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‘All the Better to Eat You With’: Feminist Fairytales and Misogynist 

Myths in Mitchell Lichtenstein’s Teeth (2007) 

Jacqueline Furby and Claire Hines 

 

Claire: 

In The Sadeian Woman Angela Carter comments that traditionally, women’s ‘symbolic value 

is primarily that of a myth of patience and receptivity, a dumb mouth from which the teeth 

have been pulled’. The contrasting view to this idea of passive femininity is of woman’s body 

as monstrous, a place of danger and corruption. Quoting from Jane Ussher, woman’s ‘fecund 

flesh, her seeping, leaking, bleeding womb [stands] as a site of pollution and source of 

dread’. Carter’s own fantastic fairy tales are concerned with, in Marina Warner’s words, a 

‘gallery of wonderful bad-good girls, beasts, rogues and other creatures’, and have been said, 

by Lorna Sage, to ‘prowl around on the fringes of the proper English novel’. In this paper we 

consider Mitchell Lichtenstein’s 2007 film, Teeth as a Carteresque feminist reworking of an 

ancient, cautionary tale that is played out in the contemporary setting of small town America, 

and marks Lichtenstein out as a recent contributor to a long history of storytellers who deal 

with matters normally hidden, mysterious, uncanny, or taboo. 

 

Jackie: 

As in many of Carter’s stories, or in the Gothic tradition of writers such as Edgar 

Allen Poe, whom Carter admired, in Teeth, ‘character and events are exaggerated beyond 

reality, to become symbols, ideas, passions’. The film follows virginal teenager Dawn 

O’Keefe in her rites of passage discovery of her adult sexuality, as she realises that she is an 

evolutionary adaptation, a mutant form of woman who possesses the mythological vagina 

dentata. As this brief synopsis suggests, the film is self-conscious in its use of many of the 

conventions associated both with 1950s ‘B’ movies [CLICK: SLIDE 2], and with the soft 

porn exploitation genre. We might also think of it as a retaliatory response to Deep Throat, 

directed by Gerard Damiano in 1972, in which the mutant leading lady has a clitoris in her 

throat (‘all the better to suck you with’). Or, Teeth can be read as a feminist rape revenge 

fantasy. Although it deals with an enduring masculine fear of women and female sexuality, it 
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does so from the point of view of the female character, an avenging Superhero with a special 

gift, as she bites back against the males that gather to predate on her.  

In ‘The Monstrous-Feminine’, Barbara Creed tells us that ‘Fear of the castrating 

female genitals pervades the myths and legends of many cultures’. [CLICK: SLIDE 3] She 

says that ‘all human societies have a conception of the monstrous-feminine, of what it is 

about woman that is shocking, terrifying, horrific or abject’, the vagina dentata being one of 

the most enduring motifs in myth and folklore. Creed says that ‘woman ... terrifies because 

man endows her with imaginary powers of castration’. Her analysis of Freud’s case study of 

Little Hans explains that ‘Hans knows ... that women’s [genitals] are both ‘mysterious and 

deadly’. The myths of woman as castrator, Creed suggests, points to ‘male fears and 

phantasies about the female genitals as a trap, a black hole which threatens to swallow them 

up and cut them into pieces’. Lichtenstein, reflecting on this folklore’s psychoanalytic legacy, 

notes that ‘the myth imagines sexual intercourse as an epic journey that every man must 

make back to the womb, the dark crucible that hatched him’. So, in Teeth, Dawn’s special gift 

singles her out as a nightmare symbol of masculine sexual dread and forbidden desire.  

