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I really enjoyed reading Gone Girl for my class, but I was surprised at my classmates' different 
interpretations of one of the main narrators, Amy. I think all antagonists provide for interesting 
analysis: their motivations, backstories, and the methods to their madness. With this in mind, I 
was made hyper aware of how Amy's position as a woman might detract from the depth of 
analysis she would otherwise receive; she could be easily being written off as being another 
hysterical woman who is just being, well, hysterical. 

When our class was introduced to the possible prompts for our final, I knew I had to center my 
piece around Amy; I wanted to make my interpretation of her character concrete and justify that 
she was a villain who deserved proper analysis as well. It was challenging to find the correct 
balance between understanding her motivations and rebuking their outcomes, especially for such 
a layered, detailed, and realistic character. I hope my piece helps introduce new ways to 
understand both Amy Elliott Dunn and the world through a female perspective. 

Amy: The Dancing Monkey 

-Tara Misita-

Within the heated realm of modern debate, the concept of gender is subject to constant 

interrogation. Gender theorists have, and continue to, deliberate over what defines a gender and 

what the compulsory roles fastened to said gender imply for those who identify with it. Feminist 

theorists, when faced with these evolving and confounding questions, center them specifically 

around womanhood: What does it mean to be a woman? To philosopher and feminist theorist, 

Professor Judith Butler, the answer is simple: to be a woman is to perform. Her definition of 

womanhood, and gender itself, is inseparably woven with the constant upkeep and maintenance 

of the gender roles defined by society, a neverending performance of the predefined role 

“woman.” In her works, Gender Trouble and Bodies that Matter, not only does Butler explore 

the confines of womanhood under a patriarchal society, but also life altering implications of 



 

 

 

 

 

whose upbringing and struggles arguably shape her, as she provides her own cutting commentary 

on how women adhere to contemporary gender roles. 

Amy Elliot Dunne, as we first know her, exists as an incredibly troubled woman, a result 

of her daily trials and tribulations as well as the unique struggles granted to her solely because of 

her womanhood. Not only is she depicted as someone floundering, unable to cope with her new 

position as a Missouri housewife, but her innermost thoughts reflect a vicious battle against the 

perfection, lack of personhood, and performance that define femininity under a patriarchal 

society. The reader’s initial impression of Amy, established by her diary entries and her husband 

Nick’s neglect, provides a tragic and sympathetic character, a foil to Nick’s continued spouts of 

narcissism. Her position as a victim of verbal and physical violence, an outsider in a new town, 

and a woman, portray her as callously caught in every clutch of a cruel and unforgiving world. 

However, by the midpoint of the novel, we know that this Amy, in mind, spirit, and narrative, is 

a lie. A complete fabrication, meticulously crafted for the purpose of incriminating her cheating 

husband; the Amy we grew to care and sympathize for is erased. Replaced with the true Amy, 

our secondary narrator and cold-blooded villainess, the reader finally gets the genuine half of her 

story, her childhood, her lack of basic empathy, her narcissism, and the extremity of her actions. 

Her accounts of family life, moving states, and relationships completely change tone, but one 

point of contention still remains an accurate fuel for her violent rage: the struggles she faced as a 

result of her femininity. Exacerbated by the hardships of life as a woman, Amy becomes a 

unique and compelling villain through her extreme reactions to her forced confinement in the 

restrictive box we label as “femininity.” 

To begin with, Amy Elliot, from her birth, was already cemented with the shackles of 

what some may identify as the female struggle. Due to the existence of “Amazing Amy”, her 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

parents’ fictional children's book character and surrogate sister, Amy has never lived without the 

relativity of her fictitious counterpart. The reader quickly sees how entangled the two became; 



 

 

losing, through the eyes of society, what is one's femininity. Looking back at Amy’s situation, 

not only does she have to deal with the already crushing weight of female perfection on its own, 

but she is also put under the additional burden of being a perfect Amy. Amazing Amy’s 

existence can be recognized as one of the major villainizing factors of Amy’s youth, and one 

which drives her need to be her own separate entity. Although striving for independence from 

what is essentially her caricature is not inherently evil, coupled with her narcissism and desire for 

control, this traumatic childhood serves as the origin story for the Villainess that Amy is yet to 

become. 

