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Bad Behavior by Mary Gaitskill is a collection of short stories that delves deep into the complexities of
human relationships, the intricacies of desire, and the often uncomfortable truths about intimacy and
connection. Published in 1988, this debut work quickly established Gaitskill as a significant voice in
contemporary literature. Through her sharp prose and unflinching exploration of the darker aspects of
human nature, Gaitskill invites readers into a world where bad behavior is not only commonplace but also
an essential part of understanding ourselves and our relationships with others.

The Author: Mary Gaitskill

Mary Gaitskill was born in 1963 in Little Rock, Arkansas, and she later moved to New York City, where
she became entrenched in the literary and artistic scenes of the 1980s. Gaitskill's literary career took off
with the publication of Bad Behavior, which showcased her raw and honest writing style. Her work often
focuses on themes such as sexuality, power dynamics, and the emotional complexities of human connection.

Influences and Style

Gaitskill's writing is characterized by its psychological depth and candid exploration of taboo subjects. Her
influences include writers like Joan Didion and Vladimir Nabokov, both of whom share a keen observation
of human behavior and an ability to convey complex emotions. Gaitskill's style combines elements of
realism with a lyrical quality, allowing her to craft stories that resonate with readers on multiple levels.

Overview of Bad Behavior

Bad Behavior consists of several interconnected stories that explore the lives of characters navigating the
murky waters of desire, betrayal, and self-discovery. The stories range in tone from darkly humorous to
painfully introspective, revealing the multifaceted nature of human relationships. Gaitskill employs various
narrative techniques, including shifting perspectives and nonlinear timelines, to create a rich tapestry of
experiences.

Key Themes

1. Desire and Sexuality
- Gaitskill tackles the complexity of desire, often exposing the raw and unfiltered aspects of sexual
relationships. Her characters grapple with their cravings, leading to moments of both ecstasy and despair.

2. Power Dynamics
- The stories reveal the intricate power plays that occur within relationships. Gaitskill examines how
individuals navigate issues of control, consent, and vulnerability, shedding light on the darker aspects of
intimacy.



3. Isolation and Connection
- Many of Gaitskill's characters feel isolated despite their desperate need for connection. This theme
highlights the paradox of modern relationships, where individuals may crave closeness yet struggle to
forge meaningful bonds.

4. Self-Discovery and Identity
- The journey of self-discovery is central to many of the narratives. Characters confront their desires and
fears, leading to moments of profound insight and personal growth.

Notable Stories in Bad Behavior

Bad Behavior features several standout stories, each illustrating Gaitskill's mastery of character development
and thematic depth. Some of the most notable include:

1. "The Other Place"
- This story explores the emotional aftermath of a failed relationship, as the protagonist grapples with
feelings of loss and longing. Gaitskill's portrayal of the character's inner turmoil is haunting and relatable.

2. "Secretary"
- Perhaps one of the most famous stories from the collection, "Secretary" delves into the dynamics of a
BDSM relationship between a secretary and her boss. The narrative challenges societal norms surrounding
power and submission, ultimately revealing the complexities of desire.

3. "Daisy's"
- This story follows a group of friends who navigate their relationships and identities in a New York City
bar. Gaitskill captures the disconnection and yearning that often accompanies social interactions, creating a
poignant reflection on friendship and intimacy.

4. "The Girl on the Train"
- A tale of obsession and longing, this story examines the protagonist's fixation on a stranger she encounters
during her daily commute. Gaitskill's portrayal of the character's internal dialogue reveals the depths of
desire and the boundaries of reality.

Critique and Reception

Upon its release, Bad Behavior received critical acclaim for its fearless exploration of taboo subjects and its
unflinching portrayal of human relationships. Critics praised Gaitskill's ability to convey complex emotions
and her unique voice in the literary landscape.

Impact on Literature

Gaitskill's work has significantly influenced contemporary literature, especially in the realm of feminist
writing. Her candid depictions of female desire and sexuality challenge traditional narratives and invite



readers to confront their own assumptions about intimacy.

Legacy

Mary Gaitskill's Bad Behavior remains a vital work in the canon of American literature. It has inspired
numerous writers and continues to resonate with readers who seek authentic portrayals of human
experience. Gaitskill’s exploration of bad behavior serves as a mirror, prompting us to reflect on our own
desires, fears, and the intricate web of relationships that shape our lives.

Conclusion

Bad Behavior by Mary Gaitskill is more than just a collection of stories; it is an exploration of the darker
aspects of human nature and the complexities of intimacy. Through her nuanced characters and thought-
provoking themes, Gaitskill invites readers to confront the uncomfortable truths about desire, power, and
connection. As we navigate the intricacies of our own relationships, Gaitskill’s work serves as a reminder
that bad behavior is often a reflection of our deepest yearnings and vulnerabilities. Whether one finds
comfort, discomfort, or clarity within the pages of Bad Behavior, the collection undoubtedly leaves an
indelible mark on the landscape of contemporary literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What themes does Mary Gaitskill explore in 'Bad Behavior'?
Mary Gaitskill explores themes of sexuality, power dynamics, and the complexities of human relationships
in 'Bad Behavior'.

How does 'Bad Behavior' reflect the social issues of its time?
'Bad Behavior' reflects social issues such as feminism, sexual liberation, and the emotional struggles of the
1980s and 1990s, highlighting the challenges faced by women.

What is the significance of the title 'Bad Behavior'?
The title 'Bad Behavior' signifies the moral complexities and the often taboo actions of the characters,
challenging societal norms and expectations.

How does Gaitskill's writing style contribute to the impact of 'Bad
Behavior'?
Gaitskill's writing style is characterized by its raw honesty and psychological depth, which enhances the
emotional weight of the stories in 'Bad Behavior'.



What can readers learn about relationships from 'Bad Behavior'?
Readers can learn about the intricacies of human connections, the impact of trauma, and the often messy
nature of love and desire through the stories in 'Bad Behavior'.

In what ways does 'Bad Behavior' challenge traditional narratives about
women?
'Bad Behavior' challenges traditional narratives by presenting complex female characters who navigate
their desires, flaws, and vulnerabilities in a candid manner.

What is the critical reception of 'Bad Behavior'?
'Bad Behavior' received critical acclaim for its bold storytelling and deep character exploration, establishing
Mary Gaitskill as a significant voice in contemporary literature.

How does 'Bad Behavior' relate to contemporary discussions about
consent?
'Bad Behavior' relates to contemporary discussions about consent by examining the gray areas of sexual
relationships and the often unspoken power imbalances that exist.
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