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ABSTRACT

While Clive Barker’s Sacrament received the Lambda Literary Award
in 1997, it nonetheless remains overlooked by both scholars and horror
enthusiasts. Encompassing themes such as disease, death, gender and
sexual identities, the novel represents the ways characters such as Jacob
and Rosa (a demon soul split into two humanlike characters) negotiate
their Otherness within heteronormative environments. These two
characters, however, are not the only ones who feel marginalized. Will
Rabjohns, the protagonist of the novel, undergoes ostracization for being
gay and suffers loneliness as one of the last to survive among his friends
during the AIDS crisis. As a child, Will encounters Jacob/Rosa once and,
from there, spends his whole life trying to recreate that moment. Through
Will's investigation of Jacob/Rosa’s mysterious origin, two opposing
responses to the existential crisis of the AIDS epidemic emerge. Jacob
(whose destructive personality finds pleasure in killing) can be read as
embodying Lee Edelman’s theory of the death drive while Rosa (whose
lustful drive fuels her desire to procreate) can be read as embodying José
Esteban Mufoz's theory of queer futurity. Will's journey to understanding
Jacob/Rosa ultimately implies that a future for queer individuals during
the AIDS epidemic requires envisioning Mufoz’s theory of queer futurity.
Through this examination, | therefore argue that novels such as Sacrament
should be central to the canon of queer literature, for they wrestle with
significant historical challenges to queer identities.
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1. Introduction

In 1997, Clive Barker won the Lambda Literary Award for his
fantasy/horror novel Sacrament, and yet it remains overlooked by both
scholars and fantasy/horror enthusiasts. Encompassing themes such as
death, disease, gender, and identity, the novel, which spans roughly forty
years, follows Will Rabjohns’ mainstream popularity as a gay photographer.
With a reputation for capturing photographs of endangered species, Will
and his ruthless and visually despairing aesthetic poses an alarming effect
for many of his friends and critics. Such fascination with death, however,
secretly stems from an encounter with two mysterious creatures when he
was a child. During this encounter, the two human-like creatures, Jacob
and Rosa, influence Will into killing moths, for, as they believe, “Everything
is consumed. Living and dying, we feed the fire” (Barker 75). To enact such
expression entails annihilating endangered species and hoping that each
death will make the world more pure. From this experience, Will has since
spent his entire life work photographing endangered species and hoping
to one day reunite with Jacob and Rosa. As a novel written during and set
in the AIDS epidemic, Sacrament entices readers into interpreting Will's
fascination with endangered species in relation to the many deaths and
fears pertaining to the extinction of queer individuals, specifically
homosexuals, during the 1980s and 1990s.
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Because little hope or explanation about the virus was offered during the epidemic, readers can interpret
Will as a member of a dying species, struggling to survive. Barker explains, “There would be no offspring to carry
this face into futurity. [Will] was in a race of one” (234). The notion of the future therefore is relevant throughout the
novel—specifically a future for Will's generation, “a generation that knows only numbness” (Clum 218).

Through Will's investigation of Jacob’s and Rosa’s mysterious origin, two opposing responses to the
existential crisis of the AIDS epidemic emerge. Jacob (whose destructive personality finds pleasure in killing) can be
read as embodying Lee Edelman’s theory of the death drive while Rosa (whose lust fuels her desire to procreate her
own kind) can be read as embodying José Esteban Muinoz's theory of queer futurity. As the novel progresses and as
Will learns that Jacob and Rosa stem from one Nilotic soul that was separated many years ago, readers can
understand these characters as embodiments of different views of queer futurity. By analyzing Will's position in
heteronormative environments, | argue that Jacob and Rosa represent two opposing responses to the AIDS crisis
and ultimately suggest that a queer future, implied by Barker’s ending, can only succeed when queer communities
collectively work together.

