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Introduction

Cassandra’s Gift

Sanja Bahun-Radunović and V.G. Julie Rajan

To me, one silly task is like another.
I bare the shambling tricks of lust and pride.
This flesh will never give a child its mother—
Song, like a wing, tears through my breast, my side,
And madness chooses out my voice again,
Again. I am the chosen no hand saves:
The shrieking heaven lifted over men,
Not the dumb earth, wherein they set their graves.

—Louise Bogan, “Cassandra” (33)



Cassandra, the fairest and wisest of Priam’s daughters, and one of the rare female prophets of whom an extensive, if tantalizingly scattered, account is saved in myth, is said to have had her ears purified by Apollo to understand the sounds of nature and learn about future omens. Her name in Greek, Κασσάν,δρα, means “she who entangles men,” and it is literally this capacity that caused her tragic fate, a myth upon which generations of storytellers, writers, artists, and, recently, filmmakers have expounded. On the occasion of an unfortunate nightly sojourn in Apollo’s temple, Cassandra rejected the zealous god’s advances, whereupon the enraged Apollo not so much invalidated his gift as annulled its purpose: henceforth Cassandra was destined to have the ability and desire to foretell but her prophesies, although true, were disbelieved. As various Greek myths reiterate, Cassandra’s plaintive and violent cries, foretelling political and private calamities ranging from the fall of Troy to the killing of Agamemnon, were ignored by her compatriots and their enemies alike, by her own family and other women. She came to be regarded as deranged; or, else, she might have indeed sunk into madness faced with this continual disbelief (aptly, contemporary psychology has designated a comparable neurotic state “The Cassandra Effect”).1

The myth of Cassandra opens itself to an extraordinary variety of interpretations, all of which speak directly to the various concerns of Myth and Violence in the Contemporary Female Text: New Cassandras. Less romantic and more violent than the tale of Helen of Troy, the myth of Cassandra is, first, a story about the social (in particular, masculine) attempts to conquer and negotiate the female body, and about the effects of those violent conquests: of a series of suitors who slay each other; of a fanatical and vengeful god; of psychological violence and mockery; of being imprisoned by one’s own father and being raped by an unpitying enemy; of serving as a currency in the settling of post-battle accounts; of forced emigration and sexual captivity; of the final murder of a woman and her children by another woman—all of which, the myth insists with inexorable determination, Cassandra is allotted the tragic fate to foresee. As such the tale is a variation on a particularly popular pattern of mythic fabulation, the wide diffusion of which anthropologists suggest, serves as a discursive corroboration of a more or less global move from the matriarchate to the patriarchate: it is a story of a mythic heroine’s insubordination to a male divine, and/or its secular representatives, and the tragic cost she pays for her defiance.

It is noteworthy, though, that Cassandra’s story differs from the general template insofar as, disquietingly, no representative of patriarchal power is redeemed in the course of the story. In all accounts about her—including those that attempt to attribute to Cassandra a dose of fickleness—Cassandra emerges as a victim of patriarchy; but she is also a victim endowed, surprisingly, with the virtues of dignity and defiance. In other words, even as patriarchy seemingly “conquers” Cassandra’s body—works upon, marks, and therefore objectifies it—that patriarchal narrative is itself mediated by an alternative narrative that questions the success of that conquest. In its mediation, that alternative narrative highlights Cassandra in ways that, first, reveal that feminine agency is more often than not shaped by masculine anxieties; second, allow for a discernment and recognition of patriarchal processes that mediate women’s agencies; and third, suggest that women’s agencies, however mediated, may still be represented as subversive to patriarchy even in the most oppressive of masculine contexts. Insofar as this is true, Cassandra’s story brings to the fore what could be regarded as the productive semantic instability of all myths. We tend to think of myths as fixed narrative patterns that may or may not receive critique in their long life, but they are in fact unstable epistemological and epistemic structures: mythic fabulations that sanction social containment of, or even violence against, women also house spaces for contested meanings and resistant readings. It is such spaces that are revisited, reinscribed and reimagined by our contributors.

