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Harrigan 2 

Breaking the Cage of Structural Codes in Anne Carson’s Autobiography of Red 

Anne Carson probes the expectations of translation in her novel in verse Autobiography 

of Red, adapted from the remaining fragments of Stesichoros’s Geryoneis. The original myth that 

inspired Stesichoros is Herakles’ Tenth Labor, which was written in epic form. In the original 

myth, the hero Herakles is ordered by Eurystheus to kill the three-headed monster named 

Geryon, and to steal his cattle. Stesichoros adapted this version into lyrical fragments, writing 

from Geryon’s perspective. Though Stesichoros may have worked to pull Geryon out of the 

original myth that defined him as nothing more than a monster by giving Geryon a family and a 

life of his own, Geryon is still brutally murdered, and Herakles named a hero. Carson pulls 

Geryon from this violent fate, reimagining him in a place between the ancient and the modern 

where we see Geryon grow up from a young, red winged-monster who faces his abusive brother, 

to a teenager in love with a young man named Herakles who ultimately breaks Geryon’s heart. 

Geryon becomes repressed by external structural codes that fail to provide him with an effective 

means to understand himself, and to be understood by others. Geryon’s inability to express his 

interior thoughts renders him unable to make sense of his own identity, which creates a 

disconnect between his interior and exterior worlds, and leads to his identity crisis, and feelings 

of sub-ordinance and isolation. Language becomes the cage that Geryon struggles to break out of 

in order to be fully realized.  

            Geryon’s sense of containment begins through the limitations of language, which 

parallels the linguistic pressure that Stesichoros was under. In one of the first sections of the 

novel, “Appendix A: Testimonia on the Question of Stesichoros’ Blinding by Helen,” Carson 

imagines Stesichoros being blinded by Helen when he writes “a bit of blasphemy” about her 

(15). His sight is only restored when he writes a palinode, meaning a “counter song” or “the 
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opposite of what you said before” (15). Helen’s censoring of Stesichoros acknowledges the 

ideologies that Stesichoros was writing under, which includes the tradition of the epic. In other 

words, Stesichoros kept the myth of Geryon being slain by Herakles to appease the Greek 

audience that he was writing for. The epic genre itself is one that honors the tradition of the hero 

and while Stesichoros may have resisted the traditional hero through the use of lyric, he 

ultimately gave into the epic by leaving Geryon as a monster to be killed by the hero. Scholars 

have noted how Stesichoros depicts Geryon’s mother, Callirhoe, as weeping for him when he 

battles Herakles, which causes the audience to sympathize with Geryon, recognizing him as 

more than merely a monster to defeat (Rozokoki, 4). Though Stesichoros prods at certain epic 

traditions, his need to follow a structural code of language echoes how Geryon is coerced by his 

exterior world to adhere to a standard means of language in Carson’s version (Miller, 44). The 

palinode that Carson revisits parallels the pressure that Geryon is under to adhere to the linguistic 

norms of his world. Stesichoros is an example of the consequence of not adhering to the norm, 

creating a firm structural code in which we see the pressure that Geryon is under, and the 

struggle he will ultimately face in attempting to rewrite the code. This experience writes into 

Geryon’s being, as coded even before he starts his autobiography. His ancient past involves 

being stuck within a code that he struggles to break out of. 

            Though Carson rewrites Geryon’s ending from his original myth, he is still oddly aware 

of his ancient past in Autobiography of Red, and he seeks to both understand it for himself, and 

to be understood by others. As a child when Geryon first begins to write his autobiography, it’s 

defined as a space where “Inside he set down the facts” (37). Geryon refers to himself in the 

third person, which can be interpreted in a couple of ways. First, the myth that Geryon seeks to 

understand is one of pain, and trauma: “Geryon had a little red dog Herakles killed that too” (37). 
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Not only did Herakles steal Geryon’s cattle and murder Geryon, but he specifically killed the 

little red dog that Geryon loved. This line shows the extent of the violence in Geryon’s myth, as 

something that causes him pain, so the third person perspective might be seen as a distancing 

tool to work through that trauma. Geryon’s autobiography is the first thing he ever writes after he 

learns how to write, so the myth quickly impacts his entire sense of identity. Aside from 

understanding trauma, the third person allows Geryon to observe his self in a literal sense, and to 

seek out an explanation for his strange, monstrous features, which include his redness and his 

wings. He writes, as if somehow cognizant of the gossip around town about him: “Some say 

Geryon had six hands six feet some say wings” (37). There are several versions of Geryon’s 

being. For instance, Stesichoros’s Geryon has six hands and six feet, while the monster named 

Geryon in Dante’s Inferno has wings and the paws of an animal (Tschofen, 35). Carson 

recognizes the transformative nature of Geryon’s being, allowing the reader to be aware of the 

many ways his monstrosity has been presented throughout history. In return, Carson separates 

Geryon from these descriptions. In “some say” we are not given a lasting description of Geryon, 

therefore he cannot be confined to one definition over the other. In this way, Carson subverts 

Geryon’s mythological past. He is untethered from these myths about his monstrosity, allowing 

him to recreate his own sense of being. “Inside he set down the facts” indicates Geryon’s third 

person narration of his mythological self (37). While an autobiography might have been an 

effective means for Geryon to understand the myth he is pulled from in terms of trauma and 

identity, that effort turns out to be futile when Geryon’s mother responds to his teacher, “Does he 

ever write anything with a happy ending?” (38). Geryon writes a new ending, “All over the 

world the beautiful red breezes went on blowing hand in hand” (38). Geryon’s inability to 

express his mythological identity in a way that his mother understands causes him to relinquish 
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language entirely. Through trying to seek himself out, he is redirected and left with nothing but 

the red breeze. The redness acts as a symbol for immortality, which writes over Geryon’s death, 

and forces him to act as though everything inside of him is happy despite the pain associated 

with his past. Language is not an effective way for Geryon to make himself heard, or understood, 

and therefore he refuses to speak. 