 

Claire: 

Commonly, the misogynist myth of the vagina dentata requires that an act of 

violence (breaking the teeth with a phallic weapon such as an iron rod), is necessary to 

subdue and overcome the threat of castration, and to ensure continued sexual pleasure for the 

man, and to harness and exploit female powers of reproduction. We are in familiar 

Carteresque territory here, for as readers of her tales we have been taught that traditional fairy 

tales’ oppressively reinforce traditional gender roles. [CLICK: SLIDE 4] In the classic fairy-

tale characters of the Brothers Grimm and Perrault, the beautiful 

(poor/disadvantaged/pure/moral/ sweet/orphaned/self-sacrificing) princess, eventually 

marries the handsome (heroic/brave/clever/warrior-like) prince and they live happily ever 

after. Aidan Day reminds us of Carter’s work to deconstruct these tales. For, Carter says that 

‘all the mythic versions of women, from the myth of the redeeming purity of the virgin to the 

healing, reconciling mother, are consolatory nonsenses ... to dull the pain of particular 

circumstances’. In her view, ‘myth functions to console people – not least women – for 

deprivation and dissatisfaction’ in their own lives. Day remarks that ‘Carter’s telling of fairy 

tales was designed to help kill giants in the everyday, patriarchal world’. 

The binary theme of sexual difference is also evident in Teeth. Two worlds collide: 

Dawn’s pure, romantic, sweet, sugar and spice, diurnal world of light, and her step brother, 
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Brad’s corrupt, beastly, slug and snails, dark nocturnal realm. There is more than a suggestion 

here that Lichtenstein would agree with Carter when she said that ‘We live in Gothic times’. 

Dawn’s romantic, childish fantasy is where girls are Cinderellas, fairytale princesses, as 

innocent of female genitals as their Barbie doll role models. [CLICK: SLIDE 5] This is 

echoed in the outside world, where human Biology text books contain an anatomical image 

of the male reproductive system, including a penis, whilst the female equivalent has a 

censorial sticker pasted over the drawing of the vulva. Female genitals are abject and taboo, 

the teacher cannot even bring himself to utter the world ‘vagina’.  

 

Jackie 

At the start of the film, we see Dawn give a talk to a group of young people on the 

importance of purity, all of whom wear a red, promise ring to symbolise their vow of 

chastity. [CLICK: SLIDE 6] and show clip 1  Dawn says that the point of the ring is to 

keep faith with it, to remain virginal and pure, until the red ring is exchanged for the other, 

gold, ring on marriage. This is a romantic dream for a girl who is always doodling designs for 

wedding dresses instead of paying attention in class, but proof that Dawn has fallen prey to 

traditional ideas about the status of women in Western culture as a commodity, who, under 

patriarchal ‘law’, if not a virgin, is worth less in the marriage transaction between father and 

husband. Her simple world view, however, begins to unravel as she fantasises about Tobey, 

the boy she likes. CLIP 2 Whilst beginning to masturbate, she is represented draped in a 

wedding veil, symbolic of her innocent, romantic, fairytale take on adult sexuality, but this 

moment is arrested as she remembers that she should be concerned about what exactly it is 

that she possesses ‘down there’. 

Shortly after this fantasy, Dawn meets Tobey for a date. He forces himself on her, 

revealing that he was posing all along as one interested in remaining chaste, and really only 

invested in whatever will gain him access to Dawn’s body. So determined is he to get his own 

way, that even when Dawn bangs her head on a rock and is semi-conscious, he continues 

pushing into her. Dominant masculine sexuality is seen to triumph — briefly. Dawn’s inner 

nature, her sense of self preservation, takes over and as her mouth opens to scream, her nether 

mouth closes shut and castrates Tobey with a sickening, abject, ‘crunch’. He flees, leaving his 

disconnected member to become prey to the aquatic creatures. There is a darkly comedic 

scene later in the film when we return to the site of this grisly event and find a small hungry 

crab feeding on the poor severed organ. [CLICK: SLIDE 7] 
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The traumatised Dawn turns to the ill-fated Ryan for comfort and support. However, 

Ryan also seduces Dawn, and she allows him to be ‘the conquering hero’ and he escapes 

unscathed... until the romance is shattered, and as they have sex a second time, he admits that 

he seduced her for a bet. Unfortunately for him he confesses this whilst still inside her. 

Again, there is a single sickening crunch...  