In the case of the myth of Cassandra, we face the narrative inscription which while fully recognizing the grave patriarchal limitations on women’s agencies nevertheless emphasizes women as thinking subjects with an agency that is potentially subversive to patriarchy. It is precisely the myth’s open-ended perspectives on feminine agency that have attracted women artists covered in this Volume. Contemporary female appropriations of Cassandra’s story, like those of the tale of another impassioned mythic heroine, Phaedra, see in the mythic heroine a paragon of the unsettling power of female discourse. This is illustrated in twentieth-century appropriations of the myth of Phaedra by the Russian poet Marina Tsvetaeva and the British playwright Sarah Kane, respectively (see Müller-Wood’s and Hasty’s essays in this Volume). In alluding to or incorporating these “enraged heroine”-based myths in their work, women artists thus shed light on. question the validity of, and negotiate rigid patriarchal notions that consistently posit women as lacking and deviant while using the disruptive power inhering in the very mythic subtext with which they work.

But there are other significations that make this particular myth of lasting interest for both artists and scholars of myth. A doomed mediator between the divinities and the humans, Cassandra is, in fact, a knowing, if ultimately ineffectual, conveyor of birds’ speech to humans (birds being understood as transmitters of divine prophesies). Cassandra’s loss of voice may be, then, interpreted as a mythic correlative of the human failure to establish a meaningful link between themselves and divinities, but also between the nature they inhabit and the culture they create—a miscommunication that provides incentive to, in particular, the recent production of authors like the French writer Marie Darrieussecq (see Bahun-Radunović’s discussion in this Volume). Thus the story of Cassandra’s ill-fated prophesies can also be seen as marking one of those politically charged moments in which the purported dichotomy of nature and culture inscribed itself in the Western imaginary, and which got further attached, problematically, to the binary of the female and male principles.

Furthermore, while there are no specific accounts of the poetic merit of Cassandra’s prophesying (although mythic accounts do attribute to her speech rare expressiveness), and while she is, properly speaking, more an interpreter of the speech of others (a scholar with the gift of particularly disruptive enunciation) than a creatrice herself, the myth of Cassandra has frequently been invoked in discussions and representations concerning female visionary power and female creativity. Such interpretations are indebted to a particular challenge posed both by Aeschylus’ contraposition, in Agamemnon, of the Chorus’s speech (rational speech of unproblematic temporality, the voice of male elders) and Cassandra’s speech (mantic, pictorial, almost impenetrably figurative, indiscriminately fusing temporalities), as well as by the Chorus’s incessant effort to establish a rhetoric of dialogue between the two discourses so as to understand the fate that Cassandra prophesizes. In mediating what Cassandra foresees, the Chorus attempts to disrupt the female voice with a rationalist, male discourse and the associated type of hermeneutics (see Aeschylus, v. 1202; Grassi 22-4).2 The mediation of Cassandra’s voice and visibility resonates with how women’s agencies are constantly mediated—suspected, disrupted, modulated—to legitimize masculine authority over how femininity may be produced, represented, and received in society. Consequently, in her function as the embodiment of the Other’s speech and as a violated female body/speaking subject, the dismissed prophetess has also become a feminist icon for numerous female writers and artists worldwide. And tales of this and other Sibyls have repeatedly been re-appropriated to forge an image of the female artist as a visionary whose fate could be seen as paradigmatic of the position of the female artist in a chiefly male-organized official culture (see, among others, Tsvetaeva’s cycle of poems “The Sibyl,” or A.S. Byatt’s recent comments on her novel The Shadow of the Sun; Byatt x).

Finally, Cassandra is also remembered as a doomed political agent, whose ardent, perduring warnings are greeted not only with public defamation but also with the oppressive, censoring mechanisms of a skeptical, blind power. Reflecting on her own re-fabulation of Cassandra’s tale in the context of the Cold War (1984), the German writer Christa Wolf mused that Cassandra must have loved Troy more than her own life when she dared to prophesize the downfall of her home city to her fellow countrymen (Wolf, qtd. in Sandrock 73). Wolf is perceptive, for the myth of Cassandra is also an extended allegory on the political-social meanings attached to femininity, nationhood, censorship, and political and artistic voice. As such, the story of Cassandra also exposes the activities of patriarchal power as politically myopic and gratuitously violent—as “shambling tricks of lust and pride,” as the American poet Louise Bogan versed in her poem “Cassandra” (1968). As might be expected, each version and variation of Cassandra’s story—since the opposing takes on the subject by ancient writers such as Apollodorus, Aeschylus, and Homer to contemporary writers such as Wolf and Bogan—selectively manipulates the mythic material: various omissions and additions to the tale always have a sociopolitical underpinning that questions the credibility, and therefore, the legitimacy of patriarchy.

