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Abstract 
 
This paper will explore the re-introduction of gothic subculture to American society 
through Tim Burton’s 1988 film Beetlejuice. The portrayal of the goth teenage character, 
Lydia, gave the general public a taste of gothic subculture, including fashion, attitude, 
and lifestyle. Through Lydia’s dress and manner, Beetlejuice was able to popularize a 
lifestyle in American mainstream culture that is still prevalent. Through films like 
Beetlejuice, goth has transformed from a rebellious movement to a commercialized trend, 
altering the meaning behind the subculture. 

 
 
What Is Goth? 
 
Though gothic fashion began in the mid-nineteenth century, the labeling of goth as a 
subculture emerged toward the end of the 1970s. During that time, punk rock subculture 
was prevalent in the United Kingdom, from which an offshoot, gothic culture, arose. New 
bands that became popular, such as Joy Division, Bauhaus, The Cure, and Siouxsie and 
the Banshees, helped form what is considered gothic subculture; their sound was darker, 
eerier, than punk rock music. The bands wore dramatic makeup and clothing that 
matched their music (see fig. 1). Drawing from the look and sound of the bands, the 
followers created a subgenre of punk known as goth rock. A visual movement was 
formed, and “the term Goth stuck and has been used since to refer to not only to the 
musical genre but also to the subculture that evolved and those within it” (“Gothic 
Subculture” 306).  

 
Gothic subculture includes those who have a shared taste in music, fashion, and state of 
mind. The fashion draws from elements of punk, Victorian era mourning fashion (see fig. 
2), and bondage style to create various gothic outfits. There are different subsets of gothic 
subculture, each having a specific type of dress. Generally, the color black is predominant 
in gothic fashion, including clothing, hair, makeup, nails, etc. Victorian goths, the 
aspirational “standard,” wear clothing styles that are romantic and androgynous, 
channeling mostly Victorian era fashions, such as corsets, ruffled blouses, and lace 
(“Gothic Subculture” 308), (Kilpatrick 31). Other subsets of goth, such as cybergoths, 
have a more futuristic approach of dress, including the use of PVC and latex fabrics 
(Kilpatrick 35). However, gothic fashion is not strictly reserved to each type; many goths 
pull inspiration from multiple types to achieve a look that represents their individual style 
(see fig. 3 and 4) (“Gothic Subculture” 308). 
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Figure 2. Queen Victoria (center) mourning Princess 
Alice’s death, accompanied by Princess Alice’s 

family, 1879. 

Figure 3. InternetGirl (Bella McFadden) in 
cybergoth outfit, 2015. Copyright Bella McFadden. 

Screenshot courtesy of Zoe Greenhall. 

Figure 4. InternetGirl (Bella McFadden) 
combining multiple gothic styles to achieve a 

personal look, 2015. Copyright Bella McFadden. 
Screenshot courtesy of Zoe Greenhall. 

Figure 1. Photo of the gothic rock band “The 
Cult” in gothic clothing. Goth: Undead 
Subculture, Goodlad et al. 2007. Photo 

courtesy of Zoe Greenhall. 
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Gothic personality revolves around individualism and focuses on melancholic aspects of 
life. The goth state of mind is described as: 

 
[B]eing attracted to things that are dark and melancholy; striving to stand out and be different (but 
not necessarily wanting attention); having an appreciation for horror and beauty; being creative, 
individualistic, inquisitive, and philosophical in nature; and having an interest in the unknown, 
macabre, and/or the paranormal. (“Gothic Subculture” 307) 
 

The state of mind explains the reasoning behind the predominance of the color black in 
gothic fashion; “Goths use the color black to express what they think and feel” 
(Kilpatrick 37). Black encompasses the darkness surrounding gothic personality, acting 
as an outlet for self-expression for those who identify with the subculture. 
 
