires and Edward kills 

Victoria— Bella articulates her choice between Edward and Jacob. Yet, this romantic 

conflict is granted much less significance than the physical action of the vampire-

werewolf warfare. Again, just as in the final scenes of New Moon, such sensational good-

versus-evil action is not necessarily inconsistent with melodrama. The manner in which 

this action is articulated—without insight into Bella’s interiority—does, however, 

eliminate girls’ privileged insight into Bella’s perspective.  

Slade’s resolution of Bella’s romantic predicament invalidates the significance of 

her emotional life, a cinematic choice that certifies Eclipse’s diminishment of the 

rhetorical functions neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. Bella does finally 

acknowledge her love for Edward and Jacob. Nevertheless, she informs a wounded and 

pathetic-looking Jacob with finality that she is choosing Edward and his vampire 

lifestyle. Through pages and pages of literary text, Meyer’s Bella agonizes over this 

decision and suffers over what she sees as the loss of Jacob; losing Jacob involves a 

similar kind of suffering she experience in the saga’s previous installment, which 

involved the separate suffering of Bella and Edward. However, those deeply interior 

feelings of doubt, indecision, and shame remain relatively unshared in the film. 



 463 

Furthermore, the tears that the literary Bella sheds in Edward’s presence following her 

rejection of Jacob are entirely eliminated as a composed Bella issues assertive 

proclamations in the final scene of the film. Eliminating the representation of Bella’s 

excessive tears invalidates her emotional struggle and works to deny the protagonist 

crying as an affective response to stress. Intriguingly, this seems to resemble the same 

kind of social pressure girls for which girls in Chapter 5 feel the need to defend. The 

elimination of Bella’s tears also makes impossible a reading of the symbolic implications 

of her limited options as a reflection of girls’ limited options in contemporary culture. As 

I argue in Chapter 4, it is the emotional struggle associated with melodrama that 

facilitates that critique. Once again, Eclipse’s refusal to wallow in Bella’s emotional 

angst denies the girl reader-viewer the kind of intimacy the novel facilitated. 

Focusing on Bella’s voice in the final scene of Eclipse reveals how the film’s 

alterations thwart the validation of Bella’s emotional life and do not foster intimacy with 

girls. Following Bella and Jacob’s “break-up,” Bella is with Edward exclusively and is 

provided no venue (such as the voiceover) in which to articulate the complicated 

emotions that eventually lead to her committed choice, especially to set a date to marry 

Edward. Instead, Bella’s assertive voice is present in the form of a speech, delivered 

monologue-style to Edward, in which she proclaims her choice to become a vampire has 

as much do with “where I belong” as her love for him. Even though this dialogue offers 

Bella an opportunity for self-assertion, the explanation is overly simplistic, especially 

since the viewer is denied the experience of sharing her previous interior turmoil present 

in Meyer’s novel. One wonders why the filmmakers chose not to include a subjective-
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internal voiceover at some point in this concluding sequence (or in any of the pivotal 

moments occurring in the final three-quarters of the film) to provide their protagonist 

with the relative complexity of her literary counterpart. This choice might reflect a 

pattern established by other films featuring female protagonists, whereby the narrating 

voiceover sometimes goes away without explanation. Yet given the previous Twilight 

films’ consistent uses of narrating voiceover, Eclipse’s choices reduce the emphasis on 

Bella’s emotional interiority likely reflect the studio’s efforts to expand the film 

franchise’s appeal beyond girls and women.  

BREAKING DAWN-PART 1 

Some of this chapter was initially written as a chapter for an edited collection on 

Twilight that was published prior to Breaking Dawn-Part 1’s November 2011 release. At 

the time, I wondered whether Bella's narrating voiceover would be used in the last 

installments to influence audience identification with her perspective as she transitions 

from human girl to married mother, from high-school graduate to newborn vampire. With 

the dawn of another new (male) director, I expected to discover that Breaking Dawn, now 

with an even bigger budget for lavish production values and the desire to appeal to a 

variety of demographics, would continue the diminishment of Bella’s affective 

perspective that Slade’s film had accomplished. Certainly, my argument about the films’ 

direction would be easier to make if this was the case. Yet Condon’s contributions 

present a variety of contradictions when thinking about the translation of neo-Victorian 

melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions in girl culture from page to screen.  
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Indeed, this film does use Bella’s voiceover to situate the viewer in the opening 

sequence, but not ever again the course of the film. Still, Condon appears to be doing 

other audio-visual work to reflect Bella’s interior view and emotional life, so the lack of 

voiceover is not so simply evidence of the film’s denial of Bella’s voice and interiority. 

In fact, Breaking Dawn-Part 1 reinvests itself with the franchise’s earlier incarnations, 

namely with a musical score from Twilight’s composer Burwell, as well as reprises of 

certain songs from the three previous films’ multi-artist soundtracks. Further, Condon 

does openly acknowledge the saga’s melodramatic impulses, their special connections to 

women, and his commitment to melodrama as a genre, as I note in this chapter’s 

introduction. But in his discussions of melodrama, he does not recognize the mode’s 

connection to girls and girlhood with the same level of awareness, which I argue is 

reflected onscreen. 

Just because Condon says he is paying tribute to melodramatic filmic conventions 

of 1940s cinema does not mean these offer rhetorical functions specific to neo-Victorian 

melodrama in girl culture. Indeed, girls are not granted privileged intimacy with Bella. 

But here is another paradox with which to contend: Condon’s source material, the literary 

Breaking Dawn, does not offer the same emphasis on girlhood that the previous three 

novels have offered; the genre shifts from a YA novel with elements of both the fantastic 

and the real-life high school experiences to a YA fantasy about vampiric marriage and 

motherhood. Further, Meyer’s Breaking Dawn is told from both Bella’s and Jacob’s 

points of view. Thus, if one considers how the reading experience is replicated, Bella’s is 

not the only perspective at work in the novel.  
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Ultimately, in the following analysis of Breaking Dawn-Part 1 I argue that while 

Condon’s melodramatic maneuvers are consistent with the melodramatic mode and they 

do position the viewer to be aware of Bella’s emotions, such excess does not necessarily 

facilitate intimacy with and empathy for Bella. And by making certain alterations to 

melodramatic moments Meyer establishes in her novel, Breaking Dawn-Part 1 does not 

highlight anxieties Bella negotiates as those particular to coming-of-age girlhood, but 

situations general to (adult) females. Condon’s audio-visual portrayal of certain 

melodramatic moments pays lip-service to fans, whose affective sensibilities are 

encouraged with musical reprises and flashbacks; however these remind fans about their 

own experiences with the film franchise, rather than fostering an intimate relationship 

between Bella and the girl viewer. 

Opening Sequence: One Last Voiceover 

 Breaking Dawn-Part 1 follows the pattern established by cinematic versions of 

New Moon and Eclipse; each present Bella’s first voiceover in the form of the particular 

novel’s epigraph. After an establishing shot of the sun breaking through clouds in the sky, 

along with the title of the film, Bella’s voice, somewhat scratchy and weakened, issues 

the following: “Childhood is not from birth to a certain age and at a certain age the child 

is grown, and puts away childish things. Childhood is the kingdom where nobody dies.” 

This subjective-internal sound is not magnetized to an image of Bella—or even to a 

symbolic image of the protagonist, like the deer in Twilight. Rather, while Bella speaks 

Edna St. Vincent Millay’s words, which Meyer reproduces at the beginning of Breaking 

Dawn, the camera pans from the sky to the tree line to Jacob’s humble home, on which 
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rain is pelting. An angry Jacob emerges from the house and throws a wedding invitation 

on the ground before removing his shirt in anger and shifting into a wolf. Given Bella’s 

delivery, the epigraph does recall her impending weakening, a physical deterioration the 

reader-viewer knows is imminent; in this way, her lines do foreshadow the conflict that 

the literary Bella’s prologue in Breaking Dawn makes clear. Yet, the images of Jacob 

also magnetize the words to his own resistance to the change implied by the wedding 

invitation. To him, Bella and Edward’s wedding not only marks the end of his 

relationship with Bella, but the end of her life, themes available in the epigraph. 