Significantly, however, every new version of the story emphasizes one kind, or aspect, or repercussion, of the violence perpetrated against Cassandra; or, indeed, the violence of her own poetic expression. Historically charged, Cassandra’s myth is perhaps one of the simultaneously most brutal and most paradoxical cogitations on nature of violence and femininity, one that, in each particular rendition has generated competing, sometimes irreconcilable, visions of violence, gender, and political and poetic agency. These incongruities and repetitive returns to the scene(s) of violence—war, rape, captivity, denigration—are precisely what make the story of Cassandra one of those mythic tales which, rather than allocating a unified solution to dangerous meanings, perpetuate their conflicting nature. It is this identified resistance of the mythic material to repression—working, as it were, in opposition to another celebrated drive/role of myth, that of containment—that makes the myth of Cassandra particularly attractive to twentieth-century and contemporary female artists; and it is an interest in the aesthetic and political consequences of such resistances that animates Myth and Violence in the Contemporary Female Text: New Cassandras.

Recent female appropriations of the myth of Cassandra, the tone of which is sometimes tragic, sometimes indomitably comic, are actually paradigmatic of what could be seen as a general approach to myth taken by contemporary female authors—one that imbues mythic stories not so much with secret ontologies and unseen spaces as with embodied personal and historical experiences. As the Contributors (both artists and scholars) in the present Collection reiterate, “new Cassandras,” like the original one, tend to utilize myth not to escape from but to negotiate living in an increasingly complex world marked, since the beginning of the twentieth century at least, by ambiguities of economic and cultural globalization and increasing military and political tensions. That these representations often return to the scene of violence (conflicts and wars; instances of physical and psychological violence against women, men, and children; slaughter of animals and abuse of natural resources; despoliation of “minor” cultures and coercion in intercultural relations) and that they exhibit the effort to speak about or negotiate violence through ancient tropes, archetypes, and subtexts, should not surprise us: the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have furnished female authors with a plethora of examples of aggression and brutality, as well as a sense of urgency to redress, to the extent that is aesthetically and politically possible, those patterns of violence. It is in this sense that female artists’ use of myth, Susan Sellers has argued, enables both speakers and readers “to undergo, shape and survive those experiences” (vii). Far from confining themselves in the purported ahistoricity of myths, then, contemporary women writers and artists, find in myth an adequate means to negotiate against various forms of violence, including those specifically against women, and perform a variety of actually liberating tasks: to explore their own present-day social and artistic struggles; to render their perspectives on the intimate realities of female experience, past and present; and to speak to global and local historical and political experiences.

Contemporary female authors link these considerations to the exploration of gender and womanhood and to forging emancipatory strategies relevant to the role of femininity in contemporary society. Women artists have traditionally used myths to negotiate against certain oppressive representations of femininity, nationhood, and the inadequate value given to the poetic voice within their cultures. Modern women’s interest in strong mythic heroines like Cassandra, Phaedra, or Medusa could be understood as a continuation of that trend. Responding to conventional constructions of masculinity and femininity in various traditional cultural paradigms, the “new Cassandras” address a range of issues and experiences relevant to women of all epochs: matrimony, maternity, women’s sexuality, marginalization, exile, and, in particular, experiences of sexual violence. To this end, twentieth-century and contemporary female artists frequently employ narrative stratagems such as the re-focalization of mythic stories from a female perspective (Atwood’s The Penelopiad, Tsvetaeva’s “The Sibyl” and “Phaedra,” and Warner’s “Cancellanda” are notable examples; see Rousselot’s and Hasty’s chapters and Marina Warner’s “Introduction to Cancellanda”), or an inversion of narrative into an individualized female psychodrama (Sarah Kane’s Phaedra’s Love; see Müller-Wood’s discussion). These modern-day re-readings of traditional moral frameworks circumscribing women reveal innovative conceptions of and perspectives on the female body, both within and outside patriarchal systems. Importantly, by considering the various ways in which female mythical figures mediate among women’s multiple social roles and affiliations such as professional woman, wife, mother, a pamphlet writer, a cuisine aficionada (or, indeed, a prophetess), and their various and intersecting collective identities based on religion, ethnicity, race, sexual choice, and others, in a wide-range of social contexts, these aesthetic explorations of myths and mythmaking discern and praise in woman a hybrid, intersectional subjectivity.