 
Beetlejuice and Goth 
 
Gothic subculture did not make its way to America until the mid-1980s. During this time, 
goth was a fairly underground movement. Though the term “goth” was not a buzzword 
until the mid-1990s, some people embraced the gothic look, pulling inspiration from the 
United Kingdom (Laverty, par. 2).  For the most part, the general American public was 
unaware of goths and their lifestyle. Tim Burton, director of Beetlejuice, was able to give 
the American public an idea of gothic subculture (Issitt 54). 
 
Beetlejuice, one of Burton’s earliest major motion pictures, tells the story of Barbara 
(Geena Davis) and Adam Maitland (Alec Baldwin), a small-town couple who recently 
died in a car accident. The couple finds themselves trapped in their home, unable to leave 
after yuppie New York City family, the Deetzes, buy and remodel their home. Charles 
and Delia Deetz (Jeffrey Jones, Catherine O’Hara) are unable to see the Maitlands. 
However, their goth teenage daughter, Lydia (Winona Ryder), can see the couple and 
befriends them. The Maitlands’ failed attempt to haunt the family evokes them to contact 
Betelgeuse (Michael Keaton), a troublemaking “bio-exorcist” ghost, to scare the Deetzes 
away. After exiling Betelgeuse, the two families agree to live in harmony. 
 
Lydia’s clothing and personality classify her as a goth. Throughout the film, Lydia is seen 
wearing several layers of all black clothing, including accessories of hats and lace veils 
(see fig. 5), as well as an avant-garde hairstyle.  
 
Her fashion draws inspiration from gothic icons, such as Siouxsie Sioux of Siouxsie and 
the Banshees (see fig. 6 and 7), and pulls from multiple types of goth. Lydia wears a lace 
veil that is deemed Victorian gothic, but her clothing and makeup are seen as more 
traditional gothic (the goths of the goth rock subgenre) (see fig. 8). 
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Figure 5. Lydia (Winona Ryder) in Victorian gothic black lace veil. 
Beetlejuice, Warner Bros. 1988. Screenshot courtesy of Zoe Greenhall. 

Figure 8. Lydia (Ryder) in traditional gothic fashion. Beetlejuice, 
Warner Bros. 1988. Screenshot courtesy of Zoe Greenhall. 

 

Figure 7. Siouxsie Sioux wearing her signature 
hairstyle. Copyright YouTube. Screenshot 

courtesy of Zoe Greenhall. 

Figure 6. Lydia’s (Ryder) avant-garde 
hairstyle. Beetlejuice, Warner Bros. 1988. 

Screenshot courtesy of Zoe Greenhall. 
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Lydia’s personality fits under what is considered the gothic state of mind. In the film, 
Lydia gets a hold of the Maitlands’ Handbook for the Recently Deceased, where she 
reads that the living ignore the strange and unusual. She then proceeds to say, “I, myself, 
am strange and unusual,” hinting at “typical goth morbidity” (Burton, Beetlejuice) (Issitt 
55). Other instances of morbidity include her response to her parents’ offer of building a 
darkroom in their new home — “my whole life is a darkroom” — and her suicide note 
composition (see fig. 9), editing “I am alone” to “I am utterly alone” (Burton, 
Beetlejuice). These various occasions all poke fun at the melancholic attitude associated 
with gothic personality.  

 
 

 
Lydia’s interest in the afterlife and ghosts also alludes to the gothic state of mind. Her 
parents view this as a cry for attention, and proceed to ignore her. At the end of the film, 
Lydia finally gains attention, not from her parents, but from the Maitlands. She 
transforms, mentally and physically, as seen in her school uniform and complexion. Her 
change in dress implies that “she no longer needs to evoke death through her costume, as 
her two best friends are literally dead, and they themselves are happy, well-adjusted 
people” (“Fashioning Gothic Bodies” 185). Though she may be “normal” post-
transformation, Lydia modifies her school uniform with a black petticoat and stockings 
(see fig. 10). This modification allows Lydia to retain aspects of her gothic self without 
being visually overwhelming or strange. Her transformation is a complete contradiction 

of the intention of gothic subculture; she conforms to what society considers normal. 
Unknowingly, Burton predicted the mainstream influence that American culture would 
have on the revival of goth. 