In addition to this all-consuming caricature from her youth, from Amy’s testimony on 

how women are socialized in a male-run society, it is evident that she feels entirely stripped of 

her personhood as an adult as well. In one of the most iconic monologues of the novel, Amy 

begins with, “Men always say that as the defining compliment, don’t they? She’s a cool girl” 

(Flynn 222). She uses the phrase “Cool Girl” to label the women whose identity exists only in 

constant relativity to the male preference. “Being the Cool Girl means I am a hot, brilliant, funny 

woman who adores football, poker, dirty jokes, and burping… while somehow maintaining a 

size 2, because Cool Girls are above all hot,” she continues, describing an idyllic woman similar 

to Amazing Amy, but from a different perspective (Flynn 222). While Amazing Amy performs 

the perfect role of a woman in relation to family and society, Cool Girl performs as the perfect 

woman in relation to a male partner. Amy acknowledges this performance as something that is 

upheld and propagated by women, but that stems from the male desire; she notes how women 

latch on to distorted ideals of womanhood from “...movies written by socially awkward men 

who’d like to believe that this kind of woman exists and might kiss them” (Flynn 222). With this, 

Amy is attributing the warped depiction, socialization, and performance of womanhood to the 



 



 

 

 

 

 

men, in her life with this polished persona. This unique strain of villainy, derived from the very 

roles meant to instill docility, transforms Amy into a cunning and deadly force of vengeance 

when targeting her husband, Nick. With a complete lack of true identity, Amy’s sociopathy has 

become a festering wound, growing worse and more apparent with every step of her plan to 

incriminate her husband. When describing her relationship with Nick, she states, “Nick loved 

me. A six-o kind of love: He looooooved me. But he didn’t love me, me. Nick loved a girl who 

doesn’t exist. I was pretending, the way I often did, pretending to have a personality” (Flynn 

222). Here, she admits to the fabrication of the Amy that Nick, her family, and the world came to 

know, but simultaneously attributes the blame of this scenario to Nick, faulting him for believing 

her lie. This self-sabotaging behavior is also a testament to her narcissism, showcasing her 



 

 

 

statement in an interview with The New York Times. Flynn herself defines Amy’s role as 

necessary for the sake of feminism, going on to state, ''Of course, it's not misogynistic. Women 

shouldn't be expected to only play nurturing, kind caretakers. That's always been part of my goal 

– to show the dark side of women. Men write about bad men all the time, and they're called 

antiheroes”' (The New York Times). With this statement from the author in mind, it becomes 

clear that Amy’s role as a female villain is an essential and inseparable aspect from the story, the 

plot of which is reliant on her female rage. Flynn defends Amy’s literary role, not only as a 

villain, but as a character whose struggles and actions exist specifically as a reaction to the 

oppressive life she has endured as a woman. Flynn does not come in defense of her actions as a 

person, but rather the necessity of the perspective of a woman allowed to be evil, allowed to be 

angry, and a reminder that female rage is a force to be reckoned with. 

Amy Elliot Dunne exists, in the literary world, as an enigma. Her upbringing, cruel, 

misunderstood, and often overlooked when assessing her character, provides a unique 

perspective on how she becomes the ruthless villainess of Gone Girl. Every woman has felt 

Amy’s need to emulate perfection and conform, but the volatility of her reactions is what 

separates and defines her. Her initial struggles, pervasive in the life of women globally, warp and 

fester into her ironclad armor of deceit and vengeance. The Amy we first knew rebukes the idea 

that men should perform, or sacrifice themselves for the women in their lives, dubbing the fools 

who did so as ''Dancing Monkeys''; however, as the reader realizes the true nature of Amy, we 

know that the admonishment for these men is nothing but an empty sentiment. The resentment 

Amy holds, is towards the true Dancing Monkey, herself, and the women who are forced to 

dawn their very own Cool Girl facade, disfiguring their personas for the satiation of the male 

gaze. Amy Elliot Dunne, wife, daughter, and killer, born from her unwilling participation in the 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

dance of womanhood, remains an antagonist uniquely reliant on the struggles experienced 

because of her womanhood. 
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I wrote this for Professor Michals’s English 1B class. The unit was focused on ekphrasis: an 
analysis of a poem about a painting. Although I initially shied away from Botticelli’s Venus and 
Mars because of its complexity, our class discussions helped me interpret the different 
components. Learning about the historical, mythological, and biographical contexts made me 
want to stitch everything together in an essay. Although the poem and painting share one 
subject, I enjoyed exploring three stories in this assignment and drawing out a timeless message. 

The Unhappy Goddess 

-Esther Zhang-

Somewhere in the night sky, the planets Venus and Mars circle around the sun. Mars is a fiery 

red ball, named after the Roman god of battle, bloodshed, warfare, and power. Venus–who 

shines brightest among the planets–is named after the brilliant goddess of love and beauty. 