Through language Geryon is unable to separate himself from the ideologies of his world. 

In return, his exterior and interior realities become blurred. His desire for signifiers to create a 

self as distanced from ideologies, such as myth, and desire, that cage him is not fulfilled through 

writing. As Julia Kristeva observes:  

Writing is precisely this spontaneous motion that changes the formulation of desire for a 

signifier into objective law, since the subject of writing, specific like no other, is in-itself-

for-itself, the very place, not of division but, overcoming it, of motion. Consequently, it is 

the place where the subjective/objective distinction proves invalid, where it is erased, 

where it appears to be dependent on ideology (117). 

Geryon’s autobiography serves as a place where he tries to understand himself as he becomes the 

subject of his own writing. However, language does not allow him to articulate his true interior 

self, as he is continually shaped by the ideologies imposed on him. In other words, he is a subject 

of the world around him. In this respect, Geryon becomes confined within the language of 

subjectivity, which I will discuss further. First, because language does not free Geryon from the 

world around him, or release his interior being, he seeks other modes of self-expression. 

            In another attempt to display his interior pain for his mother, Geryon makes a sculpture 

out of a tomato, cigarettes, and a ripped up ten-dollar bill from her purse. While the small 

sculpture is outwardly meant to look like himself, the money represents the dollar that his brother 
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gave him after molesting Geryon. Further, the dollar as “ripped” implies that Geryon was 

similarly broken, or torn, by the experience of sexual trauma. Geryon used the dollar in his 

sculpture as a way to symbolize the confusion and fear he felt to his mother. She clearly did not 

interpret what the sculpture meant in the way Geryon intended, when she responded, “It’s 

beautiful Geryon,” inadvertently validating the pain inflicted on him (35). Geryon’s mother, 

similar to Helen, ensures that Geryon follows a structural code, censoring his use of 

communication and therefore causing an internal conflict where Geryon feels as though he 

cannot effectively express himself. She subverts language even more for Geryon when she tells 

him that the word “each” is defined “like you and your brother each have your own room,” then 

moves him into his brother’s room after his grandmother moves in, changing the meaning of the 

word and destabilizing language further for Geryon (27). Immediately after the scene where 

Geryon must switch rooms, and is molested by his brother, he writes, “Inside is mine…He coolly 

omitted all outside things” (29). Geryon turns back to using the third person perspective in which 

he wrote about his mythological self, again distancing himself from the exterior world of 

“outside things,” the world that doesn’t understand him so he rejects it as he feels rejected by it. 

The interior crisis Geryon faces when he feels misunderstood is caused by the instability of 

language to produce meaning. Therefore, Geryon begins to mistrust language, and the world 

outside of himself.  

            Geryon continues to seek out other modes of expression in order to be understood by 

others in the world. In “XVII. Walls,” Geryon and Herakles graffiti different walls together, with 

blurbs of, “CAPITALISM SUCKS” and “LOVESLAVE” (55). Though Geryon continues to use 

language, his employment of language has certainly changed. Aside from the obvious difference 

(that there is a visually artistic element to graffiti that is not present in Geryon’s autobiography), 
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graffiti is also an inherently violent means of communication. To spray paint on a surface is to 

transform it into something else entirely, obliterating one surface for another. In this section, it’s 

natural to read Geryon as the conventional teenager acting out by defacing property. From this 

perspective, the reader gets the sense that Geryon is displacing his real issues with his family and 

his identity by rebelling. The tacky language of “capitalism sucks” supports the portrait of 

Geryon as a rebellious teen quite ironically, considering the reader has previously observed how 

incredibly thoughtful, and intelligent he is. For Geryon it’s not the language itself that matters, 

but the performative nature of this art form. The act of writing over one surface for another 

mirrors Stesichoros’s blinding by Helen, and his need to follow a structural code. As Stesichoros 

was written over and forced to adhere to the epic tradition, Geryon intentionally writes over 

different surfaces, working to subvert the code he is expected to follow. Herakles responds to 

Geryon’s graffiti with, “All your designs are about captivity, it depresses me” (55). Geryon’s 

representation of himself as a subordinate is misinterpreted, as Herakles does not understand the 

gesture behind “LOVESLAVE.” Geryon “felt his limits returning” and had “nothing to say” 

(56). Once again Geryon struggles to make his interior self known; this time the realm between 

art and language becomes ineffective.  

Because language can be manipulated, and misperceived, Geryon turns to photography as 

an objective means of interpreting himself and the world around him. Mainly, photography is an 

integral part of Geryon’s relationship with Herakles. Geryon first meets Herakles and it is, “One 

of those moments that is the opposite of blindness” (39). The reference to blindness echoes 

Stesichoros’s blinding by Helen, foreshadowong that Geryon will be dominated by Herakles, 

who has the power to un-blind him. When Geryon’s mother asks him what he likes about 

Herakles, “A thousand things he could not tell flowed over his mind” (43). It seems that 
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photography becomes a place in which Geryon can convey meaning that he cannot articulate 

through language. Geryon also uses photography as a way to “introduce motion into stasis” 

(Tschofen, 44). Herakles is a figure in the novel that is constantly in motion, as he explores 

different continents and seems to drifts as he pleases. Through photography Geryon is able to 

capture Herakles for brief moments and to encourage Herakles to be have more awareness in 

their time together, rather than to focus on his other endeavors (Miller, 161). Geryon says, 

“Much truer is the time that strays into photographs and stops” (93). Carson fuses several 

juxtaposing realms together through photography; freedom, caging, stillness, and motion. 