 

CLIP [CHAPTER 14: 01.07.18- 01.09.00] 

 

[CLICK: SLIDE 8]  Before this sad end, and after having had uneventful sex, at least in a 

bad way, with Ryan, Dawn examines her naked body in a mirror, making this a Carteresque 

moment of female sexual recognition and identity.  

So far Dawn’s acts of ‘revenge’ have been involuntary. It is significant that she 

moves on from involuntary, to deliberate acts. The victim is Dawn’s step-brother, Brad. He 

callously ignored Dawn’s mother, his step-mother, Kim, as she lay collapsed in the hall while 

he has sex with his girlfriend. Kim dies. Dawn proceeds to seduce Brad, as punishment, 

castrates him, and feeds his severed penis to his own Rottweiler dog, whom he has named 

‘Mother’. [CLICK: SLIDE 9] For Dawn, Freud was right; because her anatomy is her 

destiny, and she now knows how to harness her anatomical powers to revenge herself against 

the predatory men, who in Carter’s words, wear their fur on the inside.  

 

Claire: 

So, as mentioned earlier, Lichtenstein is extremely self-conscious in the way that he 

presents the myth of the vagina dentata. In interviews he states that he first learnt about the 

myth at college, where he was taught literature by noted feminist social critic Camille Paglia. 

(As an aside, when Dawn wants to research the vagina dentata she surfs the internet to find 

information – apparently Paglia wrote the meanings and origins voiceover for Lichtenstein 

that we hear in this scene.) [CLICK: SLIDE 10] Most likely as a result of Paglia’s teaching, 

Lichtenstein is also well aware of previous cinematic incarnations of the vagina dentata– he 

has referred to both the Alien series and vampire films as metaphorical versions of the same 

myth. Yet for Lichtenstein these do not have potential for subversion that a film like Teeth 

has. According to him, Teeth’s potential lies in its willingness to openly engage with this 

misogynist myth and thereby undercut it. In one interview he says that: ‘It seems that if you 

deal with it directly, if you know immediately that this is a male invention, it loses a certain 
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amount of its power because you’re not disguising what the fear is’. In this way, he says ‘I 

hope to take some of the misogyny out of it’.  

Echoing the words of fantasy heroines like Sarah to Jareth at the end of The 

Labyrinth, or Nancy to Freddy at the end of A Nightmare on Elm Street, facing up to the myth 

of the vagina dentata and challenging it, means that ‘You have no power over me’ or in this 

case it ‘takes some of the misogyny out of it’. However, Lichtenstein’s attempt to ‘deal 

directly’ with this particular myth has an inbuilt problem that Teeth for all its repeated use of 

the world ‘vagina’ (whispered, argued over, even screamed at one point by a doctor when he 

gets his fingers chopped off, with yet another sickening crunch), [CLICK: SLIDE 11] and 

its endless symbolic use of caves, crabs, rings, even B-movie creatures, cannot overcome – 

how to represent what in mainstream cinema terms remains largely unrepresentable. Or as 

one interviewer asked Lichtenstein ‘How do you go about conveying the idea that she has a 

vagina dentata without actually going down the pornographic [route] of showing a snarling 

vagina?’ Lichtenstein’s answer to this question is to refer back to the symbolic – the images 

and sounds that are used to stand in for something that is deemed inherently pornographic. 

Lichtenstein cannot then ‘deal directly’ with the representation of the vagina dentata 

in the same way that his narrative can re-write the myth. Interestingly, when filming Teeth on 

location in a small neighbourhood in Austin Texas, the crew reportedly ran in to trouble when 

word got out that the film was about a girl with teeth in her vagina. Local residents were 

immediately convinced that the film was pornography. This assumption is based on the belief 

that any film that has the vagina as its central focus must be porn. [CLICK: SLIDE 12] 

Indeed, the spectre of pornography is itself acknowledged in the film in the decoration of 

Brad’s bedroom, which is probably best described as a porn-lined lair.  