The constructs of femininity and masculinity are, of course, conflicting and dislimning inscriptions, and while this Volume concerns itself preeminently with female artistic production—and thus argues for the legibility of gender difference—some sections are reserved for cross-gendered inquiry (see, notably, Subramanian’s chapter) and many of them discuss male mythic heroes and fictional characters. Such discursive openings productively unsettle the identity politics by defying easy binaries between who and through which focalization points contests the constrictive patriarchal readings of myths. The introduction of this framework in turn foregrounds that contemporary female artists significantly expand their artistic or, in the case of the lesbian collective, The Furies, activist probing of iconic figures to engage with mythic texts, templates, and characters, both female and male, in a more holistic and more immediately historical way. They create mythic characters with marked transgender positionality, like Finbar in Sue Clayton’s film Disappearance of Finbar, and they revisit, or fashion, interspecies characters such as Stone Monkey (Patricia Chao) and Pig (Darrieussecq); they also forge diegetic bodies out of knots of cross-cultural interactions (Clayton’s Jumolhari). This expansion of mythic figuration (or, perhaps, simply the new use of its inherent potentials) is indicative. Generally speaking, contemporary female artists perceive the re-appropriation of myth and mythmaking as opportunities actively to address, and sometimes to redress aesthetically, a wider variety of social relations, beliefs, and meanings—from a disastrous ecological state (Marie Darrieussecq, Maxine Hong Kingston) to the war in Iraq (Marina Warner), from relations between nationalism and the unification of the EU (Eugenia Fakinou, Sue Clayton) to diasporic experience (Chao) or to LGBT rights and struggles in patriarchal contexts as different as India and the US (Deepa Mehta, The Furies collective). It is only through such an expanded scope that “new Cassandras” can successfully investigate what appears to be their shared concern: the female author’s position, implication, and responsibilities in the network of societal relations.

Expectedly, such objectives have strong repercussions on the aesthetic form. This Volume draws attention to the oversimplification of experience in linear, cause-and-effect patterning by rendering the simultaneity of cross-gender and cross-cultural perspectives (Clayton); to indicate the gaps and losses in official history by introducing typographic and discursive obstructions such as blanks (Warner); to disrupt the received readings of myth by probing the acoustic, semantic, and etymological properties of words (Tsvetaeva); or, to expose society’s sanctioning of violence by its overly graphic representation (Darrieussecq, Kane). In this way, the reinvigoration of artistic practices serves a larger objective of refashioning political and social realities, an aesthetic politics that, while occasionally queried by skeptics, still seems to galvanize “female” artistic production. This fusion of social and poetic concerns is facilitated by an amplified approach to myth which our Contributors recurrently detect in women artists’ practices: an approach that acknowledges myth as not only a stifling tool of patriarchy’s strategies of petrification (although most texts and interpretations featured in this Volume do address this aspect) but also as a creative practice with life-affirming potential.

And here is one effect of contemporary women artists’ increasing engagement with myth and mythic patterns that frequently goes unnoticed: in the process of re-appropriating myths and mythmaking practice, in their effort to assess, over and over, “the cultural position from which [they] interpolate myth” (Clayton p. 161), contemporary female artists also refashion the concept of myth itself. Let us, therefore, open this text by considering some traditional and contemporary definitions of myth and comparing them with the practices discussed in the following chapters.

Myths and Mythmaking

Rarely does the definition-penchant institution like the Oxford English Dictionary admit its defeat. Yet in the case of defining myth, it very nearly did so. In their most recent edition, the OED defines myth in terms that are simultaneously broad and narrow, and markedly contradictory. First, in positive vein, the OED describes myth as “a traditional story, typically involving supernatural beings or forces, which embodies and provides an explanation, aetiology, or justification for something such as the early history of a society, a religious belief or ritual, or a natural phenomenon”—thence simultaneously as a piece of fiction or fantasy that is rendered in words/images (fantasy is here opposed to reality) and as a text that, in all sincerity, purports to discover a “truth” or a meaning. Simultaneously, myth is viewed pejoratively, as an error or fallacy, “a widespread but untrue or erroneous story or belief; a widely held misconception; a misrepresentation of the truth” (OED, entry “myth”)—thus what we tend to call a “social myth.” Michael Bell, for one, suggested that this paradox be approached relationally (1).