Geryon is able to capture the stillness of a moment in motion, making that particular motion 

immortal. Photography becomes a method for Geryon to control the motion around him, 

especially in terms of Herakles. Herakles is a traveler, a conqueror, a figure that Geryon 

struggles to love because he is uncontainable. However, Geryon can photograph Herakles in 

motion, and therefore contain Herakles. For a sensitive monster, this is an imperative artistic 

function, to create stillness so that he may closer observe motion. Geryon trusts photography as a 

medium for expression because it also allows him to articulate a moment without the bias of 

language. While Geryon certainly discovers the beauty in photography, it does not fully allow 

him to uncage himself. 

Photography as a completely unbiased means of communication does not always prove 

true. A few lines before Herakles breaks up with Geryon, Herakles tells him about a dream he 

has where he pictures Geryon as a “big yellow bird” (74). Geryon is astonished by Herakles’s 

inability to recognize him when he realizes Herakles must be colorblind, “Yellow? said Geryon 

and he was thinking Yellow! Yellow! Even in his dreams he doesn’t know me at all!” (74). Not 

only does Herakles not see Geryon’s red color, but he breaks up with Geryon claiming, “I want 
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you to be free” (74). Freedom in this sense does not free Geryon at all, as Herakles is unable to 

access Geryon’s strong feelings for him. This moment breaks down visual expression as a form 

that does not necessarily adhere to a specific product or meaning for each viewer. Photography 

alone is not enough for Geryon to break out of his interior cage and be understood to the exterior 

world. 

            Geryon’s inability to communicate with others effectively hinders both his relationships 

and his sense of identity. Towards the end of the novel when Geryon is alone in a hotel room his 

identity crisis reaches its breaking point, as feelings of isolation overwhelm him. He is trapped 

within himself, and no one in the outside world can understand him because of linguistic 

barriers. When he is here he begins, “pondering the cracks and fissures of his inner life” (105). 

Geryon compares his identity crisis to the volcano in writing, “It may happen / that the exit of the 

volcanic vent is blocked by a plug of rock, forcing / the molten matter sideways along” (105). In 

this case, the volcano is a metaphor for Geryon, where the rock represents language as an 

obstruction for him to reveal the “molten matter” inside of himself. If this isn’t telling enough of 

the nature between Geryon and language, a few lines down he opens up a book that reads: 

 Philosophical problems /… I will never know how you see red and you will never know 

how I see it / But this separation of consciousness is recognized only after a failure of 

communication, and our first movement is / to believe in an undivided being between 

us… (105) 

To explain this philosophical, and linguistic dilemma, Geryon reads from a book, using third 

person to describe himself reading the book. He does not have the ability to describe his own 

crisis, so once again he describes his pain in the third person as a distancing mechanism. He even 

writes, “Yet Geryon did not want to become one of those people who think of nothing more than 
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their stores of pain” (105). In other words, Geryon is able to work through his pain by distancing 

himself from it. This motion of distance parallels Monique Tschofen’s thoughts on metaphor as 

in motion, which I will discuss further.   

            Years after Herakles breaks up with Geryon, they run into each other in South America 

and Geryon accompanies Herakles and his new lover Ancash on a trip to Peru, where the couple 

records the sounds of different volcanoes for a research project on Emily Dickinson. Geryon 

listens to the tape, “He also heard broken sounds like glassware snapping which he realized were 

human cries and then gunshots” (109). Geryon cannot entirely make out the sounds on the tape 

recorder, making it seem like an ineffective artistic mode. However, there is a visual element that 

seems to speak to Geryon. When Ancash plays the tape he recorded of the volcano at Mount 

Pinatubo, Geryon describes it as, “The sound was hot as color inside” (108). The nonsensical 

descriptions and sounds allow Geryon to imagine the scene in an unusual way that he otherwise 

would not have had access too. Although he misinterprets the scene at hand, there is value in that 

for Geryon as his expectations of the real, or what he imagines as the real, are negated through 

what actually happened. Geryon will never fully be able to see the scene at hand, like if someone 

had taken photographs, but instead it unlocks a world of strangeness, or impossibility for 

Geryon. This impossibility matches Geryon’s inside. The description is unreal, as sound cannot 

be a temperature and temperature cannot be a color, which speaks to the form of the tape 

recorder as a method of communication that does not realistically interpret the interior volcano, 

or Geryon’s self. But rather, there is something in Geryon, and in the volcano to be unlocked 

through impossibilities. Geryon’s adventure to Peru with Ancash and Herakles sets the stage for 

Geryon to discover the impossible means of language that will release him, bringing together his 

interior and exterior realities.  
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 In the last sections of the novel, Geryon creates photographic essays. The combination of 

visual and linguistic forms allows Geryon to create connections between different sensory 

experiences and language associations. Geryon blends the world of photography and language, 

first by giving the essays titles. One of the photographic essays is entitled, “LIKE AND NOT 

LIKE,” with the caption “It was a photograph of the old days. Or was it?” (144). There is no 

literal photograph shown in the novel, but Geryon describes the photo towards the end of the 

section:  