In Linda Williams’ influential study of Hard Core porn, she notes that the genre’s 

primary concern has always been the ‘frenzy of the visible’; it seeks ‘maximum visibility’ 

which is simple when it comes to male physical pleasure – represented by erections and 

ejaculation (or the ‘money shot’ as it has become known) – but has proved more elusive in 

showing ‘the parallel confession of female sexual pleasure’. Again the vagina is associated 

with invisibility and the hidden. According to Williams therefore, ‘the animating male 

fantasy of hardcore cinema…might be described as the (impossible) attempt to capture 

visually this frenzy of the visible in a female body whose orgasmic excitement can never be 

objectively measured’. To attempt to represent the vagina dentata is then to stray perilously 

close to the realms of the pornographic – a realm that is, like Brad’s bedroom, characterised 
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as dirty, depraved and down right dangerous. This is one misogynist myth that Teeth seems 

unable to shake.     

  

Jackie: 

In The Sadeian Woman Carter says that ‘Pornography involves an abstraction of 

human intercourse in which the self is reduced to its formal elements’, and this reduction is 

comparable to the way objects are simplified in the practice of graffiti. She says that ‘in the 

stylisation of graffiti, the prick is always presented erect’, whereas the ‘hole is open, an inert 

space... Zero ... that only becomes something when the male principle fills it with meaning’.  

  

Within the boundary of the horror film, in particular the slasher sub-genre, we 

expect to see the female character stand as what Laura Mulvey referred to as ‘the bearer of 

the bleeding wound’, the slashed and mutilated, castrated female victim of the, usually male, 

almost superhumanly strong and persistent killer. [CLICK: SLIDE 13] Even if, as in the 

case of Clover’s Final Girl, the female victim triumphs in the end, she will have spent much 

of the film screaming in abject terror. If she is the femme castratrice of the rape revenge film, 

the audience will witness a scene where she is victimised, degraded, humiliated, and possibly 

tortured, to provide the motivation for her transformation into the avenging killer. In Teeth, 

however, the roles Carter and Mulvey describe here are reversed. Dawn is the femme 

castratrice, whom, Creed says, helps to reinforce the ‘view that woman is deadly’ and plays 

on the ‘spectator’s fascination with the relationship between sex and death’, but she does not 

present the usual protracted display of ‘crying cowering, screaming, fainting, trembling, or 

begging for mercy’ expected from the female in the slasher film. Instead, her male victims do 

all these things.  

The mutilated male form here represents lack and absence. Dawn is the heroine with 

whom the spectator is encouraged to identify. She controls the ‘sadistic gaze: the male victim 

is her object’, and the outward expression of this is the ‘abject terror’ which is, according to 

Clover, ‘gendered feminine’. The male spectator, who identifies with his screen surrogate, is 

placed in a powerless situation; if he identifies with the ‘heroic’ character he finds himself 

occupying the position of a female protagonist, and furthermore, not one who is masculinised 

like many of the slasher genre’s ‘Final Girls’, for Dawn retains her femininity to the end. This 

vision of a feminist reworking remains problematic, however, because of the difficulty of 
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representing, even within Lichtenstein’s Carter-esque fantasy world, the subject of active 

female sexuality within patriarchy, a place where Dawn must still be hunted and penetrated in 

order to assert her power. Dawn’s body is nevertheless full of meaning—it carries the feared 

vagina dentata, site, and agent of castration—and her male victims have become the 

bleeding, gushing, wounded hole. 

According to Jack Zipes, Carter’s work ‘subverts the male-discourse that has 

dominated the fairy tale as genre so that the repressed concerns of women are addressed’, and 

it may be possible to also read Lichtenstein’s film Teeth in the same way. The idea of the 

vagina dentata comes to us out of socio-cultural beliefs, fears, and convenient ‘truths’ via 

folklore, myth, and fairy tale. Dawn is an avenging, evolutionary mutant, but one who plays 

on psycho-sexual concerns and anxieties. Whether she amounts to a Carteresque, feminist 

revisioning, or simply a reinforcement and confirmation of the patriarchal fear of female 

sexuality is still up for debate. 

CLIP 4 

Thank You 

 

 

 

 

 

 