Indeed, while these meanings seem to have discrete communication contexts, there is an occluded continuity between them, a binding dynamic that is, we add, of particular concern for women writers and artists. This continuity both stems from and reflects the momentum by which stories about “truth” and “meaning” become petrified tales devoid of (as it were, ever moveable) “truth” and “meaning.” Ernst Cassirer was likely correct to oppose a discussion of myth in terms of any purported truth and to argue, instead, for an evaluation of myth in its own terms, as a form (symbol) that finds in itself its own measures and criterions of truth (8). Yet, the recognition of paradoxical continuity between these disparate semantic frameworks (truth-falsity, fantasy-reality) means also to appreciate the historicity of myth. Of course, supernatural persons, actions, and events, including famous mythic heroines, become such only in the course of creating and re-creating a mythic narrative in each generation’s cultural imaginary: some myths waver into being narratives about natural and supernatural events while others do not. For this reason, and because of general cultural motility, each generation both retrieves myths and generates them. The newly created myths emerge partly out of the inherited mythic patterns and partly out of the lived experiences permeating the contemporaneous time-period, vicariously connecting with what one of our Contributors, Marina Warner, has praised as myth’s intrinsic openness to renewal and (re)creation (Warner 1994).

Various other theorists have attempted to explain myth in relation to the framework of human experience, not always acknowledging the historical nature of that experience. Without aiming to be exhaustive, we recall Hans Blumenberg’s attempt to link myth to the experience of physical movement/ stature; Jane Harrison’s and Jessie L. Weston’s efforts to explain myth in terms of rites and rituals; Sigmund Freud’s, Carl Gustav Jung’s, and Joseph Campbell’s endeavors to engage myth in terms of inner psychological dynamics; Eric Dardel’s insistence on the historic-moment specificity of myth, as opposed to Mircea Eliade’s equally vehement avowal of timelessness of myth; Claude Lévi-Strauss ‘s and Roland Barthes’s shared insight that myth is “language, functioning on an especially high level where meaning succeeds practically at ‘taking off from the linguistic ground on which it keeps on rolling,” and therefore a form of language particularly susceptible to socio-political abuse (Lévi-Strauss 210); Raffaele Pettazzoni’s and Colin Falck’s probing of epistemology of myth; and the examination of the role of myth in the perpetuation or revision of societal customs, thence, its role in the cultural and political functioning of society by Bronislaw Malinowski, Simone de Beauvoir, and many others.3 Aware that a comprehensive definition of myth would have to include all of these and many more significations, we, however, tend to be particularly receptive to the semioticians’ discovery that myth is a system of communication, a message, informed by and implicated in history, past and current (this implication presupposing hidden oppressive exhortations as well as the possibilities of countering them). Inspired by dialogicity of myth-based artworks, we have proposed elsewhere to define this mode of communication as “an act of looking: looking back and forward, gazing at and across, and peering into or out from various ‘points of view’” (see Rajan and Bahun-Radunović 2009 3-4). This is a “working definition” of myth in the present Volume, too.

Myth, Femininity, and Violence

However we define myth, though, the relationship between women and myth has always been fraught with difficulties. Traditionally, myths have reflected socio-political negotiations of femininity that privilege masculinity. Myths have consistently emphasized tropes, archetypes, and subtexts that have encouraged a moral discernment between masculinity and femininity. They oftentimes prioritize masculinity by giving male characters a certain additional degree of voice and visibility. Even as there are certain mythical male characters whose moral actions are questionable, by and large the mythic representations of masculinity are contextualized within a social framework that qualifies them—and hence, the range of masculine social agency represented in myth as a whole—as morally correct. The moral correctness of masculinity emerges even more strongly in comparison to the ways in which femininity is posited. Traditionally, in contrast to men, women assume little discursive space and agency in mythical narratives, a circumstance that is not unrelated to their sexuality and to the policing of their reproductive capacities. When women do emerge as central to a narrative, they are represented in ways that allow men to question their moral propriety—mainly their sexual propriety. Because the moral condition of femininity is questionable, mythic femininity is vulnerable to appropriation, and hence objectification, in ways that mythic masculinity is not.