Immediately, then, the viewer is positioned to empathize with Jacob’s frustration more 

than Bella’s anxiety. This is not to suggest that articulating Jacob’s frustration is 

unappealing to girls, who certainly sympathize with this character. But beginning in this 

manner does not immediately establish Bella’s characteristic self-consciousness; this self-

doubt is vital to communicate in order to maintain the rhetorical functions of melodrama 

in girl culture. After all, the literary Bella feels a similar kind of resistance to the wedding 

to which she has agreed in order to procure Edward’s agreement to make love to her. 

In fact, the film’s initial scenes continue to temper Bella’s self-consciousness with 

the presentation of male characters’ interior feelings. The viewer’s first glimpses of Bella 

are not of her negotiating the looks and judgment of her community, a scenario ripe for 

inducing her anxiety, as her literary counterpart does. Instead Bella is introduced as she 

walks precariously in high-heeled shoes; while a reader-viewer may understand these as 

something the clumsy protagonist abhors, they do not go far enough to communicate the 

real emotional turmoil that dressing for her wedding inspires. Instead, the viewer of 



 468 

Breaking Dawn is only given what other characters are shown: Bella’s smirking 

hesitation, rather than interior angst. Further, Bella notices Edward’s pensive expression, 

which he later explains is a result of his guilt about his previously monstrous actions. A 

flashback sequence offers viewers an account of him murdering of men who intended to 

rape women. This sequence recalls events not from Breaking Dawn, but from Midnight 

Sun, the unpublished manuscript of Edward’s version of Twilight. The viewer 

experiences these events as if inside Edward’s recollecting mind rather than through 

Bella’s point-of-view. In the novel, the anxieties Bella and Edward discuss—after a 

sensual account of their passionate kisses— relate to Edward’s worries about what Bella 

is losing—the chance to be a mother. She dismisses that, later confiding to the reader that 

her “fragile self-esteem” is what plagues her as she anticipates the beautiful vampire 

women who will be present at the wedding. As I argue in Chapter 4, Bella’s self-

consciousness not only aligns her with Jane Eyre, but also functions as a major point of 

appeal for girls, who face the same pressures for bodily perfection that plague Bella. The 

excessiveness of Bella’s anxiety is necessary for a validation of that affective response to 

social pressure. 

Thus, while Breaking Dawn-Part 1 does offer a subjective-internal narration to 

open the film and does make small gestures toward Bella’s anxiety, these are half-hearted 

efforts at capturing Bella’s interiority. Instead of replicating the reading experience in a 

way that facilitates intimacy between girl protagonist and girl reader, these opening 

moments include insider information that might appeal to fans, but at the service of 

calling attention to the fandom and the literary franchise, rather than working toward 
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empathy between girls. Without an emphasis on Bella’s anxiety about what she sees as an 

early marriage, the rhetorical function of neo-Victorian melodrama that critiques social 

constructions of girlhood does not translate. Again, this effort reflects Eclipse’s attempts 

to appeal to a broader audience by reducing the specific appeals to girls through a 

representation specific to coming-of-age girlhood. 

Dreams and Tears: Visualized Interiority 

Without a narrating voiceover to reinforce Bella’s subjective-internal sounds and 

to position the girl viewer alongside her perspective, Condon’s film does still gesture 

toward Bella’s angst through visualized nightmares as well as tears. Since these are 

melodramatic moments consistent with characteristics of neo-Victorian melodrama, they 

bear consideration here. While both dreams and tears validate Bella’s affective responses 

by representing them, they do not necessarily function to privilege intimacy with the girl 

viewer nor do they offer special insight into Bella’s experiences as those of a coming-of-

age girl. 

Bella’s anxious interiority is first articulated through the depiction of her pre-

wedding dream, which is certainly characteristic of melodramatic convention. As I 

suggest in Chapter 4, Bella’s dreams, like Jane Eyre’s, function to validate the girl’s 

anxieties to social pressures related to coming-of-age girlhood. While these dreams in 

New Moon reflect a fear of aging, in Meyer’s Breaking Dawn, Bella’s dreams of a child 

in danger certainly resemble Jane’s nightmares and speak to fear about motherhood as 

well as the protagonist’s worry about mothering herself. Yet the cinematic Breaking 

Dawn eliminates the child and, as a result, says something very different about the source 
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of Bella’s anxiety. At first, one might interpret Bella’s dream as a confiding sort of 

revelation to the audience; indeed, Bella does not share the contents of her first dream 

with characters in the film, so the viewer is the only one aware of it. However, the 

elimination of the child in the dream is exactly what the literary Bella does when she 

finally relates the recurring nightmare to Edward in the novel: she shares the presence of 

the Volturi’s threat, but not that of the child in danger. Right away, then, the cinematic 

dream offers the insight Bella shares with Edward—not the girl reader. 

In Condon’s Breaking Dawn, Bella dreams about her wedding, which begins 

blissfully with the attendants all dressed in white, red rose petals fluttering midair, and 

Edward handsomely poised at the altar. When Bella reaches him, she realizes the 

ceremony’s officiates are the three leaders of the evil coven of vampires, the Volturi. She 

turns, realizing that the red rose petals have accumulated to form a bed for a stack of 

bodies of those in attendance and the petals are at once a foundation as well as a sea of 

blood. When Edward turns, Bella sees that he too has blood on his mouth, as if he 

contributed to the bloodbath. Yet in the literary Bella’s dream, while she does see stacks 

of dead bodies, Bella’s focus is on a small child in danger; Edward is not present and it is 

the child who turns out to be bloodthirsty. Thus, the cinematic dream suggests Bella fears 

vampires—including Edward’s assault on humans at the wedding—rather than fearing 

her capacity to help a child in need of salvation. In addition, Bella’s cinematic dream 

does not imagine the beautiful vampires who are inspiring self-consciousness about her 

own self-worth in the novel. In this way, the film suggests Bella’s pre-wedding anxiety is 

rooted in vampire hazard, not anxiety about an innocent in danger or her constant feelings 
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of self-consciousness. Not only does the elimination of the child reduce the melodramatic 

narrative form of the dream, but it also seems to suggest that she doubts whether or not 

Edward is truly a monster—a tension the series (both literary and cinematic) has already 

resolved. As such, the scene does not work to appeal to the girl reader-viewer, who would 

also be hyper-aware of this. 

Although the nightmare scene makes sense in the context of the film—after all, 

Bella just experienced Edward’s confession and own anxiety about his monstrousness—

the scene does not make a powerful commentary on Bella’s insight into her own feelings 

about self-doubt. After all, the literary Bella’s thoughts are a jumble of fear, excitement, 

as well as self-consciousness before she goes to sleep; these are feelings that the dream 

puts into perspective as Bella grapples for the courage to help the baby. If one sees the 

baby as an ungovernable part of her psyche, the literary Bella’s dream seems to reflect a 

yearning for strength as well as a premonition of the impending pregnancy—an 

eventuality she had been so concerned with people assuming was the reason for her 

marriage. So while the novel grapples with Bella’s very real human anxieties about what 

her wedding implies, the film does not make that anxiety clear and, as a result, does not 

make a powerful commentary about social pressures facing girls, who are encouraged not 

to get married or have children before pursuing their education and career. Indeed, it is 

the human-character Jessica, who snottily articulates a remark about Bella for getting 

married at 18; by not allowing Bella to voice these concerns, the film undercuts 

melodrama’s capacity to critique social pressures facing girls, a rhetorical function made 

possible through the literary Bella’s interior struggle. Further, the dream scene cuts 
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immediately to Bella getting made up on her wedding day. Rather than Bella waking up 

troubled as in Weitz’s New Moon, the audience is denied access to the immediate 

consequences of the dream for the protagonist. This pattern, visualized interiority 

abruptly cut off before it can really privilege a relationship with the girl viewer, continues 

through the depiction of Bella’s tears.  

