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For many decades, the image of the feminine fascinated creative artists in several fields. Their portrayals were often reflections of life experiences, and thus could be indicators of the perception of gender in western culture.

Every era has its special feminine imagery, modelled according to the aesthetic and philosophical views of the time; the Baroque, for example, tended to emphasize woman’s heroic and patriotic sides, while the 19th century started to see women as individuals.

Yet there are certain images which became almost stereotypical throughout the centuries. The most striking one of these is the femme fatale, which was endemic during the later decades of the 19th century. Her image is portrayed in art, poetry and the novel as well as in many other artistic forms, beginning in Germany early in the century, travelling to Victorian England and Symbolist and Decadent France later and reaching Scandinavia at the beginning of the 20th century.

Who and what then, is the femme fatale? She is a feminine image who appears almost obsessively in 19th-century male narratives as an irresistibly attractive woman who lives according to her free will. Unlike the traditional female of patriarchy, who is dependent on her husband physically as well as spiritually, the femme fatale acts like a man; thus, she makes her own choices in life and takes responsibility for it. Like men she is an independent entity; powerful, initiating and dominating. Yet, being also beautiful and erotic, this powerful woman is associated with seduction and corrupting forces, which are manifested within unbounded sexuality and barrenness. Often, her erotic power is combined also with exoticism; thus, the femme fatale appears in many of the 19th century’s texts as a woman whose origin is the Orient. All these features bind together attraction and danger. Hence, men who desire this sort of woman are risking their lives, as their desire often leads them to their own destruction.

A Male Topos

The femme fatale is a male idea; it became over the years a topos, an image of the feminine which contained a set of characteristics that seem to have their origin in texts. This is not to say that the new type of woman who took responsibility for her own life did not exist in reality. Yet, the way she is presented in works of art from the mid-19th century arose from a masculine style of thought about the feminine, which constituted a new vocabulary concerning the new Woman. This style of thought was represented in all sorts of narratives in individual works by Romantic male creators. Its roots lay in the psychological state of mind of the patriarchal male creator, which was undoubtedly the consequence of socio-historical matters affecting patriarchal society in Europe. In order to have a profound understanding of the femme-fatale topos and its function in the Romantic era, one has to trace it on a wider canvas. Thus, it will be examined from three different points of view, literary, psychological and socio-historical.

The literary account will examine the femme fatale as she appears in European narratives in the 19th century. The psychological account will deal with this feminine topos as an archetype, a set of images which existed in the collective mind of the human race throughout the ages, and became almost an obsession with male creators in the middle of the 19th century. This will naturally be related to C.G. Jung’s theory of archetypes.

In the social-history account the image of the femme fatale will be examined as part of the modern perception of gender roles at the turn of the century. The obsession of male creators with this image of the feminine will, thus, be related to significant changes in women’s status in European societies starting from the Industrial Revolution to the foundation of the feminist movement and the events of the first decades of the 20th century.

A feminist criticism section, which will deal with the different waves of feminism that effected the representation of the new image of Woman in culture, will follow the socio-history account. Feminism will, thus, be related to cultural criticism in general and opera criticism in particular. It will be argued that the operatic femme fatale although conceived by male creators, becomes a vocal authority that takes over the male’s text and establishes a new poetic language. This language presents Difference as a positive value; thus, the femme fatale that was traditionally perceived as demon and destructive will be interpreted as an alternative form of positive valued Otherness which is communicated in music. 

The Literary Model 

From the literary point of view, although the theme of the Romantic femme fatale was mostly significant in the 19th century, it occupied the minds of European creators from all spheres for more than a century; starting in Germany in the 1770s, through France and England in the 19th century and reaching Scandinavia in the first decades of the 20th century. Thus, during more than 130 years the literary image of the femme fatale went through a development which appears as the buildup and decay of femininity. This is to say, the feminine features of the fatal woman were accumulated within a pyramid, till they reached a climactic point of femininity and attractiveness in the 1850s, with a feminine image that was irresistibly beautiful and attractive, erotic, exotic, seductive and mystical. From this point till the turn of the century, a process of deformity and disintegration of the image took over; this irresistibly attractive woman, the embodiment of beauty and femininity, turns into a sexual cannibal and a hermaphrodite, an unidentified sexual object who is half male, half female, or male and female together.