In the photograph the face of / Herakles is white. It is the face / of an old man. It is the 

photograph of the future, thought Geryon months later when he / was standing in his 

darkroom / looking down at the acid bath and watching the likeness come groping out of 

the bones. (144)  

Geryon first objectively visualizes the photograph with “the face of Herakles is white.” This is 

what the viewer of the actual photograph would see. While this is an important visual, it can not 

stand alone to express the things that Geryon wants to. Instead, he builds off of the photograph 

using description. The “old days,” as expressed in the previous photographic essay, represents 

both the sexual encounters between Herakles and Geryon when they first met years ago, and the 

unreciprocated love that Geryon used to have for Herakles. As we can tell from the essay, their 

relationship dynamic has changed, and Geryon no longer idolizes Herakles because he 

recognized Herakles never truly knew or loved him. In this essay, Ancash asks Geryon, “You 

love him?” and Geryon replies, “In my dreams I do...Dreams of the old days” (143). The 

photograph itself (Herakles white face), is able to be interpreted in terms of time, and change. In 

the caption Geryon questions, “Or was it?” he notes that although Herakles is the same person, 

and they encounter each other again as they had before, Herakles has changed physically and 
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Geryon has changed emotionally towards Herakles. The visual dynamics of the photograph are 

transformed through Geryon’s description and he is able to manipulate our perception through 

associative language. Geryon first moves us through time, “photograph of the future,” and 

reflects inward, “watching likeness come groping out of the bones.” There is an eeriness to the 

description that influences our attitude towards age. From “old man,” “darkness,” “acid,” 

“groping out of the bones,” we are reminded of death. Based on the language in this description, 

the thought of aging and dying is something that Geryon is aware of and even afraid of. If he had 

just taken a picture of Herakles face without the description, there would be no way for the 

viewer to share the feeling of unease and without the photograph we would not have a concrete 

image associated with what Geryon sees. The act of pulling together photography and 

description allows Geryon to show the reader what he wants them to perceive. In other words, 

the visual realm of photography inspires linguistic description and together the two create a 

lyrical metaphor in which Geryon has created his own code of language—the only code that 

fully allows him to express the depths of his interior self. 

Geryon is finally set free from linguistic restraints in the second-to-last photographic 

essay, “XLVI. Photographs: #1748.” I have demonstrated how Geryon is able to put his thoughts 

into reality through these essays using language and photographs, which Tschofen describes as a 

process of metaphor. According to Tschofen, the metaphor allows Carson to transform the 

visible to “the counterworld beyond perceived appearances and facts” (Tschofen, 32). In this 

photographic essay Geryon creates a metaphor for immortality through the use of Dickinson. 

Carson uses the metaphor as a way to probe linguistic expectations. Going back to Geryon’s use 

of expression through other’s words, as in the philosophical book he read, this photographic 

essay does similar work in its subtle reference to Dickinson. Though Geryon does not explicitly 
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name Dickinson, he quotes “The only secret people keep” from her poem The Reticent Volcano, 

No. 1748. In Dickinson’s poem she writes, “The only secret people keep//Is immortality.” 

Geryon leaves out “Is immortality” in the last line of his essay. Through this deliberate omission 

and the photo caption, “It is a photograph he never took, no one here took it,” Geryon skillfully 

plays on the idea of things unspoken and immortality. Geryon finally masters his own linguistic 

code that carefully omits information, rather than presenting it. Pointing out the intentional 

omission of the photograph creates meaning that is more important to Geryon than the actual 

photograph. In this particular case, Geryon articulates the impossibility of a moment that exists, 

outside of his own reality, or visual realm. The gap in what is said, and what is written over 

becomes a code that unlatches Geryon, allowing him to express himself, or what is impossible to 

describe in the presence of language. The photograph of the inside of the volcano becomes the 

secret that Geryon keeps, or rather the thing he’s reluctant to admit. I wonder about the omission 

of information in this essay. Is the essay designed for the careful reader who seeks out 

Dickinson’s secret that “Is immortality,” or does Geryon act in conversation with Dickinson to 

keep the secret for himself, or to explain visually? Through his caption, “It is a photograph he 

never took, no one here took it,” Geryon negates, “He smiles for the camera: The only secret 

people keep” (145). In return, the photo becomes a metaphor for immortality. Carson negates the 

“real,” or sensical description, but keeps alive the visual and uses Dickinson’s work as another 

form of linguistic expression that does not adhere to the structural code that Geryon had been 

trapped within. In other words, we see the metaphor working to resolve Geryon, and to display 

how language can be prodded to form meaning effectively.  

The metaphor continues to work beyond examining linguistic expectations, and giving 

Geryon access to reveal his interior self. It also shifts the “gaze of the viewer,” allowing the 
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reader to form connections between different realms, such as the ancient and the modern 

(Tschofen, 35). Carson’s version of Geryon mirrors Dante’s Geryon in Inferno, in its cues 

towards motion, and visuality as Tschofen reveals. 1 Dante’s Geryon carries Virgil on his back 

down to the eighth layer of hell, which punishes for the sin of fraud. Tschofen is concerned with 

the “poetic lie” evident in the incongruity between Geryon’s face, the face of a “just man,” and 

his position in hell. The viewer must therefore “apprehend the whole” of an image, so as not to 

get trapped within the poetic lie that can constantly overturn and return to itself at any moment 

(Tschofen, 35). Tschofen is mostly concerned with motion in Carson’s prologue to the 

autobiography, when she describes Stesichoros’s killing of Geryon in movements like, “The 

battle itself. The moment when everything goes suddenly slow and Herakles’ arrow divides 

Geryon’s skull” (Carson, 6). Here Tschofen observes the “juxtaposition of different points of 

view in quick succession” (Tschofen, 37). Juxtaposed images side by side are rendered through 

motion, which constantly shifts similar to Dante’s version. I’d like to expand Tschofen’s 

thoughts on these visual dynamics by analyzing how they function in “XLVI. Photographs: 

#1748”.  