Importantly, Condon departs from his cinematic predecessors by finally 

highlighting Bella’s tears, a melodramatic affective response Bella produces throughout 

the literary series. Yet when Bella cries in Breaking Dawn-Part 1 these instances usually 

position the viewer to see Bella in the way that Edward does. On their honeymoon, 

Bella’s tears follow a dream she has about physical intimacy Edward, who has been 

denying her a repeat lovemaking session after the first try, which resulted in Bella’s 

bruised body and a broken bed. Yet, in the novel, these tears are sudden, “gushing down” 

Bella’s “face” (106). While the cinematic Edward recognizes the tears, they are not the 

hysterical sort that would typify melodramatic excess as they do in the novel. Still, just as 

in Meyer’s Breaking Dawn, Bella’s tears inspire Edward’s sympathy as he reluctantly 

concedes to the physical intimacy Bella requests.  

Later in Breaking Dawn-Part 1, Bella’s tears are visible again—and noticeable to 

Edward—as Bella, lonely and isolated, sits as her body deteriorates from her pregnancy, 

an unexpected occurrence that has provoked Edward’s anger at Bella for wanting to keep 

the dangerous baby. Once again, in Condon’s film Bella’s tears inspire Edward’s 

sympathy and he realizes he was wrong about the fetus growing in her body; Edward and 

Bella thus reunite. Indeed, in both cases, the camera’s position adopts Edward’s view as 
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he looks upon Bella crying. In the saga’s novels, however, Bella has always been 

ashamed of her tears—especially in front of Edward—when she confesses them to the 

reader. As such, her crying is usually itself a source of angst—but it functions to enhance 

intimacy between girls through the validation of such a response and the recognition of 

tears consequences for social embarrassment. In these cases in Breaking Dawn-Part 1, 

Bella’s tears facilitate Edward’s sympathy—and inspire him to give Bella her way. 

Without the presence of tears at other times in the film or its predecessors, crying, in 

these cases, does not necessarily offer the same rhetorical functions of neo-Victorian 

melodrama in girl culture, suggesting instead that tears are an avenue to inspire a male 

character’s sympathetic acquiescence.  

Music and the Closing Sequence: Retrospective Lullabies 

 Breaking Dawn-Part 1’s reinvestment of music from previous soundtracks and 

scores, especially Burwell’s, is a certainly a melodramatic maneuver that may elicit 

affective responses from established fans. Recalling memorable music enhances the 

sentimentalism of the film’s retrospection. While these musical reprises sometimes 

function as Bella’s subjective-internal sounds, they also function to remind Twilight fans 

familiar with the previous three films about the film franchise rather than working 

exclusively to articulate Bella’s interiority. After all, Bella’s interior feelings in the novel 

Breaking Dawn are more than simple nostalgia since she negotiates her own feelings of 

self-consciousness, anxiousness to begin life with Edward, as well as the anticipated loss 

of relationships with the family and friends, like Jacob. Although music might function as 

Bella’s own memories, these musical interludes also work like insider information that 
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pays lip service to fans of the series, oversimplifying the emotional turmoil projected by 

the protagonist’s literary counterpart. 

The reprisal of music from the previous three films multi-artist soundtracks 

during the wedding ceremony and reception functions both as subjective-internal sound 

and background music. For example, when a reprisal of Iron and Wine’s “Flightless Bird, 

American Mouth” plays during the wedding ceremony, the sound is certainly magnetized 

to Bella’s interiority. This song had played as background music that both Bella and 

Edward heard as they danced together alone in the prom scene that concludes 

Hardwicke’s Twilight. The idea that Bella—and possibly also Edward—are recalling this 

song and that moment is enhanced by the camera circling them, revealing close-up shots 

of their faces as well as the empty seats of once-occupied benches, signifying their 

perception of again sharing an intimate moment alone. Yet instead of subjective-internal 

sounds related exclusively to Bella’s interiority, the music played during Breaking Dawn-

Part 1’s reception is background music played by a string quartet covering songs like 

“My Love” and “All Yours” (both from Eclipse). Presumably these songs were chosen by 

a character for the occasion and they are heard by all characters present. Right away, 

then, the film suggests that the fictional characters onscreen are aware of the previous 

films’ music. In those preceding films, these songs might have functioned as a subjective-

internal sounds or even orchestral music unacknowledged and unknown to most of the 

characters. This kind of textual awareness is certainly consistent with general trends in 

popular culture, whereby texts are aware of themselves and their audiences.  
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Another musical choice that works to appeal to fans by reminding them of their 

experiences with previous films is the reappearance of Burwell as composer for the film’s 

score. Yet throughout the film, Burwell’s score for Breaking Dawn-Part 1 does not have 

the screeching urgency and electric intensity of his previous contribution in Twilight; 

rather his twinkling, piano-dominated melodies are muted versions of those in his 

previous score. Nevertheless, bringing Burwell back to the franchise allows for the 

reprisal of his composition, “Bella’s Lullaby,” the song Edward composes for Bella in 

Twilight, throughout Condon’s film and especially at the end. In the final sequence, the 

visuals seem to suggest that “Bella’s Lullaby,” the expression of Edward’s devotion, 

functions as a subjective-internal sound. Before the song begins, Bella lays perfectly still; 

the camera has started to take note of her body’s changes, images that are interrupted 

with a CGI visual of venom pulsing through her veins and healing her broken bones. This 

imagery, while indicative of her physical interiority, seems unnecessary to offer in light 

of the exterior imagery the scene offers—and certainly unnecessary for reader-viewers. 

Upon showing the completion of her transition to the undead through her face’s 

beautification, the score transitions to the recognizable melody of “Bella’s Lullaby” as 

the camera offers a close-up shot of her vampire face before cutting to black. The 

flashback sequence then begins with a similarly close-up shot from the first film, Bella’s 

face as she lies down next to Edward in the meadow.  

Since the camera had lingered on Bella’s face before the onslaught of images that 

follows the meadow image, offered with the backdrop of the saga’s most important song, 

the flashback seems to be magnetized to Bella’s interiority, her life flashing before her 
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eyes. Generally focused on moments involving Edward, Bella’s human life, as captured 

by the previous three Twilight films, is presented in reverse as she completes her 

transition to vampire. Indeed, the ambush of images that fluidly blend into each other is 

overwhelmingly affective, directing the viewer alongside Bella’s memories, particularly 

recalling the joy and pain involved with loving Edward. At the end of this sequence, 

however, a grown Bella looks on, as the viewer watches her looking at younger versions 

of her parents holding a baby, presumably Bella. This particular shot certainly reinforces 

the kind of intimacy the viewer had shared with Bella, but it does so at the service of 

ultimately connecting Bella with her own mother through an image of a three-person 

family, which parallels Bella’s new family with Edward and Renesmee. Celebrating 

motherhood seems to be a rhetorical appeal directed more at adult women than girls; yet, 

not only is motherhood a conventional theme of melodrama, it is also consistent with the 

tone change of Meyer’s last novel. Indeed, the final novel transitions Bella from awkward 

girl to graceful woman so quickly that coming-of-age girlhood is not necessarily a 

privileged category of representation. 