The Duality of a Good and a Bad Woman: The Fatal Triangle 

The Western male style of thought produces the literary femme fatale as a theme which involves an opposition. Often, the erotically fascinating but destructive woman is matched by another character in the drama who is simple and saintly. This creates a triangle model which is represented in many works of the 19th century dealing with the femme fatale (Zack 1997, p. 165): two females who represent the polarity of good and evil, and a dialectic male who moves between these extremes, trying to find his way between the two worlds (Figure 1.1). 
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The triangle represents the nucleus of the masculine view of a new sort of Woman, a view that appears in the midst of the 19th century in opposition to the traditional patriarchal woman. In order to understand the typology of this new feminine image with all its complexities, one must study her functionality within the framework of the triangular construction, as it is presented in male narratives. 

The fatal triangle appears already in the middle of the 18th century in the works of Wolfgang Goethe and of Matthew Lewis (which will be discussed below). Both Goethe’s male protagonists in Götz von Berlichingen, Götz and Weslingen, are confronted with a feminine polarity; the diabolic figure of Countess Adelheid on one hand and Götz’s sister Maria, who represents the traditional feminine world of patriarchy. In Lewis’s work (The Monk), monk Ambrosio is confronted by the satanic beauty Matilda on one hand and the virginal figure of Maria.

From Goethe and Lewis on, throughout the 19th century the triangle appears in many works. Baudelaire confronts two women, the Black and White Venuses, the goddess of beauty and spirituality versus the sinful and evil erotic mistress. In Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s art this threesome is presented in the magical femininity of his Blessed Damosel, as opposed to a sinister and evil femininity in his Eve of St. Mark (Allen 1979, pp. 151-152).

The triangle tendency appears in Romantic operas as well. It can be precisely observed in Georges Bizet’s opera Carmen. Bizet’s librettists, Henri Meilhac and Ludovic Halévy, were not satisfied with the fatal feminine (Carmen) and the male (José), as they appear in Mérimée’s novel, the literary source of this opera. They invented the figure of Micaëla to offset the demonic and uncontrollable Carmen. Micaëla is a pure virginal figure, a perfect representation of the woman under patriarchy. As such, she is chosen by José’s mother to become his bride; she is the manifestation of the virginal and innocent feminine, whose main concern is to get married and raise a family, in the old traditional style. Carmen, a typical 19th-century femme fatale, is a demonic woman whose attractiveness and beauty lead José to his destruction. Not only does he not marry Micaëla, but he leaves behind him everything he used to believe in; his family, his faith and his duty as a soldier.

Another example of the femme-fatale triangle is presented in the libretto of Giacomo Puccini’s opera Turandot. As in the case of Micaëla, Liù is the invention of the librettists, in this case Giuseppe Adami and Renato Simoni. Thus, a triangle is created; the demonic Chinese princess, who executes all the suitors who desire her, is opposed by the saintly Liù, the servant of King Timur who is secretly in love with prince Calaf. Liù, like Micaëla, Antonia (in Lewis’s The Monk) and Maria (in Goethe’s Götz von Berlichingen), is characterized by her virtues; she is loyal, modest and loving. And like Antonia and Maria, she becomes eventually the victim of the demonic Turandot, when she refuses to reveal Calaf’s name. She is aware that revealing the prince’s name will bring his death by the destructive princess, so she prefers to die, and by giving her own life she saves the prince she truly loves.

The four Stages of Femme Fatale Development 

In the following paragraphs a layout of this developmental process will be presented. This layout is based on two literary studies which deal with the image, Mario Praz’s (1956) and Virginia Allen’s (1979). Following these studies, a scheme of the Romantic femme-fatale typology will be suggested, based on chronology and specific characteristics (Figure 1.2). It will survey four stages of development, showing the process of buildup and decay (Figure 1.3). 
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The first stage can be identified in narratives of the last decades of the 18th century, where the fatal woman appears as the embodiment of eroticism and irresistible beauty. The second stage, apparent in literary works in the first decades of the 19th century, adds the dimension of mysticism and vampirism. The third stage, which surfaces in the mid-19th century, is characterized by this female’s sexual predatoriness whereas the fourth and last stage is significant at the turn of the century; here she loses her erotic and mystical features and turns into a hermaphrodite, an unidentified entity, neither man nor woman, or perhaps the integration of both.