Carson guides our gaze in a way that feels cinematic because of its imagery and motion. 

In the photographic essay we first see Geryon “standing beside the bed in his overcoat watching 

Ancash struggle awake” (145). Carson lingers on this scene, and then points to “the tape recorder 

in hand,” before Ancash “mumbles a word and slides back under his dream” (145). I think 

Carson is particularly interested in the emotional tension in this scene, which prepares us for 

 
1 For more information on Dante’s version of Geryon in Inferno see Monique Tschofen’s essay 

“First I Must Tell about Seeing” 
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what comes next. Much of the story has involved Herakles and Geryon, but here we see how 

Geryon cares for Ancash. We see him focus on Ancash’s sleeping face, and their conversation 

seems emotionally appealing, perhaps even titillating, based on the cues that Geryon is “standing 

beside the bed” watching Ancash’s sleepy face. After Geryon leaves, the dynamic changes as 

Carson speeds up his process of jumping into the volcano. Geryon writes in third person, “He has 

not flown for years but why not be a black speck raking its way toward the crater of Icchantikas 

on icy possibles” (145). First, we see several poetic lies at play here. Geryon would technically 

be a red speck, but the black frames him as something else. “Black speck” constitutes Geryon as 

something small, and meaningless compared to the massive volcano. It doesn’t matter what color 

he is against the red volcano. In return this image holds as a metaphor for humanity’s 

insignificance vs. nature, guiding us to consider these realms of matter in discordance with each 

other. However, when we read “black speck raking” as a whole, “raking” implies a deliberate 

side to side motion. Geryon is not falling into the volcano, he is flying, and that gives him value 

within the context of the volcano. Only red monsters with wings can go inside of the massive 

volcano and come out alive. The reader must ascertain the whole image before making a 

judgment on Geryon. As Geryon is descending the volcano, an image that parallels Dante’s 

Geryon descending through hell, “he flicks record” (145). We know that Geryon’s using the tape 

recorder he took from Ancash’s room, and the image of the tape recorder in conjunction with 

“The only secret people keep,” and the volcano, puts the modern and the ancient in a place where 

they are at odds with each other, yet “remain recognizable.” Through the movement between 

images that both coexist and contrast, Carson is able to mend together pieces of Geryon’s ancient 

past, and modern renewal. The notion of pulling together the juxtaposed realms of the ancient 

and the modern mirrors how Geryon bridges the gap between language and silence; and the 
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personal and the objective through third person perspectives. Geryon is able to break free from 

the contrasting structures that have always caged him by pulling bits together that work for his 

new-found linguistic code. The metaphor of the photographic essay clearly allows Geryon to 

guide the viewer using a cinematic, and visually dynamic lens that sets him free of linguistic 

restraints. However, Geryon still feels somewhat stuck between the ancient and the modern. 

While the metaphor seems to successfully free Geryon from the myth that has always deemed 

him a monster, I’m wondering to what extent does Carson transform the archetype of the hero in 

favor of Geryon. Is he tethered to the identity of a monster?  

Geryon’s identity as a monster is evident in both his mythical physical features, and in 

the way he thinks about himself in the third person. The notion of the monster first affects him as 

a young boy when he is aware that his redness and wings not only stand out from other children, 

but they’re from another era entirely. The first thing Geryon ever writes about himself in his 

autobiography is, “Geryon was a monster everything about him was red” (37). Geryon associates 

everything about himself with red which is tied to monstrosity. It’s not just his body that’s red, 

it’s everything. Geryon is unable to escape from redness, no matter what ending he writes; it’s an 

integral part of his entire being. The notion of monstrosity is harmful towards Geryon throughout 

his life. First, as a child he feels ashamed of his wings, and later when he meets Herakles, “With 

a wooden plank he’d found in the basement Geryon made a back brace / and lashed the wings 

tight” (53). The labor of creating a base to hide his wings is so potent, and he describes it as “a 

pain not felt since childhood” (53). After meeting Herakles, the insecurity Geryon felt about his 

wings in childhood comes back to him. The hero, Herakles, makes Geryon, the monster, feel 

dominated, and worthless. We can see that Geryon suffers from these feelings of shame and 

inferiority when he “felt his wings turn in, and in, and in” (53). The motion of Geryon’s wings 
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curling into his body vividly reveals how he internalizes monstrosity. This movement portrays 

Geryon’s feelings of insecurity, and isolation, as is wings are rejected by the world, he keeps 

them to himself. Later, at the end of the novel we see Geryon use his wings to fly into the 

volcano, where he ultimately discovers who he is, and his ability to exist outside of the cage of 

language. Before using his wings, Carson first attempts to liberate Geryon from his ancient fate 

as a monster meant to be conquered by reinventing the myth in which he was originally created.  

