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Power, Witchery, the Feminine
In the following piece of writing, an exploration of three keywords will be carried out. With reference to viewpoints on these chosen words and the themes surrounding them, this essay will aim to analyse interpretations of each word, and bring the concepts together in order to work towards a possible dissertation question. The chosen keywords are ‘femininity’, ‘power’, and ‘witchery’, a trio of concepts which will be synthesised and explored in conjunction with relevant textual and visual examples. Primarily, the focus will be on the manifestation of the feminine in each of the chosen areas, with this being the common thread from which to view each keyword.
The concept of ‘femininity’ can be seen as a measure of the characteristics typically associated with women – though whether these characteristics are a biologically ingrained set of behaviours or are learned through external influence is a topic debated by many. The notion of femininity as a “construction” is explored by Wijngaard (1997) in Reinventing the Sexes, in which she ponders the extent to which the assignment of specific traits according to gender is a “cultural artifact” which creates the divide between masculinity and femininity.
Psychologist Erich Neumann (1994) suggests that this divide between gendered constructs is fashioned specifically to benefit a male orientated society. Although stereotypically feminine characteristics of sensitivity and emotional receptiveness are often construed in a negative manner, as weakness or instability, these beliefs are largely enforced by a patriarchal social order that profits from upholding these attributes as undesirable. In The Fear of the Feminine (1994) Neumann explores how women are obliged to maintain and embrace “an equivocal femininity, while the values of consciousness in a patriarchal culture are masculine.” This thereby restricts the freedom of women and prevents the acceptance of femininity as anything other than a lesser, inferior trait.
Neumann’s essay goes on to explore this notion in more detail:
The negative effects of the patriarchate for the Feminine and for women constitute a vicious circle in which men (forcibly) limit women to the strictly feminine domain, but thereby make it impossible for her to participate authentically in patriarchal culture and force her into a role where she is regarded as second-best and inferior. (1994, p. 34)

This supports the assessment that the notion of femininity as an inherent lack or insufficiency is very much a patriarchal ideal fabricated in such a way so that women cannot win. Indeed, why should the supposedly feminine traits of empathy and humility be seen as a fault, when a ‘masculine’ quality such as violence is celebrated and desired? These ideals exist only to serve a social order that equates control with success and fulfilment, rather than valuing ‘feminine’ traits (which in themselves are implemented by learnt cultural understandings), and seeing strength in sensitivity.
Although the feminine has a history of being frequently disdained and underappreciated, an embracing of intrinsic femininity can be seen in the work of painter Alexandra Levasseur, shown below. Her pieces consist mostly of surrealist imagery depicting dreamlike landscapes, and feature pensive, often fragmented female forms and faces. 
[image: image18]





Levasseur (2017) Muscle Memory

The themes throughout her work encompass a range of scientific interests, including theories within physics of multiple dimensions imperceptible by our limited human senses. This notion leads her work to address the concepts of human perception and existence within nature. As exemplified below in Playing with Fire, her pieces regularly depict both flowers and flames, an interesting dichotomy of fragility and fierceness which may reflect the multi-faceted nature of femininity despite preconceived impressions. The figures in her paintings are often depicted submerged in water (as seen in Muscle Memory above), which is stated by Kotok (2018) to be a “symbol of emotions and receptiveness of the feminine principle”, an affirmation of the feminine as spiritually perceptive and laden with awareness.
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Levasseur (2013) Playing with Fire

In conversation with Beautiful Bizarre magazine, Levasseur was asked about the female figures in her work and the “societal expectations of femininity versus the actual and authentic means of being a woman” (Morrow, 2017). Her response to this addresses the depiction of women as an emblem of emotion:
The representation of women in my work serves me as a universal symbol to illustrate an array of human emotions. My work being in part autobiographical, the feminine figures in it naturally satisfy my need to express the anxiety and struggle to understand our short life on earth and find a real powerful meaning to it. This anxiety relates of course to hysteria and the life struggle is amplified by the existentialist question of the gender. (Morrow, 2017)

