The Corpse is the Territory: The Body of Dora Kelly Lange in True Detective
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Fig. 1. Dora Lange as she is found (demonstrating the ‘theatrical capacity’ of criminality).

The body of Dora Kelly Lange, the first victim found by Rust Cohle and Marty Hart in Season 1 of
True Detective, gives the series an initial orientation for the narrative of investigation.1 Dora’s body,
as displayed by her killer (or killers) is studied by the investigative partnership of Cohle and Hart
and provides a surface, or territory of symbolic eruptions for the detectives to pursue. Of far more
interest in death than she could have been in life, Dora provides a locus of necrophilic intensity for
the partners, as their lives become consumed by the details of hers. The relationship between Hart
and Cohle - along with other relationships in their lives - is arranged around the intimate knowledge
of Lange’s corpse (as well as that of other bodies that appear during the course of their
investigation). The corpses of crime (as well as other physical evidence) overwhelm the narrative of
the series, which is uniquely characterised by the tracing of decay over time. Through the use of
recorded interviews and the dramatisation of recollections, the series traverses the temporality of
the story through the territories of the character’s bodies, as they recount, in the present, details of
their past experiences. The show orients the audience in time (1995, 2002, 2012) by carefully
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exacting a particularly unkind ageing process (to a greater or lesser degree) unevenly on each of the
living characters’ bodies, which serves to demonstrate the physical effects of living imperfect lives
in the shadow of crime, and the corpses it creates. The disparity between the spoken recollections
(in at least some aspects of the events) and the past scenes themselves draws attention to the
unreliability of witness, imagination as much as memory, in contrast to the seemingly material
inertia of the corpses that punctuate and structure the story.
FROM SACRIFICE TO CRIMINALITY (Producing the Corpse as Sacred Object)

Fig. 2. Rust pulls the knife from his stomach.