 

Figure 9. Lydia (Ryder) dramatically writing her suicide note. 
Beetlejuice, Warner Bros. 1988. Screenshot courtesy of  

Zoe Greenhall. 
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Impact of Beetlejuice on Society 
 
Tim Burton’s Beetlejuice helped re-introduce and elevate gothic style by leading a 
movement of gothic style film. The re-introduction of gothic subculture through film 
popularized the style in mainstream culture, creating an accessibility of goth that was not 
in existence prior to the film movement. Around the time of the film’s release, goth was 
do-it-yourself fashion; there were no stores that sold typical gothic fashion. Goths had to 
make their own looks using their creativity and sense of individuality, hence the gothic 
state of mind revolving around individualism (Laverty, par. 3). Injecting goth in major 
motion pictures made the style more common. This commonality created the gothic 
trend, which increased the public’s demand for gothic fashion. 

Through film and popular culture, goth became more prominent in American 
mainstream society, giving birth to stores such as Hot Topic. Hot Topic, “the first goth-
targeted shopping mall boutique,” allowed gothic fashion to become more accessible to 
consumers (Bronner 505). The nationwide chain claims to provide their consumers with 
“unique items typically unavailable at other retailers,” where their merchandise consists 
of “music/pop culture-licensed…and music/pop culture-influenced” products (see fig. 11) 
(“Hot Topic” 3, 7).  

 

Figure 10. Lydia (Ryder) in school uniform at the end of 
the film. Beetlejuice, Warner Bros. 1988. Screenshot 

courtesy of Zoe Greenhall. 
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Hot Topic is controversial in the gothic community; “[t]he idea of a mall boutique 
conflicts with the do-it-yourself, underground aesthetic that goth inherited from punk, but 
the chain continues to expand” (Bronner 505). Catherine Spooner explains that this 
expansion is due to the increasing popularity of goth in mainstream consumerism: 

 
Gothic has now, furthermore, become supremely commercialized, be it mainstream or niche-
marketed. Gothic no longer crops up only in film and fiction, but also fashion, furniture, computer 
games, youth culture, advertising. Gothic has always had mass appeal, but in today’s economic 
climate it is big business. Above all, Gothic sells. (“Contemporary Gothic” 23) 
 

Goth truly has become a label of its own. Traditional goth had a real sense of 
authenticity, where wearing black stood as a rebellion against the norm. Today, goth is 
more of a look than a lifestyle. 
 
The rise in consumerism for gothic apparel also sparked a rise in the misconception of the 
subculture. The public generally has a lack of understanding of gothic fashion and 
personality. Exploiting goths in popular culture created the stereotype that many 
Americans use to label those who they believe are a part of the subculture. Consider how 
various individuals view goths: 
 

[A goth is] somebody who wears all black clothes…[They are] dark people…and dead inside. 
 

[Goths] only wear black and they have scary piercings…[They have] a little bit darker of a 
personality. 
 
[Goths] have black lipstick, interesting hair, [and look] kind of punkish…[They wear] black 
clothing…[have] piercings and [are] devil worshiping. (“Personal Interview”) 

 
Mainstream consumerism created a stereotypical image of goths based off of popular 
culture that mocks or deviates from gothic subculture. This idea of a scary, dead, devil-

Figure 11. A selection of clothing items sold by Hot Topic, 2015. Copyright Hot Topic, 
Inc. Screenshot courtesy of Zoe Greenhall. 
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worshiping individual is not what all goths represent; this is a “popular media 
construction” of a gothic person (Goodlad et al. 77). 
 
The introduction of Beetlejuice to the American public created a commercialized version 
of gothic subculture originally formed as a method of self-expression.  Though some 
goths today might have genuine reasoning for the way they dress and act, many follow 
the commercialized version of the subculture, escalating its presence in mainstream 
society. The portrayal of goths in popular culture created a stereotype that has been 
adopted by society in order to categorize those who they feel belong to the subculture. As 
consumerism continues to expand, the misconception of goths will as well; goth has 
become a product, deviating from the subculture’s intention of individualism. 
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