How those representations may not only signify, but also build, a certain social moral code could be illustrated by the different representations of the central characters of the traditional Hindu myth of The Ramayana, centering on the lives of Lord Rama and his wife, Sīta. A daughter of a neighboring King, Sīta marries Lord Rama after he has won her in a demonstration of sportsmanship. After Rama is exiled from his own kingdom due to the actions of his stepmother, Sīta dutifully follows him into the woods where they reside for 14 years. During their exile, Sīta is kidnapped by Lord Ravan and taken to his kingdom in Lanka. Although Ravan sexually desires Sīta, the narrative makes it clear that during her captivity, Ravan cannot touch Sīta without her consent and that he is never granted such permission by her. After a memorial mythic battle between Rama and Ravan, Sīta is safely returned to Rama, and Rama is restored to his kingdom.4

Yet, despite the narrative’s careful articulation of Sīta’s sexual purity—to which readers of the myth are therefore privy—Rama suspects his wife of adultery. He asks: “Which noble man, born in an illustrious race, will take back a woman who lived in another’s abode, with an eager mind?” (The Ramayana, Book 6: Yuddha Kanda [‘Book of War”], Ch 115, v. 119). To prove her sexual purity and loyalty to Rama, Sīta walks through fire, asking of the gods: “As I have never been unfaithful in act, thought and speech to Rama, who knows all the virtues, so let the fire-god protect me” (Ch. 116, v. 27). Eventually, Sīta emerges from the fire unscathed, proving her sexual purity to her husband and his kingdom. This mythological operation presents one of the most influential cultural performances in Indian mythology overall, an act that, as we shall see in Subramanian’s essay, still heavily impacts the representation and understanding of femininity in Indian society.

The tropes, archetypes, and subtexts informing the representation of femininity in The Ramayana are circumscribed by suspicions of and executions of violence against women. These messages about women in turn guide the moral framework of the text. Women’s moral propriety is always to be suspected, as Sīta tells Rama: “By the conduct of vulgar woman you distrust the entire race of women. Give up this doubt, if I have been actually tested (and found trustworthy) by you” (Ch. 116, v. 7). Furthermore, Sīta’s gendered agency and subjectivity, which might have otherwise been celebrated, especially in light of her steadfast resistance to Ravan’s sexual advances, are instead guided by the limited social roles open to her. Hence the voice and visibility she is given in the narrative is limited to the archetypes of the daughter who is given away to a suitor chosen by her father, and of the dutiful wife, who must follow her husband’s directives—social roles defined by, and therefore marginalized in relation to, masculine archetypes. For in contrast, masculinity is privileged in the epic in multiple ways, for example, through the greater visibility and voice, and positive moral tenor given to archetypal roles that Rama assumes as King and Warrior.

Finally, it is Rama’s voice and visibility that sets and reinforces interpretations into the moral standard not only for women, but also for men, in society. The gendered dimensions of this moral standard are evident: although the story appears to turn on questions about Sīta’s sexual propriety, Rama’s is never questioned. This is the case even when, during the couple’s exile in the woods and before Sīta’s capture by Ravan, Rama of his own will engages in a full conversation with Soorpanaka, the demon sister of Ravan. Although the nuances of this scene are spun differently in different interpretations of the myth, during the course of the exchange, Rama eventually becomes aware of Soorpanaka’s sexual desire for him and of her identity, and yet he continues to engage in a discussion with her, himself driving the conversation. In the poet Valmiki’s rendition of The Ramayana, Rama tells Soorpanaka: “I too wish to know about you. Whose wife are you? What is your name? Or, whose daughter are you? By the way, you are with a most enthralling personality, and then you must be a demoness” (Book 3 : Aranya Kānda [“Book of Forest”], Ch. 17, v. 18). That Rama engages at all with a woman who clearly sexually desires him and, in doing so, is still represented and understood to be acting morally in the scene speaks to social mores concerning masculine social agency. For, a depiction of the same scenario substituting Rama with Sīta might bring immediately into question Sīta’s sexual propriety; if Sīta were to converse of her own full will with, i.e., not because she is captive of and, therefore, is forced to respond to, a man who sexually desires her, or even if she as a married woman were to speak at length to a man outside of her family circle, her morality might automatically be questioned, to resonate perhaps with the transgressive social agency of her moral counterpart in the myth, Soorpanaka, a female demon whose actions are willingly and shamelessly guided by her sexual desire. Needless to say, such representations of mythic masculinity and femininity produce certain messages about men and women. The narrative naturalizes both continuous suspicions about Sīta’s sexual loyalty, as well as various forms of violence against her, from Rama as well as from Ravan and from broader society. As such, the fact that Rama, described in the myth as extraordinarily handsome, can engage openly in what may be construed as “improper” and ethically ambiguous situations without being questioned about his moral propriety in the narrative normalizes the overt sexual agency given to men in society.