‘Rules describe the shape of things.’2
The specificity of the dead (human) body is essential to the transgression that appears both in the
ritual that creates it, and in the investigation following the discovery of the corpse. The dead body,
as Patricia MacCormack has argued, is the body at its most dynamic, ‘in death, the body can be
actually, physically reorganised’ in a way that is impossible while maintaining living function.3 The
crimes inferred in True Detective bear a resemblance to the story of the serial killer Gilles de Rais
(ca. 1404-1440), whose crimes and trial would later be presented in an account alongside an
analysis by Georges Bataille. In this analysis, Bataille writes that Christianity has created the need
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for extravagant violence by requiring confession and forgiveness, ‘Christianity is even
fundamentally the pressing demand for crime, the demand for the horror that in a sense it needs in
order to forgive.’4 This, he argues, is exemplified by Gilles de Rais, who was associated with Joan
d’Arc’s campaign, and subsequently inhabited a series of castles where he raped and murdered
children. In True Detective, the actual crimes committed remain somewhat vague, however, the
narrative (and particularly the videotape Cohle steals from the home of Billy Lee Tuttle) implies
that they include the ritualised rape and murder of children procured for this purpose by a churchbased organisation that provides schooling in low socioeconomic areas.5 Just as Gilles de Rais
appears, for Bataille, as a response to Christianity, in True Detective the practice of Christianity
facilitates these crimes.
The performance of criminal transgression and the artifacts it produces, which appear in the
tableaus of corpses in True Detective, betray what Bataille refers to as the ‘theatrical capacity’ of
criminality.6 Bataille writes that the criminal practice of Gilles de Rais was framed by an evolving
ritual that seemed more concerned with the witness of death (the sacrifice), ‘to see death at work,’
than the pursuit of sexual or erotic pleasure.7 The sacred expenditure (the waste) inherent in killing
a child, in Bataille’s analysis, constitutes an absolute site of criminality to which all crime (as it
transgresses articulated social boundaries) would appear to aspire. It is, as Bataille has often written,
the task of literature to imagine the possibilities of these transgressions, and to mythologise them,
while exploiting this ‘theatrical capacity’ of crime itself. In Erotism, Bataille even identifies within
the literary genre of the detective novel an opportunity to witness violent expenditure without the
risk of the criminal act itself.8
The practice of sacrifice, as a communicative tool, is tangibly embedded in the establishment of
communities. Sacrifice produces knowledge and communal relationships where the destruction of
the use-value of a sacred object occurs. For Bataille, sacrifice as a tool of social formation begins
with practices of animism, and the killing of specific animals as simulacral representations of
mystical deities.9 The development of static communities (the architecture of settlement) coincided
with the ‘domestication of animals’ in the Neolithic period, which (at least in Western European
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cultures) robbed them of their sacred function.10 The bodies of animals became utilities of
production, the mundanity of which undermined the system by which they could be made sacred
objects. Bataille’s work on Gilles de Rais further indicates that monotheism, and in particular,
Christianity, produces both the need for and solution to the appearance of evil.11 By removing
sacrifice as a fundamental operation of religion (where the sacrifice of Christ cannot be exceeded)
the need for expenditure remains unresolved in the community. Humanity has produced civilisation,
as Bataille writes (after Freud) by developing a structure of taboos that must (to a greater or lesser
extent) produce fear, and only be transgressed under certain circumstances.12 As a result of this
structure, physical impulses and desires (such as the desire for sexual acts, the desire to kill and so
on) are framed as a set of prohibitions. Transgressing these prohibitions becomes the locus for
expenditure and, by extension, for the designation of criminality.13 Communities delineate
opportunities for controlled transgression (which Bataille discusses in terms of the ‘festival’) in
order to limit the opportunity for transgression in a manner that reinforces the structure of social
order against an uninhibited return to animality.14 Whereas in pre-Christian society, one of these
opportunities is constituted by sacrifice (particularly of animals, as totems or simulacra of particular
deities), with the crucifixion of Christ, the organisation of Christianity severs the sacred potency of
animals from humanity, framed by the exclamation ‘Felix Culpa!, or ‘Oh happy fault,’ which
removes the possibility of expenditure from animals by producing (through destruction) the sacred
body of Christ.15
Christianity’s contribution to criminality, as it severs the possibility of animal sacrifice as
expenditure, is also a contribution to what Bataille designates ‘literature,’ where the representation
of horror provides a substitute or consumable simulacrum of expenditure.16 Echoing this, Pierre
Klossowski positions the artist as a simulacral criminal, as the representation of a criminal act and
the act itself, which simultaneously arise from an indistinguishable impulse, where, if one can
depict a ‘monstrous act,’ one also has the capacity or ‘the strength to bring it about.’17
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The quasi-mystical explanations for crimes committed in True Detective both contextualise and
obscure the rituals practiced to perform them as well as the corpses they produce.18 In this context
‘the corpse is territorialised by forensic medicine and religious ideology,’ where the intimate
knowledge of the corpse is exchanged between investigation and ritual – that is to say, the
maintenance of capitalist economies (continued productivity) and the expenditure concomitant with
a pursuit of the sacred.19 The narrative explores and further complicates the relationship between
the outwardly fundamentalist Christian context in which the crimes are committed, and the
ostensibly pagan rites performed on the bodies of the victims. The rituals practiced and alluded to
are neither pre-Christian nor Christian but in using human victims (and the implication of sexual
violence in addition to sacrifice) the crimes respond to the conservative Christianity from which
they originate, and seek to exploit the opportunities for the pleasure of transgression such a
structure offers. When Lange’s body is discovered, Cohle refers to it as a ‘paraphilic love map’ – an
object of multiple fetishes and transgressions - a plethora of semiotic abjection is performed on her
flesh.20 The process of sacrifice has severed the utility of her body (its usefulness as the
arrangement of a living being) allowing the territory of Lange’s corpse to become reorganised
through and as the topography of the investigation-as-narrative.

THE BODY AND THE CORPSE

Fig. 3. Dora Lange’s body is found posed, with ‘shallow contusions’ to her abdomen.
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For as the body is one, and hath many members, and all the members of that one body,
being many, are one body: so also is Christ - Corinthians, 12:12.21
In True Detective, the territory of detection is constructed materially. The investigative process (and
the narrative result of that process) is located solely in the physical appearance of the evidence (the
corpses, scars, locations and images). Dora Lange’s corpse provides the initial territory or
orientation through which the communities of True Detective are formed. When her body is
discovered, the community of Rust and Marty, as partners in detection begins to be articulated.22
The relationship produced between the two is a homosocial bond, that is to say, it approaches and
implies a homosexual intimacy which precludes their ability to sustain relationships with partners
who reflect their apparently traditional sexual interests, and this binds them to one another
throughout the almost twenty year period over which the case spans.23 The corpse itself is found
beneath a singular, twisted tree in an overgrown field. A symbol, on the upper back, recalls a
Minoan ‘running spiral,’ and the corpse is crowned by a contemporary revision of Minoan ‘horns of
consecration.’24 In the detectives’ investigation of the ritual practices of the murder, along with the
possibility of other similar events, the details of those practises remain spectral to the narrative but
appear to contain Tree Cult25 and Animist elements.26 This combination of pre-Christian tradition,
around which the sacrificial community is arranged, situates the performance of theses murderous
events outside of the Christian social order in which they are found. However, these are rituals
performed with the knowledge (and erotic power) ascribed to the transgressions they represent, and
are therefore not a practice of a return to animality, but an expression of violent expenditure.27
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Fig. 4. Close-up detail of the spiral painted on Dora’s back.