2. Envisioning a Queer Future

As a representation of fertility and lust, Rosa seeks a bright, inclusively queer future. And though her
sexuality—along with Jacob’s sexuality—resides within heterosexual bounds, her character embodies queerness,
for her past and present selves contrasts heteronormativity. In terms of Rosa’s overall persona, Will observes that
“There was no use judging her by human standards” (Barker 376). Though she resembles a female human and
projects societal expectations of womanhood, Will discovers that her mannerisms and attire were learned from
observing others. When conversing with Will, Rosa mentions that most of her assimilation to human culture
occurred when watching drag queens. As a firm advocate for drag performance, she believes that “for a man to
deny his own sex, and corset himself and paint himself, and be something that he isn't because it touches a place in
his heart ... that has a kind of poetry about it, to my mind” (Barker 377). Drag, according to Rosa, therefore
embodies a set of performances that paradoxically abides in yet deviates from social expectations of gender. This
paradox, as she claims, creates a form of poetry—a form of art that speaks to one’s gender deviation and self-
identity. By observing drag and understanding that gender “performativity is a matter of reiterating or repeating
the norms by which one is constituted” (Butler 22), Rosa then enacts the gendered expectations suitable within
heteronormative environments. That is, Rosa “had to learn the ways of women. None of it came naturally” (Barker
378). While those who prize gender binaries can unintentionally abide by these expectations, Rosa—like many
queer individuals—must compromise her Otherness within these environments by performing and passing.

Though deviating from the norm holds no disadvantage to a powerful entity such as Rosa, understanding
gendered expectations allows her to perform her own type of drag, through sadomasochism. During Will's first
encounter with Jacob and Rosa, Will's parents assumed he was lost and rallied a search party. When two men in the
search party, Delbert and Geoffrey, find Rosa in an abandoned barn, she assures her privacy by viewing the two
men as potential threats. Instead of using her strength to instantly kill them, she utilizes her gender and chooses
seduction as a weapon for murder. With grace and charm, “her breasts, which had a gloss of sweat upon them, were
bared, and she'd hoisted up her skirt high enough that her hand could roam between her legs, a smile spreading
across her face as she pleasured herself” (Barker 125). She then straddles Delbert and slowly ties a rope around his
neck. The faster she thrusts, the tighter she wraps the rope. Geoffrey, whose loyalty resides solely with his wife,
resists Rosa’s seduction and attempts to save Delbert’s life by pushing her off him.

As Delbert also falls to the ground, Rosa then reclaims her balance and ties another rope around Delbert’s
erect penis. Eventually, the tightness of the ropes causes him to bleed to death. By inverting gendered assumptions
of dominance, Rosa therefore crosses the boundaries of her assigned gender. According to Barbara Mennel,
“masochistic desire manifests itself in a performance of domination purchased by and ultimately controlled by a
male subject” (2). Because Delbert submitted to Rosa’s lustrous luring, Rosa then performs outside the bounds of
her gender by taking on the role typically assigned to dominant men. In disbelief of the whole situation, Geoffrey
utters, “He's not done any harm to you. He's a good family man” (Barker 129). Because Delbert’s lust for Rosa led him
into her sadistic trap, Geoffrey’s statement contradicts Delbert’s actions and reveals the hypocrisy surrounding the
meaning of “family man.” Like gender, encompassing “family man” qualities relies merely on performance. After
exposing the flaws and hypocrisy within heteronormative ideologies through performed lust and seduction, Rosa
allows Geoffrey to escape. Even though she instigated the situation, however, her position as a queer outsider is far
from ideal. As Mufoz argues, “we must insist on a queer futurity because the present is so poisonous and insolvent”
(30). Though Rosa has a grasp on survival, her present situation encourages toxic encounters and therefore requires
change by envisioning a queer future.