In an intimate scene between Geryon and Ancash, Ancash tells Geryon to take his shirt 

off so that he can wrap him in a wool blanket to stay warm for the night. Geryon is reluctant to 

take his shirt off and asks Ancash if he can just leave the blanket and go out of the room. After 

Ancash insists on helping and Geryon takes his shirt off, “There was a bowl of silence. Jesus 

Mary and Joseph, / said Ancash quietly” (127). Though Ancash is stunned by the sight of 

Geryon’s wings, he seems curious about them rather than frightened or deterred, as he strokes 

the wings slightly. Ancash reveals that “Yazcol Yazcamac” is the Quechua, his native language, 

word for “the Ones Who Went and Saw and Came Back” (127). In this myth invented by 

Carson, the ancient Quechua people worshipped the volcano and threw humans into it, as a 

“testing procedure” to look for “Holy men” on the inside (128). According to Ancash, natives are 

still looking for eyewitnesses that were thrown into the volcano and came out red-winged, and 

immortal. Ancash is scared for Geryon, and wants to protect him from the locals who look for 

the eyewitnesses. This myth appears to be dangerous for Geryon, as people are searching for 

him, yet it saves him from the myth of being killed by Herakles’ hand. In other words, Carson 

saves Geryon from his literal fate of being murdered through the reinvention of myth, though 

there still remains a sense of monstrosity, tradition, and magic. Ancash’s venerable tone towards 

Geryon when he recalls Yazcol Yazcamac reveals that Geryon should be empowered by the new 
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ending. Geryon’s wings symbolize empowerment, that does not aim away from the ancient 

entirely, but incorporates the modern which unlocks Geryon’s insecurities. In Stesichoros’ 

version, Geryon’s wings don’t serve much purpose, other than deeming him as a monster. In 

Carson’s version, Geryon’s wings are given a holy purpose that set him apart from others in a 

productive, and meaningful way. Only those with wings can unlock the most vital and ancient 

secret of immortality. Geryon is thus freed through Carson’s use of Dickinson and recreation of 

myth. At the end of the novel, Geryon embraces his identity as an “eyewitness” when he plunges 

into the volcano and finally uses his wings for a purpose which he can relate and which he is 

liberated.  

While Carson changes Geryon’s fate in terms of resurrecting his narrative, she also thinks 

about how the relationship between subject and object in the novel affects him and seeks to 

invert Geryon’s role as the object, or the monster, through her recognition of Lacanian subject 

and desire. Heroism seems historically linked to the subject of narrative throughout the myths in 

which Geryon is written. Carson destabilizes the archetype of the hero, or the subject, thereby 

setting Geryon free from his place as an object. I’d like to discuss Jacques Lacan’s theory on 

subject, self-hood, and desire, before analyzing Carson’s application. Lacan’s psychoanalytic 

theory on the subject primarily defines the subject as being human, the “subject of the signifier” 

(Sharpe, IEP). The subject, self-hood, cannot exist without language, yet through language the 

subject becomes at loss with the world. The first stage in which language conflicts with the 

subject is when the imaginary order turns into the symbolic order, when a child is first aware of 

the disconnect between itself, its mother, and the world. In the imaginary order stage of life, a 

child feels physically connected to and in control of its mother and to the things around them that 

they can touch. When a child recognizes things are no longer in its control, the child must use 
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signifiers as a way to substitute for that disconnect and to produce meaning that refers to the 

thing itself. However, signifiers never actually measure up to the loss of the imaginary order, 

which Lacan refers to as the loss and lack of language, the greatest loss in life. The loss refers to 

the connection between the subject and the world that is lost and the lack refers to language’s 

inability to connect it back to the lost. Lacan makes a distinction between the distance between 

the loss the children feel for the mother and the loss of their connection with the rest of the 

world. “Objet petit a” is the object of desire that can no longer be attained through the mother. 

“A” or “Autre” means other, but indicates a more personal othering, where as “Other” describes 

the othering that many people similarly feel through ideological systems of the world and “refers 

to anything that contributes to our subjectivity, or self-hood” (Sharpe, IEP). I’d also like to point 

out Lacan’s differentiation between thinking and being. “at the point of thought and speech there 

is no substantial being to be known,” Lacan determines that thoughts can never fully come to life 

in the way the speaker expects them to and in return the relationship between thought and 

speech, which creates the subject, is incomprehensible. The subject becomes lost at the necessary 

intersection of thought and speech, as a result of what Lacan refers to as the subject of the 

enunciation vs. the subject of the enunciated (Sharpe, IEP). Put simply, there is a difference 

between what is said, and what is unintentionally expressed through the unconscious subject, 

which implicates through speech “the performative dimension of language.” The subject is lost 

between the unconscious and the conscious, between the subject of the enunciation and the 

subject of the enunciated. Every-time the subject uses language, they are speaking from their 

unconscious and conscious selves and become confused in that divide. In return, “subjects 

develop regimes of fantasy concerning what Others are supposed to know in order to ground 

their own belief in and identification with the master signifiers” (Sharpe, IEP). The subject is a 
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product of the world around them because they integrate ideologies and culture into their 

selfhood. Influenced by these structures, the subject creates fantasies that they believe will 

substitute their lost “Objet petit a.” For example, the desire for money, success, sex, etc. are 

byproducts of the loss; they are the fantasies that the subject believes will fulfill them based on 

the ideological systems they live in. Not only is the fantasy impossible to ever reach, as it leaves 

the subject desiring, but it also discerns that the subject is a byproduct of their environment. 

Master signifiers in themselves are undefinable and difficult to understand because they 

represent larger archetypal ideologies, like the hero, and we only recognize them through our 

own specific lenses of our environment. Subjects are left in a state of metonymy and 

displacement because of their lost connection to the world, their inability to find it through 

language, and as a result constantly desire to fill the loss of those connections. 