Planets are not the only representation of these mythological lovers; their story is so compelling 

that countless people have captured their tale. One famous representation is the 1480s painting 

by Florentine artist Sandro Botticelli, titled Venus and Mars. After many art critics offered their 

interpretation of his message, Rachel Hadas presented a fresh perspective in her 1995 poem 

Mars and Venus. By focusing on Venus, Hadas highlights the painful desire in Botticelli’s 

painting and reflects on how love is a struggle for some people. 

Most critics have focused on Botticelli’s obvious symbolism: helpless Violence slumbers 

under the power of Love. The companion guide to the British National Gallery, for example, 

emphasizes the “timeless” idea that “love conquers all; make love, not war” (Langmuir). Venus 

is the one in power: she is sober, clothed, and awake, while Mars lies naked and unaware of his 

armor scattered among the satyrs. The god of war is so deeply asleep that even the conch shell 

does not wake him (Botticelli). This image fits into the shape of a backboard decoration, which 

Botticelli created for a newly married couple. The Gallery guide points out the “humour in 

marriage celebrations…the notion that making love exhausts a man while it invigorates a 



 

 

 

 

 

 

woman” (Langmuir). Different parts of the painting hint at Mars’s erotic dreams: the phallic 

lance, the pink cloth stretched taut by his toes, and perhaps the curl of his hand. Cultural studies 

professor David Clark connects this painting to a poem by Lorenzo de’ Medici, which depicts 

Mars as “a hero torn between fantasies of sexual self-indulgence and the pursuit of his heroic 

quest” (Clark). The idea of “fantasies” suggests that Venus might even be an illusion of desire in 

her flowy, translucent clothes. This may be one perspective of Botticelli’s painting, but what if 

the protagonist was Venus, not Mars? 

From the start of her poem, Hadas is already focused on Venus’s point of view. Hadas’s 

first line describes “gold tape gently billowing with her breathing,” emphasizing Venus’s identity 

as a living individual beyond an object of desire (Hadas 1). “Wait,” Hadas writes in sudden 

realization, “This painting is an enormous V-ness” (Hadas 5). The lovers appear to be the main 

characters at first, but the V of Mars’s leg, his elbow, the Vs all over Venus’s clothes, and in 

various other parts of the painting send Hadas a message: the singular focus of this painting is 

Venus. The V doesn’t seem to stand for love’s victory, however, as Hadas notices Venus’s low 

spirits. The goddess is plucking her clothes “unemphatically, almost absent- / ly” like a series of 

“languid valleys” (Hadas 6-7, 10). The planet Venus was named because of its brilliance, but in 

this painting the goddess of love is strangely dull and depressed. The gold tape that Hadas 

mentions leads to another detail: Venus’s clothes are untouched. The gold lining that holds her 

dress at the collar is actually made of her hair, so if she had been making love previously, her 

appearance would not be this pristine. While others saw a humorous victory of love in this 

painting, Hadas is sensing a melancholy lack of love. 

Hadas continues by examining the role of the satyrs and the lack of family love. She 

notes that they are taking advantage of Mars’s oblivion to play with his tools of war, such as his 



 

 

 

 

 

helmet and corselet. But rather than explain this situation, she dismisses the satyrs’ behavior as 

“an awful nuisance / all for nothing” (Hadas 20-21). The pranks and gleeful energy of the satyrs 

only serve as a contrast to the gods’ lack of response: “lamb and lion, love and war are united / 

by indifference” (Hadas 22-23). Instead of choosing one of the popular concepts that Mars and 

Venus have represented, she creates her own argument. Using a strategic line break, she pauses 

for suspense before revealing the unifying theme: “indifference.” This is no scene for passion or 

laughter as we realize Botticelli’s painting is far more complicated than it seems. 

The two gods’ strange disconnect from their surroundings makes Hadas question whether 

or not this could be considered a family painting. She calls the satyrs “naughty toddlers” and 

“these babies,” wondering whether “the little fauntlets call Mars their Daddy?” (Hadas 21, 28, 

30). Her repeated use of family terminology becomes very interesting in the context of her 

background: a classics major who lived several years in Greece. Hadas is probably familiar with 

Venus’s birth, marriage, and love. Born when Jupiter cut off his father’s testicles, Venus was 

born attractive to all the gods. Jupiter gave her to the ugliest god Vulcan in order to avoid havoc, 

but instead of staying faithfully with him, she bore children for Mars and Neptune among others 

(“Aphrodite : Greek Goddess of Love and Beauty”). Tossed around without a choice, she was 
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