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What is exceptional about Juliana de Nooy’s book on the twins is the 
insight that, despite the fascination exercised by the twins since ancient 
time, there appears to be nothing exceptional about them. Stories about 
twins are not presentations of a curiosity or even an aberration. Rather, 
narratives about twins highlight difference as the condition of the possibility 
of culture. This difference comes to the fore because the image of the twins 
ineluctably brings to mind the notion of sameness. However, as de Nooy 
argues throughout Twins in Contemporary Literature and Culture, same-
ness can never sustain itself: even identical twins are never absolutely the 
same. Thus, the twins give rise to a critique of sameness and a philosophy 
of difference. 

De Nooy’s insistence upon difference links the image of the twins with 
the post-structuralist movement. (Because of  this emphasis on difference, 
Twins in Contemporary Literature and Culture can be seen as a continua-
tion of the previous fine monograph by de Nooy, Derrida, Kristeva and Di-
viding Line: An Articulation of Two Theories of Difference, published in 
1998.) Moreover, her analysis effortlessly traverses a large array of texts 
across different media. She also pursues this with reference to “contempo-
rary” texts, that is, work produced from the end of the twentieth century. 
Thus, de Nooy’s book is not simply another anthological account of twin-
ship, but an active engagement with the modern avenues that have been 
opened – as well as closed – by the image of the twins. This is, then, the 
great achievement of the monograph: it makes the twins contemporary, 
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while at the same time investigating the notion of the contemporary by way 
of the operation of the twins. This is a novel, valuable, and fascinating ap-
proach. 

For this approach to be made possible without lapsing into a narrative 
of the twins’ cultural mastery or domination, the difference allowed by the 
image of the twins must be also ascribed to the twins themselves. De Nooy 
is well aware of this point:  

their [the twins’] meaning is not fixed, is always ‘up for grabs’ to a 
large extent. They are just as available to reinforce traditional di-
chotomies as to undo them; they can serve to expose masquerade 
as the exception or the norm, to argue for the overriding unity of the 
self or its fractured nature, to support a dialectical resolution of con-
flict or insist on the indefinite deferral of any synthesis. Their impor-
tance, then, is as sites of contestation in the struggle to claim legiti-
macy for particular perspectives, and is what explains the cultural 
energy they attract. (164-5, emphasis added) 

The twins are not used to identify the “right” or the “true” kind of narrative. 
Rather, the twins are shown to allow for a spacing of cultural values – in-
cluding notions such as the “right” and the “true” – which are, nevertheless, 
contestable. Instead of a final synthesis, there is the unfolding of contesta-
tion. 

At the same time, not every site can offer the kind of resistance re-
quired in order for the aforementioned sites of contestation to remain open. 
Instead, de Nooy chooses the topoi of gender and genre to demonstrate 
the contemporary openness of the twins: “Rejecting the premise that there 
is a single, underlying meaning to the appearance of twins in our storytel-
ling, [Twins in Contemporary Literature and Culture] proposes an analysis 
in terms of particular conjunctions of gender and genre rather than treating 
the twins as a unified thematic” (xiv). Therefore, every chapter shows – 
from the perspective of genre and gender – the struggle between same-
ness and difference and how that struggle is enacted on a site that is cul-
turally determinate as well as determining of culture. Thus, one chapter 
shows how the image of “coupledom” is traditionally given two solutions in 
twins stories, both of which have been expressed by E. A. Poe: either there 
is an antagonism which leads to disaster, or even murder (“William Wil-
son”); or there is stagnation and sterility (The House of Usher”). Reading 
works of the twentieth century, especially Michael Tournier’s Gemini, de 
Nooy shows that a third alternative is possible: one that recuperates same-
ness so that it no longer excludes difference (45). 

The next chapter engages the motif of female twins or sisters who are 
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antithetical: the bad girl versus the good girl, the whore and the virgin – a 
theme which was popular in Hollywood movies in the 1940s and which re-
turned in the early 1990s. By showing that this distinction presupposes a 
“myth of choice” (61-4), de Nooy concludes that both options – the good 
versus the bad girl – can be rejected (65). No such sharp dichotomies op-
erate in stories if the gender of the siblings is male. Even when the two 
brothers appear to stand for good and bad, the division is less about their 
opposition and more about the way in which such an opposition can un-
dermine the received notions of masculinity, especially by feminising the 
male body (69). This is particularly evident in the films about conjoined 
twins which de Nooy discusses: a brother is carried by the other brother, 
thus turning the fraternal to something maternal (87). 

The next two chapters work to undermine foundational myths about 
gender and nationhood. Chapter 5 tackles the debate about a “gay gene” 
and shows how this is simply a reformulation of the older nurture versus 
nature debate. Following Judith Butler in arguing that identity is not some-
thing essential, but a performative (105, 108), de Nooy shows that twins 
undo the artificial distinctions which presuppose an origin: “as identical 
twins they undo the hierarchy of original and copy, being genetic copies 
without an original blueprint” (108). Further, as is demonstrated in chapter 
6, twins undercut the foundationalism of myths about nation-creation be-
cause they challenge primogeniture. Identity is not something given by a 
stable origin, but rather, it is always in motion (132, 135). 

The final chapter unites the twins with the figure of the double or Dop-
pelgänger. It is in this chapter that a possible limit of de Nooy’s book could 
be discerned. As already intimated, de Nooy emphasizes the importance of 
genre in stories about twins. Here, this emphasis comes to the fore, since 
the guiding hermeneutical tool is the doubt about whether there is a twin or 
a double in the story at all – e.g. in Nabokov’s Despair or Spike Jonze’s film 
Adaptation. Due to this uncertainty, the generic determination is unstable, 
and meaning is thereby produced. However, this line of argument ultimately 
claims that genre produces meaning, while meaning also produces genre. 
De Nooy constantly shows how the twin or the double is produced by this 
ambivalence. However, there are a number of problems with this approach: 
for instance, it is tautological, since every conceptual term can be shown to 
undermine its genre – this is the prerogative of difference upon which de 
Nooy insists; but it can also be argued that there are no conceptual terms 
that can intervene in the mise-en-abîme of genre and meaning without dis-
rupting this relation and hence cancelling themselves out as conceptual 
terms. What is lacking is an explicit argument that the genre is also pro-
duced by the conceptual term – in this case, the twins. Of course, this 



Juliana de Nooy    ░ 274 

makes genre impossible – an errancy of meaning. However, it can be ar-
gued that such a contention would have squared comfortably with de 
Nooy’s insistence on the incessant movement of identity made possible by 
the twins. It would also have avoided the essentialization of the generic in 
the name of the unessentializing of the genetic. Even though de Nooy im-
plies throughout her study that the generic and the genetic are mutually de-
terminable, a strong argument to this effect still appears to be lacking. 

Nevertheless, de Nooy’s book is a significant achievement. It demon-
strates that narratives about the twins are contemporary, and should not be 
consigned to history’s cabinet of curiosities. Twins can intervene in the un-
folding of culture because they are not completely formed. Rather, they 
persist in a state of transformation, ever to be elaborated. Thus, they are 
the sites of contestation which are productive of modern history. 
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