Thus, while certainly affective, the reprisal of music from previous films 

provokes fans’ memories of their previous experiences with the films. On the one hand, 

one might suggest such cinematic choices might appeal to fans, both women and girls, 

who recognize a shared memory with Bella; establishing intimacy through revelation is 

certainly a rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. On the other 

hand, the musical choices sometimes oversimplify Bella’s perspective, especially the 

complexity of Bella’s interiority as a coming-of-age girl.  
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CONCLUSION: THE PROBLEMS OF ADAPTATION AND GENDERED POLITICS 

Admittedly, a reading of cinematic sound in the Twilight films is incomplete 

without the final cinematic installment, The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn-Part 2 

(2012). Yet the dawning of this new film offers an opportunity for another analysis that 

considers how or whether the ending of the film franchise conforms to neo-Victorian 

melodrama at the service of encouraging girl viewers’ relationships with Bella. Given 

Condon’s continuing role as director, on the one hand, we might assume Part 2 will be 

similar to Part 1. On the other hand, Stewart has promised that the final film will be 

radically different because, according to the actress, her point of view is not privileged: 

“It’s so bizarre, the tone change. You’ve always been behind her. You’ve always 

been using her. She’s how you see that world […] Now that her perspective has 

completely changed, it’s like ‘Where am I?’ It’s really cool. I, myself, am still a 

little bit shell-shocked. It’s not like sitting down and watching a ‘Twilight’ 

movie.” (“‘Breaking’”) 

 

Stewart’s awareness of the films’ general privileging of her/Bella’s point of view, or, 

more precisely, her perception that the films’ narratives were filtered through her/Bella’s 

perspective, is an intriguing point on which to conclude. From her statement, one might 

speculate that the last film will depart radically from its predecessor and that viewers will 

end up as omniscient spectators without strong ties to the protagonist’s point of view. In 

addition, Stewart’s comment conflates her point of view with Bella’s, a conflation the 

franchise encouraged as the highly publicized “real-life” romantic entanglements of 

Stewart and Pattinson have been the source of much media attention. And as I will argue 

in the conclusion of this dissertation, the closing curtain of this film franchise, which is, 

at the moment, so consumed with the actors themselves, begs for a consideration of what 
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I have argued in relation to the treatment of girls in relation to the Twilight phenomenon 

as a whole. 

In sum, in this chapter I have argued that as the Twilight film franchise expanded, 

girls, a primary readership of the saga’s novels and the audience positioned as viewers in 

first cinematic adaptation, were denied privileged viewership as the latter films 

progressively eliminated neo-Victorian melodramatic impulses and their corresponding 

rhetorical dimensions in girl culture. Specifically, the consistent use of narrating 

voiceover throughout Hardwicke’s Twilight translates neo-Victorian melodramatic 

impulses available in the novels, upholding rhetorical dimensions that maintain Bella’s 

interiority and continually position the girl viewer to identify with her perspective. In 

Hardwicke’s film, the teen-girl protagonist’s perspective is further augmented by female 

voices in the film’s music, which enhances a viewer’s understanding of her point-of-

view. However, Weitz’s New Moon somewhat reduces girl viewers’ intimacy with Bella 

by changing the nature and function of that type of voiceover as well as incorporating 

some songs that do not resemble Bella’s perspective. Slade’s film diminishes girls’ 

intimacy with Bella still further by effectively eclipsing the protagonist’s voice through 

the limited and forgettable use of narrating voiceover and music, as well as the 

elimination of vital neo-Victorian melodramatic impulses such as crying. Although 

Condon does not consistently use narrating voiceover aside from the film’s opening, 

other sound choices, especially related to music, do attempt to reposition the girl-reader 

and fan as viewer, but not through the level of intimacy with Bella’s emotional life that 

the first film achieves. When films deny Bella’s emotional turbulence, they make 
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impossible a critique of social constructions of contemporary girlhood through 

melodrama as they invalidate their girl protagonist’s emotional life. 

An interpretation that relies on the directors’ sexes as the explanation for the uses 

and decline of voiceover in the first three Twilight films might be considered essentialist. 

Still, Hardwicke’s directorial style does seem to exemplify a special insight into urgency 

often associated with adolescent experiences, an observation also made by Mark 

Cunningham’s analysis of the first three Twilight films. Furthermore, the use of narrating 

voiceover is a convention that Hardwicke’s films have employed consistently to 

articulate the interior perspective of other adolescent female protagonists, such as Valerie 

in the more recent Red Riding Hood (2011). I do not mean to suggest, however, that 

Hardwicke’s femaleness is the sole reason that her film’s use of narrating voiceover 

promotes intimacy with girl viewers (especially the reader-viewer) or that Weitz’s and 

Slade’s maleness explains the changing and diminished use of that kind of subjective-

internal cinematic sound. Nevertheless, facts relating to the gendered dynamics of this 

phenomenon require consideration, especially if one pauses to consider the future of this 

franchise. On the one hand, noting how a female protagonist’s articulate voice is 

diminished progressively throughout the second and third male-directed cinematic 

installments while the studio openly sought a male demographic raises concerns about the 

sexist treatment of female youth—whether as characters or as consumers of media. 

On the other hand, an explanation that finds sexist inclinations relating to 

directors’ gender and the portrayal of Bella’s interiority onscreen is furthermore 

problematized by Rosenberg’s role as screenwriter since she has remained a constant 
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throughout all of the Twilight films, including the Breaking Dawn installments. While my 

analysis of narrating voiceover offers detailed explications of filmic elements in relation 

to directorial choices and styles, further research should interrogate Twilight’s cinematic 

authorship in relation to Rosenberg’s role, especially since she has made clear how her 

feminist politics have informed her adaptation of Bella from page to screen (Sperling). 

Whether or not Rosenberg’s choices have enhanced viewers’ understanding of the 

cinematic Bella’s agency as a female character is certainly a fruitful area for further 

investigation.  

Changes to the form and function of voiceover might not only help explain why 

some Twilight fans cited at the beginning of this essay articulate dissatisfaction with the 

level of emotion supplied by cinematic installments following Twilight. Such 

modifications also explain why, according to ABC News, opening-day reviews of Eclipse 

immediately panned the actor’s portrayal: “Critics said the movie boosted its romantic 

storyline, but the overall film was not entirely satisfying due to poor acting and 

execution, according to a consensus of reviews posted Wednesday” (Kearney). Thus, 

despite efforts to thrill audiences with vampire action—both the violent and romantic 

kind—viewers were left unsatisfied, a possible result of the diminished ability to 

experience Bella’s interior perspective through the use of narrating voiceover. While 

Condon attempts to re-invest his film with melodrama, his melodramatic impulses do not 

necessarily work at privileging a relationship between girl viewers and Bella nor does he 

reflect Bella’s anxieties as those particular to coming-of-age girlhood. While this might 

be the result of the film’s literary predecessor’s drastic differences from earlier novels, 
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Breaking Dawn-Part 1—and most likely Breaking Dawn-Part 2—do not fully reflect 

neo-Victorian melodramatic rhetorical functions in girl culture. 

Of course, my criticism does not mean to overlook the challenges of cinematic 

adaptation. In particular, the two-hour feature length film does not have the time to 

wallow in emotion established in 500-plus page novels. Yet, offering the narrating 

voiceover and some instances of music to reflect Bella’s interiority and emotional life 

offer layers of affective complexity, which help position the girl viewer alongside Bella’s 

interior perspective. This perspective is not always consistent with the face or voice she 

shares with characters onscreen. Allowing the viewer privileged insight into her interior 

view is an essential convention to maintain for the translation of neo-Victorian 

melodrama’s rhetorical functions in girl culture. 
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CONCLUSION 

Chapter 7 

THE RHETORICAL DIMENSIONS OF NEO-VICTORIAN MELODRAMA IN GIRL CULTURE: 

SUMMARY OF THESIS, THEORY, AND METHOD 

Through a study of Twilight literary texts, fangirls’ online discourse, and 

cinematic adaptations, in this dissertation I have revealed the rhetorical dimensions of 

neo-Victorian melodrama, a pervasive mode of discourse in girl culture. These rhetorical 

functions include the validation of girls’ emotional lives, especially affective and extreme 

responses to coming-of-age experiences. Neo-Victorian melodrama also promotes 

empathy and intimacy among girls through revelation and the sharing of girls’ personal 

interiority. In addition, neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture also functions to critique 

restrictive constructions of contemporary girlhood, which has inherited Victorian 

discourses related to female youth. This critique is indeed made possible through neo-

Victorian melodrama’s reinvestment of nineteenth-century melodramatic conventions to 

address twenty-first-century coming-of-age girlhood.  

Neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions in girl culture are consistent 

with the kinds of feminist theoretical insights presented in Chapter 2, especially related to 

the revelation of affect, intimacy, and personal experience for the purpose of community 

building. In that chapter’s exploration, I argue feminist theories in rhetorical studies, 

literature, film and media studies, and girls’ studies address two threads of thought: 1) the 

recognition of underrepresented perspectives and 2) the role of feminist thought in 

understanding popular culture. While feminist rhetoricians have addressed women’s 

rhetorical practices, they have not theorized girls to the same extent, nor have they used 
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generic criticism to account for melodrama’s redemptive or progressive potential. 

Likewise, while film and media studies scholars have advanced an appreciation for 

women’s preferences for melodrama, these feminist scholars have not specifically treated 

girls’ preferences for the melodramatic mode. And while feminist critics in girls’ studies 

have theorized girls’ productive cultural contributions as well as their complex reading 

and viewing strategies, this scholarship has also not accounted for girls’ preferences for 

melodrama. My study at once builds on and corrects the gaps in this feminist theoretical 

foundation. As I will suggest in this conclusion, such a theoretical foundation makes 

subsequent studies of melodrama and girl culture possible.  

In addition to offering an interdisciplinary theoretical basis, I have articulated a 

methodology for discerning neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions girl 

culture. These rhetorical dimensions are discovered using a multi-methodological 

approach, which I explain in Chapter 3. This method is grounded in rhetorical generic 

criticism, which informed all of my case studies; these case studies are also ordered and 

designed to reflect the meaning-making dialogue associated with texts comprising girl 

culture, the hermeneutical negotiation between adult-generated and girl-authored 

discourse. Generic criticism of Twilight texts is supported by feminist ethnographic 

methods for reception studies and girl communities. In addition, film and media studies 

methodologies are relevant to understanding the translation of point of view in the 

cinematic adaptations.  

In the remainder of this conclusion, I not only reassess the motivations for my 

dissertation and the findings of the case studies, but I also point to directions for future 
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research made possible by my study of melodrama, girls, and youth culture. First, I 

discuss the immediate applications of my findings related to girl culture through an 

exploration of the romantic break-up of Kristen Stewart and Robert Pattinson, the actors 

who play the saga’s main characters. After this review, I discuss how my dissertation’s 

discoveries will enable the work of scholars addressing melodrama or girls in a variety of 

disciplines: rhetoric, literature, film and media, and girls’ studies. Beyond a focus on 

melodrama and girls, my dissertation also theorizes the legacy of the nineteenth-century 

in the twenty-first-century, a concern broader than the study of girlhood. In addition, the 

methodologies and findings that gave rise to my rhetorical theory, which is derived from 

the analysis of different mediums, may be of interest to those not necessarily interested in 

theorizing the melodramatic mode’s importance among female youth, but who are still 

invested in the study of contemporary pop culture. 

THE FINAL CURTAIN: SUMMARY OF CASE-STUDY FINDINGS AND IMMEDIATE 

APPLICATIONS 

In a conventional nineteenth-century stage melodrama, virtue must overcome one 

final and momentous obstacle to vanquish evil and achieve a cheerful ending. After this 

climactic triumph, the play rather quickly comes to a close (Booth 158). This seems to be 

the case as the final curtain is poised to drop on the Twilight film franchise. Indeed, the 

last film, The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn-Part 2 (2012), will depict Bella Cullen 

overcoming her final obstacle, the villainous Volturi, before delivering audiences with a 

happily ever after, the image of Bella and Edward Cullen’s domestic vampire bliss. The 

film’s marketing has reinforced the promise of this eternally ever after through trailers 
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and promotional materials that feature the word, “Forever.” That word complements 

images of the now-married Bella as a red-eyed vamp.  

Nevertheless, the franchise’s happy ending is complicated by the recent break-up 

of Kristen Stewart and Robert Pattinson. The actors’ real life romance has been a 

continual point of fans’ intrigue as they, along with tabloid headlines, wondered “are they 

a couple?” during the beginning of the Twilight film franchise. These speculations, which 

Stewart and Pattinson eventually verified, intensified the Bella-Edward romance; the 

fictional characters’ passion seemed to become more real with the knowledge of their 

onscreen counterparts’ love story. Yet in the summer of 2012, Stewart and Pattinson 

dissolved their relationship due to Stewart’s affair with the married director Rupert 

Sanders with whom she worked in Snow White and the Huntsman (2012). That film was 

supposed to initiate another girl-oriented film franchise for Stewart’s post-Twilight 

career. In the fall of 2012, rumors continue to circulate about the status of Kristen and 

Rob’s relationship: will they reunite—or, have they secretly reunited? Are they really 

back together, or is their reunion simply an effort to promote the last film? Thinking 

about this scenario allows me to conclude my study of the rhetorical dimensions of neo-

Victorian melodrama in girl culture and to discuss the more immediate implications of 

my research.  

The break up has offered a sensational story to frame the final Twilight film. Of 

course, the Stewart-Pattinson saga follows melodramatic narrative form: prior to a happy 

ending, the hero and heroine must suffer separately. Such a melodramatic impulse is one 

of the conventions I theorize in Chapter 4’s analysis of Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight 
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Saga’s shared melodramatic moments with Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre. I argue the 

intensity of feeling associated with, for example, the protagonist’s temporary loss of 

Edward in New Moon validates the gravity of such coming-of-age experiences. In 

addition, Bella’s revelation of her interiority, which parallels Jane’s address to the reader, 

promotes empathy among girl readers. After all, a teen-romance’s dissolution and its 

corresponding affective experiences are things adults often trivialize. Fangirls’ own 

accounts of reading about Bella and Edward’s break up reveal their perception of that 

kind of adultist diminishment. Fangirls’ responses, explored in Chapter 5, discuss how 

reading the saga made them cry—and how their parents did not understand these tears. 

These young female fans, then, not only empathize with Bella, but also work to 

understand her extreme responses in the context of the series. 

The Stewart-Pattinson breakup not only recalls melodramatic narrative form and 

other impulses that parallel those in Meyer’s literary saga, but reminds us how 

melodrama’s extremist impulses offer opportunities for girls to negotiate meaning in 

popular culture. This kind of active interpretive work is evidenced by Twilight fangirls 

participating on a discussion forum for fans, on YouTube, and even in a Twilight-inspired 

band, whose songs are distributed via MySpace. While girls may defend Bella’s extreme 

expression with equally melodramatic discourse, they also recognize her limited choices. 

As examples like these illustrate, neo-Victorian melodrama can facilitate a critique of 

pressures facing girls. To see whether this and other rhetorical dimensions of are upheld 

in the Twilight cinematic adaptations, in Chapter 6 I explore sound, specifically narrating 

voiceover, since Bella’s interiority is essential to the translation of neo-Victorian 



 489 

melodrama to the big screen. Although the early films uphold neo-Victorian melodrama 

in girl culture, the latter films do not. Still, the saga of the actors’ break up might be 

reinvesting the final moments of the film franchise with melodramatic convention. 

Given neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions in girl culture, it is not 

surprising that many Twilight fans have articulated affective responses in relation to the 

Kristen-Rob break up. These emotional responses ranged from one YouTube channel 

holder, Nutty Madam, crying into her computer’s camera to messages of solidarity 

directed to Stewart on Twitter. Yet news and entertainment media chose to highlight the 

former type. Such hysterical reactions from female fans became sources of ridicule once 

again; as I note in Chapter 1, such ridicule belies ageist and sexist tendencies to diminish 

girls’ cultural preferences. For example, following Stewart’s public apology to Pattinson, 

Fox News issued a story. “‘Why Robsten, why?’: ‘Twilight’ Fans Offer Bizarre, Violent 

Reactions to News Kristen Stewart Cheated” depicts girls’ affective responses as 

dangerously emotional:  

Despite the unusual confession and mea culpa from “Twilight” actress Kristen 

Stewart and her “Snow White and the Huntsman” director Rupert Sanders for 

their affair, the strangest part of the scandal may be the extreme fan reactions that 

have been pouring in on social media. From YouTube to Facebook to Tumblr, 

extreme “Twilight” fans have cried, yelled, and expressed their intense sadness 

over one of their idol’s admitted adultery. 