While Carson strives to make Geryon the subject of his own autobiography, that does not 

necessarily adhere to the archetype of the perfect hero like one might imagine. Subjectivity 

throughout older versions of the story in which Herakles slays Geryon, has been portrayed as a 

character in control of their own story; the subject is the dominant figure, the master. There is no 

scene where Geryon transforms into the hero figure, like Herakles in Stesichoros’s version. 

Geryon does not seek revenge on Herakles, or slay him like he was slain in order to become the 

subject. He does not need to be dominant in order to be a successful subject and in that way he 

undoes previous notions of what subjectivity means. Edith Hall explores subjectivity and desire 

through the transformation of the image of the poppy flower in different versions of the myth: 

Geryon droops his neck in death at the hands of Heracles, and is likened to a poppy 

which spoils its beauty by suddenly shedding its petals…But when transformed by 

Carson in her poetic novel, this poppy fragment and the flight with the two riders 
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between them provide the material for the climax—an intense moment of orgasm in the 

mile-high club, as Heracles begins to masturbate the ecstatic red monster in a plane high 

over the Andes (23). 

Hall notices how Carson alters the image of the poppy to Geryon’s advantage. Instead of a 

flower shedding its beauty at the hands of Herakles, Geryon is masturbated by the hero and in the 

moment of fulfillment is linked to a thriving “poppy in the breeze” (119). Hall argues that 

Geryon “emphatically becomes the subject” in this scene. There is a noticeable role reversal 

between Geryon and his sexual partners: where Geryon used to be the beautiful monster 

conquered, now he is the figure that takes pleasure out of the sexual encounter. While I agree 

that Geryon becomes his own subject, freed from Herakles and objection, I don’t believe this 

moment of fulfilled desire is where Geryon truly becomes his own subject. As told by Lacan, 

desire is an endless cycle, and this moment of fulfilled sexual desire is not enough to make 

Geryon an effective subject.   

After all, it is not sex that sets Geryon free. Looking at this scene on desire, he writes, 

“Herakles’/ hand was on his zipper. Geryon gave himself up/ to pleasure as the aeroplane moved 

at 978 kilometers per hour through clouds” (119). Notice the enjambment between the lines 

“Geryon gave himself up” and “to pleasure.” I think Carson intentionally used this enjambment 

to consider “gave himself up” as a disconnected experience from pleasure. Geryon may have felt 

pleasure, but he had to give part of his being up to a subject that has consistently been an 

insensitive and unloving figure. Geryon is not truly breaking out as the subject in this moment 

because he is still the figure acted upon, and giving part of himself away to the more dominant 

subject. While this scene certainly calls attention to the tension of subjectivity between 



Harrigan 22 

characters, sex alone is not the thing that makes a subject, or object, but rather subjectivity is the 

entire reflection of human experience.  

Carson destabilizes our view of subjectivity; it is not about being the conqueror, or even 

the dominant figure. Lacan teaches us that being the subject comes with struggles of selfhood, 

ideology, and desire, of what it means to be a human, which Carson genuinely reflects on. 

Though she pulls Geryon out of his role as the object, and puts him into the subject, he is still a 

sensitive monster that struggles with the human experience, redefining our understanding of the 

heroic archetype. To trace where Geryon becomes the subject in Autobiography of Red, I’d like 

to first observe how he deals with language as he steps into the symbolic order. In chapter one of 

the autobiography, “Justice,” Geryon goes to school for the first time “hand in hand” with his 

mother (24). Later his brother begins to walk him to school, and Geryon becomes angry because 

his brother is not as patient as his mother. When Geryon decides to walk to his classroom alone 

he gets lost outside:  

He did not knock on the glass. He waited. Small, red, and upright he waited, / gripping 

his new bookbag tight / in one hand and touching a lucky penny inside his coat pocket 

with the other, / while the first snows of winter / floated down on his eyelashes and 

covered the branches around him and silenced / all trace of the world (25).  

Here, Geryon’s world is beginning to come undone. He no longer feels a sense of control over 

his mother, since she no longer walks to class with him touching hands; he can not feel that she 

is one with him. However, it seems he is trying to hold onto the things around him, as a means 

for connection. As he grips his bookbag, touches his penny, and is covered by the snow that 

“silences all traces of the world,” in the silence he tries to control the objects at hand. In the next 

chapter, Geryon surely recognizes that the physical world is not his to control when he discovers 
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that the word “each” to define his bedroom compared to his brother’s does not mean what he 

thinks it does. Aside from that, he is quickly taught not only that the world does not adhere to his 

will, but also what desire looks like within his world. Unfortunately, it is a toxic kind of desire 

that Geryon is taught. He is objectified as his brother molests him after Geryon asks, “Why do 

you pull on your stick?” and his brother replies, “let’s see yours” (27). Within this scene Geryon 

first encounters “Objet petit a,” in that his brother has sexual desires, and though Geryon doesn’t 

yet understand what that means, he begins to internalize desire in an unhealthy way, as the 

object. On the next page, Geryon’s brother offers him his favorite marble if Geryon will give his 

body over. Geryon agrees because he wants the marble, thus an “economy of sex” is formed, and 

we see Geryon conforming to the ideologies of his small world (28).  

Geryon is confined within subjectivity because of the ideologies, primarily sex and 

desire, that restrict his ability to be understood. When Geryon first meets Herakles’, he is 

infatuated by him and craves his affection: “I’ll give you a quarter for free. / Why would you do 

that? / I believe in being gracious / ...You’re cold, said Herakles suddenly, your hands are cold. 