The configuration of community positioned in opposition to the alienation of the individual human
body is central to the narrative of True Detective. The series sets up a relational dialectic between
the family man, Marty Hart, and his partner, the extinction-nihilist, Rust Cohle. Cohle, having been
recently transferred to the detective unit in Louisiana, is not well-liked by his colleagues. He is set
apart by his refusal to assimilate - a gesture inspired in part by his intellectual capacity and in part
by his insistence on espousing the futility of the continued existence of humanity.28 As the intimate
community between Cohle and Hart is formed around the corpse of Lange, and is reintensified by
the discoveries of further murder victims, this pattern continues in relation to the disappearance of
all the other relationships in their lives.
True Detective is far from unique in the televisual medium in using the image of a (murdered)
female corpse as a vehicle through which to compose a relationship between men investigating the
crime of her demise.29 One approach that the series takes is at least in part inspired by Twin Peaks,
such that the narrativisation of murder that provides a catalyst for the series is almost forgotten in
the protagonists’ unraveling lives. The story-telling of thecorpse, that apparition of the
discontinuity, or continuity of the exuberance of life, arranges the trajectories of the living
protagonists as they negotiate their investigation, as Cohle says ‘everybody is nobody’ – every
living body, that is.30 The performance of assembling a personality is predicated on our experience
28
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of physicality as an interaction between the competing impulses that flood our bodies and the way
in which other bodies interact with our own. In Volatile Bodies, Elizabeth Grosz writes (after
Alfonso Lingis) that archaic societies deployed the physical surface of the body (the skin) as an
inscriptive surface through which to communicate.31 This is a way for a society to wear the
agreement of commonality on its surface, conveying status and purpose through scarification,
tattooing and other rituals of physical (painful) sacrifice.32

Fig. 5. Cohle’s tattoo becomes more prominent in the unsanctioned raid on the lair of Reggie and Dewall
Ledoux.

In True Detective, the bodily surfaces of the characters informs shifts in both their outward
personalities, and what little of their thoughts they reveal. Marty, once bullish, self-righteous and
controlling, has lost his grip on the women around him and the resolution that allows him to do his
job. His physical transformation from fit, blonde, square-jawed police detective to bloated latemiddle-aged man reflects this loss (the former giving the viewer a spectral glimpse into the
character’s past, the latter more closely reflecting his current appearance). A motif used to sustain
the appearance of Rust in the 1995 period of the story, is his small, circular mirror, mounted above
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a light switch in his apartment.33 This mirror, which causes Marty some consternation for its
oddness, is used by Rust to gaze into each of his eyes at intensive moments.34 The reduction of
mirror usage to the reflection of a single eye (each eye in turn) is reminiscent of the Bataillean eye –
the Judas-sphere of communicative engagement and source of both erotic and violent intensities.35
This correlates to the appearance of Rust’s body in the 2012 period of the story, which is dominated
by a tattoo.36 This tattoo, of a bird, that reaches from the bottom of Rust’s bicep to the middle of his
forearm, is a point of distinction, and a point of contact between the community of killers (who all
have tattoos and scars) and the community of detectives (who do not).
Given the ‘nobody’ status of the experience of humanity, the ‘somebody’ of True Detective
becomes, in the first instance, the corpse of Dora Lange. Her absence, and the reconstruction of the
details of her life that it inspires, produces her identity. She can be someone in death, if not in life.
The inability to be ‘somebody’ is facilitated by the necessity of communication. Removed from the
exchange of communication, the discontinuity of Dora ceases, and therefore, the continuity of life
in general is restored. She (as the appearance of an identity) now becomes apparently inert and
finite while she is detected through the imagination of memory, in particular that of Cohle’s.
EXTINCTION, EXISTENCE AND CONTINUITY
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Fig. 6. Star-gazing at the end of the world.