It is important though to notice that when a work is mentioned as representing one of the four stages, it does not mean that it cannot also contain features of other stages. With regard to this scheme, the most important thing to remember is that all these stages are the consequence of the patriarchal male’s style of thought.

Stage 1: the fatal beauty : Goethe and Lewis

As mentioned above, the image of the Romantic femme fatale appears first at the end of the 18th  century in the works of Goethe and George Matthew Lewis. According to the studies of Mario Praz and Virginia Allen, Goethe’s play Götz von Berlichingen (1773) and George Matthew Lewis’s novel The Monk (1794) represent the starting point of the genesis of the Romantic femme fatale (Praz, 1951, p. 191; Allen 1979 p. 41). At this stage the femme fatale is characterized by her irresistible beauty, eroticism, exoticism and seductiveness. Her overflowing femininity as well as her physical beauty attracts men beyond any logical explanation and eventually leads them to their destruction. This image is represented by Goethe’s Countess Adelheid (in Götz von Berlichingen) and by Lewis’s diabolic Matilda (in The Monk); both women, according to Allen and Praz, anticipate the Romantic image some decades before it became current. Moreover, they anticipate the new and modern world in which the old traditional sex roles started to be questioned, and consequently not only the image of Woman changed, but her function within new social structures as well. Adelheid and Matilda are good examples to start with.

Goethe’s Countess Adelheid is not merely an erotic and diabolic figure, who rules over all men whom she meets and creates in them extreme emotions - from fear to passion. She also represents the new world of centralized power, the power of the growing towns and of the Empire itself Götz, on the other hand, is an aristocrat of the countryside and represents the feudal system of medieval Germany. He has the traditional virtues of high morality and loyalty. Yet his world is also the world of patriarchy; his conflicts arise when his sister Maria, a traditional woman, becomes engaged to his best friend and companion Weslingen. Weslingen is tempted away from the virtuous Maria by the modern, urban and demonic Adelheid; he eventually marries her, although she does not love him. It is only then that he realizes her true nature, and he calls her “Zauberin” (sorceress); but it is too late for him, because by the time he understands her disruptive feminine force, she has already destroyed his stable life. 

Like Goethe’s Adelheid, Lewis’s protagonist Matilda in his novel The Monk represents feminine demonism. Matilda, who is learned in the cabbalistic arts, is portrayed as a witch who conjures the devil. Like Adelheid, who confronts the idealistic Götz, Matilda confronts a male who represents idealism and morality, the monk Ambrosio. Being irresistibly attractive and also manipulative, she manages to seduce the man and lead him to his destruction. Being caught by his desire to the fascinating demon lady, the monk leaves behind him everything he was taught to believe in. He rapes and murders the virgin Antonia and eventually is destroyed by selling his soul to the devil.

Stage 2; the phantasm, the living dead

Lewis’s Matilda leads naturally to the second stage in the development of the femme fatale; the stage of the phantasm and the occult. This is represented in the first decades of the 19th century by John Keats’s ballad La Belle Dame Sans Merci (1820)(for the complete text of the ballad, see Appendix, Figure 1.4). The fatal woman is embodied in this ballad as a cruel figure from the realm of the living dead, a phantom who leads to his death the male who desires her. Although published in the first decades of the 19th century the ballad represents a very advanced model of this feminine image. In spite of its belonging to the second stage of the development of the femme fatale, there is a suggestion of the other stages as well. She is irresistibly beautiful (as in the first stage) and has also traces of predatoriness (as in the third stage). It was this work which became over the years one of the typical representations of the Romantic femme fatale. In other words, even though the poem appeared at the beginning of the century, Keats’s Belle Dame foreshadows the very advanced stage of this cultural image at the end of the 19th century.

Mario Praz places the Belle Dame among the first series of poems and ballads which contain the seeds of grim and satanic Pre-Raphaelite medievalism; these satanic features are “completely dominated by the figure of the bloodthirsty, implacable idol” (Praz 1951, p.
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