Here./ He put Geryon’s hands inside his shirt” (39). In this intimate first exchange we see how 

the economy of sex is transcribed through Geryon’s relationship with Herakles, mirroring the 

traumatic sexual exchange with his brother. Later, “He understood that people need acts of 

attention from one another, does it really matter which acts? He was fourteen. Sex is a way of 

getting to know someone, Herakles had said” (44). Geryon clearly does not have a healthy 

understanding of sex and is not necessarily concerned with the physical act itself, but rather the 

notion that it will allow him to know and be known by Herakles. Through intimate moments 

between the two we can see where the feeling of relation through desire is transcribed—for 

example when they first met and, “the world poured back and fourth between their eyes once or 
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twice” (39). To see the self projected in someone else is the element of desire that Geryon is 

attracted to, as a way of being known. 2 The misconception that sex will allow him to be fully  

known eventually wears on Geryon, as he realizes that sex is not enough to free his self. Geryon 

is a sensitive creature and we have seen time and time again how he has sought to be known by 

Herakles on a deeper level and Herakles has never truly been curious about Geryon. Geryon 

writes, “Even when they were lovers / he had never known what Herakles was thinking...In the 

space / between them developed a dangerous cloud. / Geryon knew he must not go back into the 

cloud. Desire is no light thing” (132-133). Geryon finally resists Herakles because he is able to 

see where physical desire constrains him. In this dangerous cloud between lovers, Geryon is 

blinded and caged. When Geryon writes that he never knew what Herakles was thinking, he 

understands that Herakles’ has never had the same intentions as Geryon. Geryon finally realizes 

that sex is not enough to make Herakles’ love or understand Geryon’s being, which is what he 

truly desires. Geryon’s ideological processing of sex, in the way he has been conditioned to think 

about sex from a young age, restricts him from making himself known. He has been taught to 

think about sex in terms of exchange, first with his brother when he was given money, and then 

with Herakles, who he wanted to satisfy in order to be loved. Herakles flicks Geryon and says, 

“I’m a master of monsters aren’t I?” (129). Herakles is interested in Geryon the “monster,” in his 

strange, physical being; he is not interested in Geryon the subject. The way in which Herakles 

consistently regards Geryon as something to be won puts Geryon into a place where he cannot 

 
2 For more on desire and Lacan, and the desire between Geryon and Herakles’, specifically as a 

way to recognize something beyond the self as an absence of self see Jessica Fisher’s article 

“Anne Carson’s Stereoscopic Poetics.” 
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fully become himself. Geryon has been forced to be the object of other’s physical desires. 

Geryon struggles to be heard, but is put into the cage of desire, where he is objectified. In other 

words, Geryon used his body with Herakles as a way to be known. However, he realizes that sex 

will not allow him to be fully recognized. The way in which Geryon attempts to be understood 

through sex echoes his linguistic desire to write himself into the real, the realm where he can be 

known.  

Geryon is able to lean towards the real, or the world outside of language, when he grasps 

how ideology has affected him. He is self-aware of his cages, of language, of myth and desire. 

Through understanding what structures are caging him, Geryon is able to begin to break out of 

them. Geryon’s ability to pull himself out of ideology is not able to be done through writing 

alone, as observed earlier with Kristeva. While the metaphor, the merging of visual and linguistic 

realms of expression satisfies Geryon’s need to express himself, he no longer is speaking 

towards a specific audience. Geryon has always tried to make Herakles’ understand his interior 

identity, but at the end of his autobiography when he leaps into the volcano, “he peers down at 

the earth heart of Icchantikas dumping all its photons out her ancient eye and he smiles for the 

camera” (145). His gaze angles away from Herakles, from the desire to be known, and towards 

himself, as he smiles for the photo that no one will ever see. In this moment Geryon uses his 

wings for the first time without feeling a sense of containment; he is finally freed from the 

subjects and the structures of the world that have held him back from fully understanding his self 

for himself. Ancash carefully encourages Geryon to embrace his wings, but to be wary of the 

locals that seek to take advantage of him. Their friendship allows Geryon to discover his full self, 

both as a mythological creature and a human subject. Throughout the novel Geryon has tried to 

hide his wings, causing him physical and psychological pain. By allowing his wings to guide him 
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downwards through the volcano, Geryon finally accepts his own strange identity, as a red 

winged-monster both ancient, and modern; mythological, and real; seen and unseen.  

 In the very last photographic essay after Geryon releases his wings and flies into the 

volcano, he stands with Herakles and Ancash staring at the volcano. “Beautiful, Herakles 

breathes out. He is looking at the men. / I mean the fire, says Ancash. / Herakles grins in the 

dark. Ancash watches the flames. / We are amazing beings, / Geryon is thinking. We are 

neighbors of fire” (146). The image of Herakles grinning in the dark while staring at the men is 

quite sinister, displacing Herakles from his epical, heroic standing. His character remains mostly 

consistent throughout the different versions of the myth and Carson points out that his desire to 

conquer, to have, is never going to satisfy him. He will have the face of an old man as he’s left to 

bury in his desire. Carson subverts our expectations for the hero and transports Geryon as a new 

mythological hero to consider. He is the only character in the novel that has access to the inside 

of the volcano, to the flames, to immortality. Ancash discovers Geryon’s beauty and his interior 

being, proving that Geryon has finally achieved the ability to make himself known, breaking free 

from the barriers of language, myth, and desire. Not only does Ancash appreciate the strangeness 

of Geryon’s wings, but what they allow Geryon access to, which is “The only secret people.” As 

Ancash stares into the fire, into the volcano, he is looking into the enormity of Geryon’s being. 

Geryon, the little red-winged monster confined within himself becomes untethered from his 

interior reality, and ultimately writes his own effective code for language. 
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