To achieve a queer future, Rosa advocates for reproduction within her own species. The purpose of sex, as
Rosa claims, centers solely on procreation. When speaking to Jacob, she questions, “If we're not out to make
children, then what'’s the use of it” (Barker 71). Though Jacob opposes reproductive futurity, Rosa continues having
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sex with Jacob, hoping to one day birth an uprising species. Though Jacob impregnates her every few years, he kills
the newborn babies in secrecy and tells her that they died of deformation. Rosa naively believes Jacob and hopes
that the next child they conceive will be healthy, for her ideal future entails a utopia with her kind, rather than
humans. She argues, “from our love a new race of perfect people would come, to have the world the way God
intended it” (215). In terms of her queerness, Rosa therefore seeks a new form of normativity, one that expands the
bounds of heteronormativity.

In a way, Rosa'’s attention, critiques, and deviations from gender performance—as well as her optimism for a
bright, queer future—embody Munoz's theory on queer futurity. According to Munoz, “Queerness is not yet here.
Queerness is an ideality” (1). That is, “Queerness is essentially about the rejection of a here and now and an
insistence on potentiality or concrete possibility for another world” (Mufoz 1). To Rosa, this ideality and potential
entails a future where her kind dominates and exposes the hypocrisy in human heteronormative environments.
Muroz claims that for a queer future to exist, the present body of queer lives must critique the past, for the past can
remind one of the flaws that persist into present day. With this knowledge, one can then learn and prevent such
mistakes from reoccurring in the future. For Rosa, this theory entails exploring her current and past position as an
alienated entity so that she can one day change her position from an Othered being to an accepted queer being.
Because she knows very little about her past, her objective throughout the novel centers on finding an even more
mysterious entity, named Rukenau, who might hold information about her origin. When Will finally encounters Rosa
as an adult, she claims that her earliest memories were of her living with Rukenau and that being back with him
should make her happy once again. Rosa’s memories, however, are vague and clouded with questions. “We were
never children,” Rosa recalls, “At least not that | remember” (Barker 377). Her quest therefore centers on looking at
the past in hopes for a brighter future—a future where she can understand her lineage and surround herself among
others like her.

While one may argue that Rosa’s vision of the future encompasses heteronormative values, such as normalcy
and reproductive futurity, her position as an outsider prevents her from acclimating to human normalcy. And while
theorists such as Michael Warner argue that “everyone deviates from the norm in some way” (Warner 54), Rosa’s
queerness exceeds her ability to live comfortably. According to Mufoz, “The present is not enough. It is
impoverished and toxic for queers and other people who do not feel the privilege of majoritarian belonging,
normative tastes, and ‘rational’ expectations” (27). As an outsider, Rosa seeks a future where her kind—where the
queer outcasts—welcomes her with acceptance. In this utopic future, she would then no longer need to perform a
gender and its expectations. She could instead embrace her queerness and live in a world where queer outlets,
such as drag and sadomasochism, exist within the bounds of “normalcy.”

3. Eradicating a Heteronormative Future

Jacob, in contrast to Rosa’s drive for fertility and gender deviations, seeks death and destruction. And while
he also knows very little about his origin, he blindly assumes killing endangered species will purify the world and
provide him with gratification from a higher, divine being. Regardless of one’s ideologies, Jacob believes that
everyone, in the end, will die and feed the cycle of life. He claims, “Everything is consumed sooner or later. Living and
dying we feed the fire” (Barker 75). He contradicts himself, however, by assuming he will outlive everyone. Simply,
he envisions a world where “darkness will come ... such as we can none of us imagine. It won't be the darkness of
death, because death is not utter” (Barker 78). The darkness he envisions parallels slightly to Rosa’s future, a future
where only he exists— where species such as humans no longer procreate, tame, and constrain queer lives.

Because Jacob's task to eradicate endangered animals poses many difficulties, such as the number of species
that he has to kill, he influences Will into joining his cause and shows him how to properly kill moths. Once Will
accomplishes this elementary task, Jacob then asks Will to kill two birds who are peacefully sleeping in a nest.
Before Will approaches the birds, however, Jacob informs Will that the two peaceful birds are the last of their