The cultural espousal of myths has impacted social configurations of women in lived reality. This core Hindu mythic narrative, for instance, tends to objectify female characters in the fashion, and with specific consequences, that are often reproduced in patriarchal societies. Most importantly, by justifying both suspicions about and the execution of violence against women in mythic reality, the myth could also be seen as contributing to, or even colluding with, the fact that women are more frequently subject to incidences of domestic violence in everyday life or to particularly extreme forms of sexual violence during conflict and disaster situations. While this myth like any other myth, also harbors the space for a resistant reading, its social destiny has been different: similarly to many other foundational mythic narratives, it came to inform, in sometimes imperceptible ways, the everyday social practices that normalize violence against women.

This naturalization, in turn, allows for the generation of new social myths about social morality and its link to femininity. Seemingly distant from traditional myths and moral codes, these new social myths actually replicate the mythic language of foundational narratives. The appropriation of some coercive aspects of that language is particularly prominent in times of crisis, when the moral standards of society are destabilized. In those circumstances, social mythic re-working frequently utilizes sexual violence against women to restabilize society. Women are raped to establish and fortify the mythical aspirations of a stable nation as evidenced in the 1947 Partition of India and in the civil war in the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s; or they are sexually violated to bring about a purported “purification” of society, as evidenced in the South African panic over the spread of AIDS in November of 2001, which affected the dissemination of a myth that having sex with a virgin would cure AIDS. (The myth led to the tragic rape of girl children and even infants.)5

Contemporary women artists and writers understand the continuity between traditional mythic narratives and the creation of new social myths, and this is why, as demonstrated in many chapters of Myth and Violence in the Contemporary Female Text, they challenge mythical justifications of violence against women most frequently by reinterpreting the traditional mythic representations of men and women to reveal how certain social norms they present are actually violent against women and therefore socially unacceptable (see, in the present Volume. Kong’s discussion of Patricia Chao’s The Monkey King; Rousselot’s reading of Margaret Atwood’s The Penelopiad; or, Marina Warner’s assessment of her short story “Cancellanda”). Yet, as it could be easily noticed in a number of discussions in this volume, female artists’ relation to violence is frequently more complex than a cursory glance might indicate. In order to both draw attention to the vitality of those patterns of violence—active in societies worldwide, not only in relation to women, but generally in relation to humans and human environment—and to challenge the facile victimization of women, “new Cassandras” also engage in the discursive celebration of affects such as anger or rage, and present as emancipatory or fulfilling conditions/activities like sex work or terror (this is a notable strategy of The Furies). They sometimes employ what may be described as a markedly violent expression by flirting with an idiom appropriate to soft-pornography (Darrieussecq), using excessive naturalism (Kane, Darrieussecq), or insisting on a return to scenes of trauma (artists such as Chao, Fakinou, Kiki Smith). Thus appropriated, violence becomes a “property” of “new Cassandras”—sometimes with extraordinary aesthetic and activist effects, and sometimes with disastrous consequences for their community (for both, see the fate of The Furies in Sara Warner’s piece).

Rewriting Femininity and Myth

Myth and Violence in the Contemporary Female Text: New Cassandras highlights the innovative ways in which twentieth-century and contemporary women artists and writers have addressed, re-appropriated, and created myths, in particular those that engage with representations of femininity and violence. By addressing these mythical representations, female artists and writers challenge—ordemythologize—the very heart of patriarchal assumptions that define women through violence. Most frequently, however, this demythologization is only the first, indispensable step in a larger process that involves a more complex enagagement with myths as words, images, sounds, activities that we both inherit and create in a realm of “permanent possibility.” This approach to myth, which Laurence Coupe referenced as “radical typology” (98), forms the basis of female artists’ effort to conceive of myth as a cluster of symbolic and metaphoric meanings that can be negotiated in such a way to constellate past historical moments (including moments of violence) and the moment of production of a work of art, and thereby to offer a more dynamic vision of subjecthood and community across centuries. Its end-point, perhaps by necessity, is an inspired re-mythologization, a joyous engagement with one’s own mythopoeic urge—the creation and recreation of myths (Coupe 115). But contemporary female artists are wary: as they create myths, they remember the experience of violence inhering in myth and affecting realities; and they remember the effort it took them to dismantle certain detrimental mythic paradigms. What the variety of twentieth- and twenty-first century texts, artworks, and activities covered in this Collection suggests is an approach to the recreation and creation of myths that includes this knowledge in the artist’s own practice. It is the drive to create new myths and simultaneously to suspend, or eschew, their fixation in any cultural context or intellectual tradition that we recognize in artistic and political expression as different as that of The Furies, Patricia Chao, Sue Clayton, and Marina Warner.