‘…life may be doomed, but the continuity of existence is not…’37
Human thought on extinction is characterised by the theorisation of an end to the discontinuity of
the individuated experience of humanity, as Cohle says to Hart shortly after they first encounter
Lange’s corpse:
We are things that labour under the illusion of having a self, this secretion of sensory
experience and feeling, programmed with total assurance that we're each somebody. When
in fact, everybody is nobody.38
Theories of extinction are based on the premise of continuity, where the end of human life (the
Anthropocene era) will signal the opportunity for the continuity of living as it exists in general, or,
as is argued by Claire Colebrook, the discontinuity of life in general can be exceeded in turn by the
continuity of images.39 The paradox of the various iterations of extinction theory, and in particular
those that welcome the demise of humanity, is that acts of linguistic expression, and particularly of
writing, are quite simply, an expression of a desire for immortality.40 Although the structure of
37
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language falls hopelessly short of expressing the discontinuous experience of our inner lives, the
continued desire to attempt communication, and therefore to live beyond our discontinuity, is an
expression of the conceit of this arrangement of individual being.
Death disrupts (destroys) the discontinuity of the experience of life, as it resides in the discrete
experience of the individual body. For Bataille, the discontinuity of life is expressed by the
individuated experience of identity, while continuity is expressed in the continuation of life in
general, regardless of the death of discrete bodies.41 The relationship between, and the development
of the identities of Rust and Marty are affected by the territory of Dora Lange’s corpse. Their lives
map the territory of her body. When Bataille establishes links between eroticism, death and the
impulse to reproduce by introducing the concept of ‘discontinuous’ and ‘continuous’ forms of life,
he notes of how the existence of discontinuous organisms produces the very conditions through
which these organisms experience themselves as unique and distinct from other bodies.42 The
sensation of discontinuity produces alienation from other beings because, as Bataille states, ‘if you
die, it is not my death,’ as the distinct perspective that ‘I’ experience is separate from ‘yours,’ and
can never be communicated, regardless of the linguistic or representational efforts we might
make.43 The discontinuity of individual being that appears in opposition to the continuity of life in
general, explains, for Bataille, the human (and animal) desire for the production of community.44
The discontinuity of our lives means that the experience of the orientation through which we view
the world dies with us, but the simulacral gestures that are language (writing) and orders of visual
representation (art) are the discontinuous being’s feeble attempt at continuity; ‘like someone’s
memory of a town, and the memory’s fading.’45 As Klossowski observes, by writing and speaking
we form a gestural simulacrum of ourselves and our position, which, while not accurate, extends
beyond ourselves and affects other discontinous beings (and in this misrecognition, we become
immortal).46
The final scene of the last episode of True Detective is a coda of Rust’s nihilism.47 His near death
experience has apparently softened his horror for the uselessness of life, and the situation of
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impasse constituted by everybody existing as nobody in particular. He tells Marty that while he was
comatose he could feel himself devolving into a formless materiality that included his dead loved
ones who, it would seem, were waiting for him until the time came when they would all return to an
indistinguishable darkness. While he expresses his disappointment in his coming to consciousness,
Cohle also articulates a position that appears at odds with the aggressive pessimistic position he had
assumed through the series. Marty invites Rust to look up at the stars in the hope that it will appease
his grief at the repeated experience of losing his father and daughter. When Rust looks up at the sky
he says, ‘it’s all one story, the oldest, light versus dark,’ to which Marty adds: ‘it seems to me the
dark has a lot more territory.’48 In Cohle’s response, ‘Well, once there was only dark. If you ask me,
the light’s winning,’ there appears to be a latent nostalgia for the monotheistic dialectic between
‘good’ and ‘evil,’ reawakened here in the spirituality of a near-death experience. However, if the
exchange of light and dark is taken as thermodynamic rather than moral, where intensities of energy
exist in the material of the discontinuous body, the pinpoints of light in the encroaching darkness
become a metaphor for the exchange between the continuity of active material existence, and the
discontinuity of the intensive energy of individuated being.49 This is a position further confirmed by
the title of the final episode, ‘Form and Void,’ in its allusion to the modality of volatile energy
implicated in an active materiality. Therefore, the superficial appearance of spirituality in the face
of death can be equally understood as a musing on the relationality between the discontinuity of the
experience of the individual organism, and the continuity of (active, material) existence in general.
The appearance of a corpse provides the intensive locus for communication, as well as the narrative
topology of True Detective. The repetition of the sacrificial killings, the echo of the practice of
which is first uncovered by the discovery of Dora Kelly Lange’s corpse, gives the series a
foundation for the relationship between the two detectives, as well as the rupture of alienation that
gradually degrades their lives. Whether the narrative clumsily recuperates a form of spiritualism
from the apparent nihilism underlying forensics, or simply reiterates the brevity and discontinuity of
the experience of singular identity, the dynamic mirage of the corpse remains at its rotting heart.
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