 

Even though this example does not always explicitly identify Twilight fans as girls, given 

Twilight’s connection to female fans, the association remains. With only the briefest of 

references to fans’ Twitter support of Stewart, the Fox article instead cites multiple 

examples of fans’ outrage. To support the claim that Twilight fans are irrational, Fox 
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News cites some fans’ claims that they will “kill” Stewart and others (“Why”). In these 

cases, fans seem to be expressing dissatisfaction using the colloquialism, “I’ll kill her,” 

often used to articulate extreme frustration in a hyperbolic way, which is certainly 

evidence of melodramatic performance. Indeed, this is same kind of personalized, 

extreme reactions to fictional characters’ feelings and choices that I explored in Chapter 

5’s analysis of Twilight fangirls’ activities. 

Instead of recognizing the complex community-building potential happening 

among fans in online spaces, which my exploration of Twilight fangirls’ discourse 

reveals, the Fox News article revels in the idea that social media is a venue for insanity. 

Even comedian Will Ferrell took a jab at Twilight fans as he feigned tearful outrage as a 

guest on Conan O’Brien’s talk show; Ferrell also accused Stewart of being a “trampire,” 

a moniker many other media outlets have used to insult the actress. The dismissal of the 

cultural preferences of girls and their corresponding emotional responses is a motivation 

for this dissertation; the ongoing diminishment of female youth means that initial impetus 

remains. By exploring the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian melodrama, we are 

encouraged to appreciate that girls may take pleasure in the mode of excess, which allows 

for extreme expression and the validation of intense feelings.  

My dissertation has worked to argue for an appreciation of the representation of 

girls’ emotional lives and to recognize how neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture can 

offer a critique of constrictive discursive constructions of girlhood. Indeed, the media 

scrutiny and public shaming of Stewart, ridiculed as a “trampire” and framed as a fallen 

woman, illustrates how much of the nineteenth-century discourses of ideal femininity 
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remain today. This punishment of Stewart should give us pause. It recalls another 

nineteenth-century text to which I have referred in this dissertation: Mrs. Henry Wood’s 

East Lynne (1862), a sensation novel turned extremely popular stage melodrama. 

Stewart’s indiscretion and public expression of regret follow the narrative structure of 

East Lynne whose protagonist, Lady Isabel, succumbs to temptation and leaves her 

husband for a glamorous lover. She later regrets that decision and spends the remainder 

of the story suffering. Lady Isabel can only go home in a disguise after a train accident 

disfigures her beautiful features; this disfigurement parallels her taboo actions, which 

make re-integrating into the family impossible. Like the melodramatic heroine Lady 

Isabel, Stewart has been publicly ridiculed and rejected to the extent that she was dropped 

from the Snow White film franchise— of which she was the title character. As evidence 

of an outrageous double standard related to gender, Sanders, the married director with 

whom Stewart cheated will continue to direct those fairy-tale inspired films. His 

continuation reveals the extent to which Victorian notions of ideal femininity pervade 

mainstream attitudes toward contemporary girlhood: professionally speaking, Kristen is 

punished and Rupert is not. 

In spite of this sexist cultural dialogue, we might appreciate how some girls and 

women openly stand with the Stewart (via Twitter and other websites). This reveals 

resistant positions that girls and women would never have been able to endorse publicly 

in the restrictive and moralistic Victorian era—although readers of sensation fiction, for 

example, might have defended Lady Isabel in private. We might speculate that the 

sensational and public narrative of Stewart and Pattinson’s break up and its aftermath 
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may facilitate critiques of discursive constructions of coming-of-age girlhood; this 

critique is a rhetorical dimension of neo-Victorian melodrama in girl culture. In this case, 

the shaming of Stewart recalls the nineteenth-century cultural milieu to such a degree that 

it begs for a neo-Victorian analysis, a comparison that questions why Victorian 

constructions of femininity that punish a young woman for a regrettable indiscretion exist 

today. A logical extension, then, of this project is a study that magnetizes discourses of 

contemporary girlhood with melodramatic impulses in nineteenth-century texts besides 

Jane Eyre. Also, one might recognize how Jane Eyre informs contemporary works other 

the Twilight Saga —and ask whether these current texts uphold melodrama to appeal to 

girls. In both cases, the comparative method I demonstrate in Chapter 4 would be useful. 

Studies that draw on my methodology might more firmly establish neo-Victorian 

melodrama’s pervasiveness and rhetorical functions in girl culture. 

Intriguingly, the Stewart-Pattinson break up prior to the film’s release is not 

necessarily a shattering of the happy ending of the Twilight Saga. It is, rather, a way for 

their celebrity narrative to reinvest itself with melodramatic tension. While I do not mean 

to suggest the relationship’s turmoil is the result of calculated marketing efforts, the 

Kristen-Rob saga does add a layer of complexity to Twilight cinematic experiences. 

Indeed, while fans know that Meyer’s saga ends on a happy note and expect this from the 

film, they do not know whether the actors will reunite. Hoping for and expecting such a 

resolution is part of the draw of melodrama. Thus, Breaking Dawn director Bill Condon’s 

finger-wagging at prying fans’ desire to know about the status of the stars’ relationships 

is futile (“This”). The Twilight franchise has always coupled the narrative of Stewart and 
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Pattinson’s romantic intrigue with that of their onscreen counterparts. Further, Condon’s 

remarks deny the real appeal of melodrama, a mode he claims to embrace as I discuss in 

Chapter 6.  

Of course, another way my dissertation’s findings could be complicated or 

expanded would be through an assessment of Breaking Dawn-Part 2—and the celebrity 

drama that accompanies this finale. In Chapter 6, I suggest Condon’s first Breaking 

Dawn installment does not wholly translate neo-Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical 

dimensions from page to screen, but I note the complications associated with this 

particular adaptation. After all, the film’s literary source material alternates between 

Bella’s and Jacob’s points of view and positions Bella as an adult, rather than a girl. 

Another study should continue to investigate the melodramatic impulses in the final 

Twilight film, especially their impact on girl viewers, to complete the analysis I offer in 

Chapter 6. Tracing the uses and decline of voiceover from Catherine Hardwicke’s 

Twilight through the next three Twilight films offers a glimpse into the manner in which a 

girl fan-base is either constructed as an audience— or denied viewership when neo-

Victorian melodrama’s rhetorical dimensions are diminished.  

EXIT MUSIC: IMPLICATIONS FOR THE DISCIPLINARY-SPECIFIC STUDIES OF 

MELODRAMA, GIRLS, AND YOUTH CULTURE 

 Recent conflicts associated with the Stewart-Pattinson break-up, which not only 

haunts the forthcoming film’s release but this dissertation’s conclusion, reaffirm the 

necessity of a study that understands the legacy of the nineteenth century in discursive 

constructions of girlhood in popular culture today. To this point in the conclusion, I have 
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gestured toward possibilities for future scholarly projects that extend a particular line of 

thought I have introduced in the case studies’ treatment of melodrama and girl culture 

specific to the Twilight phenomenon. Now I will explain how I see my work enabling 

scholars in different disciplines who are interested in melodrama, girls, and youth culture. 

Of particular import is the manner in which my findings and their underlying theoretical 

and methodological foundations might advance approaches to rhetoric, literature, and 

film and media. 