Naturally, such new female artistic practices and engagements with myth do not appear in a vacuum. While this Volume is expressly dedicated to myth and the contemporary “female text,” most accounts underline how these novel female artistic expressions and critiques develop in natural interaction with the evolution of male authors’ artistic practices engaging with similar issues and mythic topics. Immensely and intimately appreciative of R.M. Rilke’s poetry, the Russian poetess Marina Tsvetaeva, for instance, sought not so much to destroy or subvert the male-dominated literary tradition of using myth in writing as to find a way to inscribe herself into that tradition on her own terms (see Hasty, here). It is in interfacing with Seneca’s aesthetics of affective excess that the British playwright Sarah Kane would shape not only her Phaedra’s Love but her entire oeuvre (see Müller-Wood, here). While The Furies forge their affective vernacular in contraposition to Aeschylus’ rhetoric of submissive harmony, they explore, and eventually appropriate for their practice, a male-transcribed view of purportedly feminine emotional intensities. And Subramanian’s sweeping account of the feminine and the mythic in Indian cinema (Chapter 4) and Sue Clayton’s account of her own practice (Chapter 9) both indicate that, when female filmmakers charge mythic frameworks with issues such as gender, female agency, desire, or cultural diversity, they do so in response to, interrelation with and, frequently, collaboration with male authors. The range of these cross-gender relations suggests that female artists do not use myth and mythic patterns simplistically to critique phallokratia in counter-reacting moves; rather, engaging in a range of intertextual, cross-gender relations helps women artists to challenge the perception of female art as a curiosity and to inscribe themselves in, and, indeed, to modify the course of, the general evolution of cultural and societal forms.

It is interesting to observe that, in such cross-gender and cross-mythic engagements, female artists frequently, and sometimes insouciantly, bridge geographical and cultural boundaries. The structural similarities in various mythologies across cultures seem to have offered modern-day women writers and activists a powerful tool for networking various personal and historical experiences of women globally, and for this reason the scope of Myth and Violence in the Contemporary Female Text is also global. The featured texts represent a wide range of cultures, languages, geographic spaces, and social contexts, and the oftentimes enigmatic routes of transfer and transmission. The chronotopes our Contributors revisit include public-private simulacra like the boudoirs of mansions in Indian “filmistan” (Chapter 4) as much as the intimate poetic enclosures of an early twentieth-century Russian poet tragically opposed to the Soviet regime (Chapter 6). We move from an image of ancient Greece cast from the other side of the world, Canada (Chapter 7), to that of a contemporary, European Union-joining Greece (Chapter 8); and we travel from a near-future, dystopic France (Chapter 3) to a cross-historical Iraq, mythically reconstituted in the story of Lot’s wife (Chapter 10). We listen to the cries of a militant lesbian activist collective of the 1970s (Chapter 1) and apprehend the serenity of contemporary Bhutan, where a discrete perception of the world necessitates a mythic-artistic practice unlike that in the West (Chapter 9). The vibrant image of the mythic Monkey King, the most frequently rescripted figure in global Chinese literary diaspora, captured in Chapter 2, perhaps best emblematizes the worldwide move of the present Volume.

Recognizing the dangers of compartmentalizing, formally or disciplinarily, women’s engagement with myth and violence, this Collection prides itself, also, in its incorporation of variegated perspectives and different discursive templates. The Volume showcases perspectives of scholars interpreting women artists’—but also men artists’—work; we also give voice to women artists themselves, who self-reflexively comment on their aesthetic practice. Unique to a scholarly volume, we, therefore, also include the creative works themselves: Marina Warner’s story “Cancellanda”; extensive excerpts from Sue Clayton’s screenplays The Lost Girl and Jumolhari; and the photograph of Kiki Smith’s sculpture “Lot’s Wife.” The strategic positioning of these works in the closure of the Volume performatively insists on the reader’s engagement with them not as mere illustrations, but as critical utterances in their own right. Our aim is to underscore the continuity between women’s artistic work, their professional work (as readers and interpreters, among other occupations), and their activism, or, simply put, the varieties of their social and political lives.

For this reason, the Editors open Myth and Violence in the Contemporary Female Text: New Cassandras with a discussion that moves from the consideration of the lesbian painter Louise Fishman’s The
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