Neo-Victorian melodrama’s validating, sometimes liberating functions in girl 

culture allow us to see that generic rhetorical criticism is best understood as a 

methodology that focuses on rhetorical dimensions and their social uses for particular 

communities. Following Carolyn R. Miller and other rhetorical critics’ suggestions for 

doing generic criticism, focusing on the rhetorical dimensions of neo-Victorian 

melodrama has, then, allowed me to theorize the mode of discourse as one with particular 

significance in contemporary girl culture. Indeed, the rhetorical functions of melodrama 

in girl culture are not exactly the same as they are in, say, a political speech intended to 

incite a country to wartime action. Without a focus on rhetorical functions specific to 

community, blanket assumptions that melodramatic exaggeration is always rhetorically 

unsound are overly simplistic. Such assumptions do not give rhetorical scholars helpful 

speculative instruments for the study of melodrama. Alternately, my findings offer 

rhetorical scholars tools for approaching melodrama in a variety of texts—literature, film, 

and new media. Specifically, rhetorical critics interested in melodrama could use my 

comparative methods, like pairing texts from different time periods to discern 
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melodrama’s rhetorical functions. Rhetorical scholars could also use my findings about 

melodrama’s functions in girl culture as a point of contrast if they discern different 

rhetorical dimensions in melodramatic texts specific to other communities.  

I suggest my findings related to melodrama offer feminist rhetorical critics a 

foundation to further explore affect and community-building, themes relevant to feminist 

thought, as well as girls’ and women’s rhetorical practices. If melodrama is a pervasive 

mode of discourse in girl culture—and melodrama’s characteristic excess is often the 

reason for dominant culture’s belittlement of girls—rhetorical scholars committed to 

feminist activism have an obligation to understand and advocate for girls’ cultural 

preferences for melodrama. While the presence of certain melodramatic moments helps 

to define neo-Victorian melodrama, generic criticism shows that the rhetorical functions 

make it a pervasive mode of discourse in girl culture, evidenced by Twilight texts. My 

study has thus started a conversation about girls’ rhetorical practices that will enable 

future feminist rhetorical scholars to theorize a neglected tradition—girls and rhetoric. 

Knowing what girls think about the texts they read and love is facilitated by scholarly 

work that not only recovers girl-authored texts, but also analyzes that discourse as 

evidence of girls’ rhetorical activities. Following Mary Celeste Kearney’s theory of girls 

as media producers, I suggest my study opens the door for a study that goes beyond an 

exploration of girls’ rhetorical activity in order to theorize girls as rhetors.  

More consciousness-raising efforts in feminist rhetorical criticism, what Karlyn 

Kohrs Campbell terms “recovery” and “recuperation,” need to happen in order to 

understand girls rhetorical practices in a variety of historical contexts. For example, how 



 496 

does melodrama characterizes nineteenth-century girls’ speech practices? We know that 

Victorian girls appreciated sensation fiction with melodramatic impulses, but is the a 

mode of discourse apparent in their correspondence and diaries? In addition, the study of 

melodrama as a mode of discourse specific to girls’ rhetoric means that more research 

should be done so as not to essentialize all girls as a homogenous category. Indeed, I do 

not mean to suggest that all girls everywhere and in all times have preferred melodrama 

or have relied on the mode of excess in their own discourse. Rather, I am suggesting that 

melodrama characterizes many contemporary girls’ speech practices, and that this pattern 

reflects a dominant nineteenth-century mode of discourse with special appeal for girls 

and women. Realizing girls’ rhetorical practices in a more comprehensive way involves 

research that is not just specific to a particular phenomenon (like Twilight), but my 

dissertation opens the door for that kind of comprehensive study.  

In addition to understanding of melodrama’s rhetorical functions in girl culture 

through generic criticism with a feminist imperative, another extension of this 

dissertation is a project that traces the historical legacy of melodrama in girl culture, and 

perhaps youth culture more broadly. How does melodrama function in works 

representing and consumed by youth in the nineteenth-century, throughout the twentieth 

century, and into the new Millennium? For scholars of children’s and adolescent 

literature, exploring this historical trajectory can have important consequences for 

understanding the development of literary genres for young people. As I have suggested 

in an article published in the Children’s Literature Association Quarterly, scholars in that 

field may avoid using the term “melodrama” because of the low expectations of the mode 
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(Kapurch, “‘Unconditionally’”). Historically, both melodrama and children’s and 

adolescent literature have suffered from low expectations from classist, ageist, and sexist 

critics, who belie them for the audiences to which they appeal. Contemporary young 

adult literature, however, is rife with melodramatic impulses. Indeed, the “problem 

novel,” which has been a standard in adolescent literature since the twentieth century and 

in which the protagonist encounters some extreme crisis (such as rape or out-of-wedlock 

pregnancy), follows melodramatic form. Understanding and naming these works as 

“melodrama” is not a diminishment of those novels and young people’s problems. 

Rather, melodrama’s progressive inclinations to side with the powerless, as Martha 

Vicinus argues in relation to nineteenth-century domestic melodrama (128), is perhaps 

one of the reasons these novels are appealing to young people and adults alike. Following 

the kind of comparative analysis I offer in Chapter 4’s examination of Jane Eyre and the 

Twilight Saga, a more comprehensive treatment of melodramatic impulses in literature 

for young people is a logical next step. Not only would this kind of study expose the 

unfair cultural biases that have diminished melodrama and children’s literature alike, but 

it would recover an important historical legacy in the development of literature for young 

people. Indeed, the nineteenth-century is considered the “Golden Age” of children’s 

literature and the Victorian era also gave rise to melodrama, which would inform the 

development of literature and drama—and later film and television. Recognizing how 

these roots grew out of the same soil would be fascinating project.  

In addition to the study of children’s and adolescent literature, my dissertation has 

implications for the study of Victorian literature and girlhood. Given my focus on the 
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nineteenth-century’s legacy in contemporary novels, social media, and film, this 

conversation is particularly relevant to scholars of neo-Victorian literature and other arts. 

Indeed, I have already built on some of the findings related to my dissertation in a recent 

article for the journal, Neo-Victorian Studies. I examine the representation of female 

protagonists’ interiority in two contemporary adaptations of Jane Eyre, the 2006 BBC 

mini-series and a 2010 young adult novel, Jane; my neo-Victorian analysis recognizes to 

what rhetorical ends the contemporary texts uphold or transform the nineteenth-century 

novel (Kapurch, “‘Why’”). As in this dissertation, I argue the adaptations depict the 

protagonists’ interiority to critique contemporary girlhood. Furthermore, appreciating 

Jane Eyre’s longevity involves recognizing how the novel’s adaptations expose how 

much twenty-first-century girlhood has inherited nineteenth-century restrictions related to 

gender and sexuality. Again, a comparative method, like the one I illustrate in Chapter 4, 

is necessary to expose this relationship and the potential critique facilitated by a neo-

Victorian lens. Furthermore, the prevalence of the Charlotte and Emily Brontë’s novels in 

contemporary popular culture, especially literary texts consumed by girls, is another area 

on which future scholarship can expand. Do continual references to Jane Eyre and 

Wuthering Heights in young adult literature say something significant about the 

representation of twenty-first-century girlhood and girl readers? I suggest other scholars 

invested in the study of girlhood and the nineteenth century might use my methods and 

expand on my findings to further explore the legacy of nineteenth-century texts in girl 

culture.  
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While some of the methods I propose are particular to the Twilight phenomenon, I 

suggest my study is relevant to rhetorical critics invested in re-assessing melodrama’s 

rhetorical functions and to feminist rhetorical scholars interested in theorizing girls’ 

rhetorical practices. Literary critics and neo-Victorian studies scholars who are invested 

in understanding the legacy of the nineteenth-century in contemporary culture, especially 

in literature for young people, may also find my dissertation useful. My methodological 

approach might also be especially applicable to subsequent studies of girl culture 

phenomena that include novels, fan discourse, and cinematic adaptations, the subjects of 

my three case studies. A critic who wants to understand the popularity of, for example, 

The Hunger Games, another literary series with a major girl following and cinematic 

adaptations, might draw on my methods for approaching the variety of texts that 

comprise the phenomenon. My dissertation opens the door for studies of girl culture 

phenomenon that pair literary and film criticism with the analysis of new media. Given 

our ability to know through public online spaces what many young people think about the 

texts they consume, adult critics have no excuse not to take into account young people’s 

reactions to texts. Furthermore, I would not be able to make the claims about neo-

Victorian melodrama as a pervasive mode of discourse in girl culture without an 

awareness of fangirls’ online discourse. The methods I offer for the study of young 

people’s online fan production might help scholars in a variety of fields, specifically the 

study of literature, film, and media.  

Especially in relation to film and media studies criticism, my dissertation offers a 

useful theory about melodrama as a particular type, “neo-Victorian,” with particular 
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significance for girls. This classification reaffirms the legacy of nineteenth-century 

melodrama in certain texts; indeed, not all texts we would consider “melodramatic” 

exemplify Victorian conventions to the extent that Twilight does. Film critics, like 

Christine Gledhill and Linda Williams who follow Peter Brooks, have recognized 

melodrama as a pervasive mode of discourse that spans genres and mediums; this has 

been useful for my study’s recognition of melodramatic impulses in a variety of texts. 

Yet seeing melodrama as a mode that characterizes so many popular forms of media does 

not give critics precise tools for appreciating its special significance for girls. By arguing 

that melodrama is not simply genre specific to just women, feminist film and media 

critics skipped a discussion of girls, whose preferences should be taken into account. I do 

this by realizing that melodrama in girl culture often reinvests itself with conventions 

specific to the nineteenth century, but another study might question whether this has 

always been the case by exploring how melodrama works in other girl-oriented texts. 

Thus, girls’ studies scholars may find my study helpful as they interrogate the functions 

of melodrama in girls’ media. 

Another way my dissertation can enable scholarship in film and media studies 

relates to my approach to melodrama in the cinematic adaptations. While melodrama is a 

major theoretical area in the study of film and media, my exploration shows how neo-

Victorian melodrama is a category that offers a more specific lens for critique. A close 

reading of technical elements related to film sound, then, is a particular strategy for 

exploring the representation of a girl character’s interiority onscreen in the context of 

melodrama. My investigation also contributes to an understanding of the legacy of 
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narrating voiceover as a media logic in girls’ media with definite melodramatic impulses. 

Subsequent scholarship in film and media studies might extend this line of thought, 

tracing the precise uses of voiceover in film and television throughout the twentieth 

century and into today. Because narrating voiceover is not only specific to girls’ media—

as popular texts feature boy protagonists also evoke the convention—my dissertation 

offers a methodological focus for studying melodrama, youth culture, and mass media. I 

suggest this kind of examination, like the study of melodrama in children’s and young 

adult literature that I have proposed, would recover a valuable historical legacy related to 

melodrama in youth culture. Specifically, this research might appreciate how the aural 

representation of young protagonists’ interiority has appealed to young viewers 

throughout different time periods.  

MORE EXIT MUSIC: WIDER IMPLICATIONS FOR STUDIES OF THE NINETEENTH-

CENTURY AND CONTEMPORARY POPULAR CULTURE 

While I have suggested how my research will be relevant to certain disciplinary-

specific investigations of melodrama, girls, and youth culture, my dissertation is also 

useful to those not necessarily invested in the study of melodrama and girl culture. 

Melodrama is not only important to theorize because it helps us make sense of a 

particular phenomenon in girl culture. My dissertation performs generic criticism to 

correct the diminishment of certain texts’ popularity and the audiences who love them. In 

doing so, I also theorize the legacy of the nineteenth-century in the twenty-first-century. 

Furthermore, the methods and findings that gave rise to my rhetorical theory, which is 
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derived from the analysis of a variety of texts, should be of interest to those who work to 

understand how meaning is negotiated in different mediums in contemporary pop culture.  

Generic criticism, specifically comparative methodologies that pair a nineteenth-

century text with a contemporary work, is a strategy I use to reveal the rhetorical 

significance of the legacy of the nineteenth century in popular culture today. While my 

investigation is specific to melodrama and girls, my methodologies are relevant to 

rhetorical critics who do generic criticism. A rhetorical critic who recognizes another 

generic mode of discourse that pervades multiple types of texts might model my 

organizational strategy as a basis for analysis. Moreover, the exigency for my study 

involves the diminishment of girls’ cultural preferences for melodrama and vampires. 

Other scholars of popular culture might employ the same process I offer, starting their 

investigation by questioning whether a popular phenomenon is diminished through 

critiques that insulting certain demographics for their preferred genre of mode of 

discourse. Such critiques might reveal ageist, classist, sexist, or racist biases that dismiss 

groups of people based on their preferences for certain modes of discourse, like the 

melodrama. As a result, I have shown how generic criticism can be useful to rhetorical 

criticism committed to social justice.  

In addition to critics engaging in rhetorical generic criticism to address social 

wrongs, scholars of nineteenth-century literature and culture may find my discoveries 

useful. Especially for those researching the relevance of Victoriana in contemporary 

popular culture, my methods may apply to discussions of the current appeal of period 

dramas. While I would certainly suggest that many period dramas (like those airing on 
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Masterpiece Theatre on public broadcasting in the U.S.) owe their popularity to 

melodramatic impulses, another study might employ the comparative neo-Victorian lens 

that I model to investigate the texts’ other concerns. Specifically, one might ask: what 

does a show like Downton Abbey say about social class in the twenty-first century 

through a depiction of the past? My study not only demonstrates why these questions are 

relevant, but also extends lines of thought articulated by scholars in the field to neo-

Victorian studies by offering methodologies for answering such inquiries. 

More broadly, my dissertation may be interest to those, especially in rhetoric and 

media studies, who are invested in understanding how meaning is negotiated in popular 

culture. A study of melodrama and girls demonstrates how the rhetorical critique of 

twenty-first-century literary and film texts is complemented by reception studies. This is 

not brand-new insight related to the need for reception studies. But what is significant 

about my approach is that I do not simply examine fangirls’ discourse as evidence of 

certain melodramatic conventions’ appeal. Instead, I have added a layer of rhetorical 

analysis by arguing that girls’ discourse is also reflective of the melodramatic mode. 

Thus, I collapse the separation between audience and rhetorical speakers to understand 

audiences’ rhetorical activities. While the rhetorical criticism, which theorizes how the 

audience is constructed within the text, might sometimes seem at odds with reception 

studies, I have shown how they are complementary and can work together to build a 

feminist theory. Thus, I suggest those invested in what Henry Jenkins terms 

“participatory culture” may be interested in my use of fans’ online discourse to theorize 
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melodrama’s pervasiveness; rhetorical critics may also be served by such methods and 

findings related to my theory of the rhetorical functions of melodrama. 

Finally, I suggest my dissertation is useful to feminist critics, especially those who 

work to make sense of the contradictory relationships between feminist thought and 

popular culture. Melodramatic extremes, particularly representations of a girl character’s 

black and white choices, may seem to counter feminist principles. But I show how such 

contradictions actually respond to constrictive social pressures facing girls and, in doing 

so, create a space for critique, as fangirls’ responses reveal. Moreover, for feminist 

rhetorical critics, precise methods are not always obvious; as Eileen E. Schell’s and 

Kathleen J. Ryan’s respective research suggests, feminist rhetorical critics are charged 

with linking theories and methods from other disciplines. But I have shown how this kind 

of inventive feminist rhetorical criticism produces findings that actually correct 

theoretical gaps in rhetorical studies, film and media studies, and girls’ studies as I 

theorize the popularity of melodrama, a mode of discourse that is “unconditionally and 

irrevocably” appealing. 
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