The artist’s explanation of the themes present in her work supports the basis of femininity and emotion being strongly interrelated. This fact is naturally acknowledged as a powerful and beautiful relationship, with vulnerability being a course to realising new understandings of our world and our feelings. The rawness of emotion and fragility portrayed through the complex, distinctly feminine subject matter, sensitive colour schemes and surreal symbolism of Levasseur’s work is shown not as thing of weakness, but as a profound appreciation of vivid feminine power.
To further explore this idea of power with relation to femininity, a pertinent focal point would be the gendered structures within fairy-tale narratives. In We Said Feminist Fairy Tales, Not Fractured Fairy Tales, Kuykendal and Sturm (2007) explore how the characterisation within traditional fairy-tales perpetuate deep-rooted cultural attitudes towards gender. These narrative structures inevitably inform our perception of male and female roles – especially for young children who hear the stories and receive these gendered messages. In the study, the authors explore how fairy-tale stories characterise women as dependent and weak, merely “beautiful objects, powerless to alter the events in their lives”, meanwhile the men of the stories are active, dominant, and “powerful agents of their own destiny.” (Kuykendal and Sturm, 2007, p. 39)
This stereotype of the lack of power among female characters is a harmful notion that permeates our culture, reinforcing biased and outdated attitudes towards the autonomy of women. Not only are the supposed female traits of feebleness and delicateness applied to the women in the stories, these women are reduced to being a product only of these qualities. This prevents the characters from harnessing any of the potential constructive manifestations of these traits, such as emotional receptiveness or compassionate sensitivity, instead constraining them to weak character archetypes with no depth or sense of personal power.
In Ella Evolving (2004), a paper which explores the gendered messages “embedded in the patriarchal canon” of fairy-tales, Linda T. Parsons considers the objectives of traditional story structures in terms of gendered character roles: 
A primary goal of gender construction in patriarchal culture is to prepare young girls for romantic love and heterosexual practices. Girls come to know that their value lies in men’s desire for them, and the characteristics and qualities that will assure their desirability are revealed in cultural storylines. (Parsons, 2004, p. 136)

This assessment reinforces the principle that women are frequently used in narratives as devices for the male characters to gain success, depth, redemption or power. As fairy-tales are an ingrained part of our culture, they play a significant role in forming our ideas of acceptable masculine and feminine behaviour, which Parson asserts “young girls and boys appropriate as their own.“ For this reason, she stresses the importance of ensuring the availability of alternative lines of narrative in order to “challenge dominant ideology”, and suggests the way to do this is to explore and endorse revised and retold versions of popular fairy-tales. These alternative retellings have the advantage of holding pre-formed sentiment and attachment from the audience due to their long-lasting roots already established within our culture – though fortunately these versions present an opportunity to promote positive gender roles and openings for the acceptance and appreciation of female power in various forms.
This stance is again supported by Kuykendal and Sturm (2007), though they stress that the revising of fairy-tales with the sole intention of subverting the gender binary is not necessarily a progressive step. This suggestion is in reference specifically to revised fairy-tales that simply reverse the roles of male and female characters, which Cranny-Francis, cited in Spinning New Tales from Traditional Texts (Crew, 2002, p. 82) states only challenges gender stereotypes at the “representational or story level of the text.” In order to create truly feminist narratives, a story must be totally re-envisioned to include fleshed-out and multi-faceted female characters that harness power through diverse, human characteristics. This is a more natural and healthy understanding than forcing girls and women into pre-set male roles, implying that women are only deemed valuable, strong or powerful when they become masculinised.
An example of a fairy-tale retelling that addresses female power is Snow White and the Huntsman (2012). This reimagining of the traditional tale draws attention to the compassion, pureness and unity with nature central to Snow White’s character, and demonstrates how she harnesses these traits as a form of power. Her conventionally feminine characteristics of softness and sensitivity are not construed as incompetence or weakness – indeed, they become the means through which she ultimately takes control to defeat the evil forces in the narrative.
Snow White is also shown to be physically proficient in defending herself, a notion which in itself defies traditional fairy-tale stereotypes of women being feeble and fragile. As shown in the image below, Snow White is equipped with weapons and armour just like the men, and shows herself to be capable of commanding an army by stirring faith, compassion and admiration in her people. This is a notable distinction which separates her capability of violence (implied by the armour and weaponry) from being branded as masculinisation of a female character – rather, it is a demonstration that she is equal with the men and capable of employing a spectrum of both archetypally feminine and masculine characteristics.
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Access Online (2011) Kristen Stewart & Chris Hemsworth Filming ‘Snow White and the Huntsman’


Snow White and the Huntsman also tackles the topic of feminine power through the character of the evil Queen Ravenna. The archetype of an evil queen is common in fairy-tales, which raises the argument that allowing women any kind of empowerment in these narratives requires some sort of a price. Evans, as cited in Kuykendal and Sturm (2007), points out that “powerful women in fairy tales are generally ugly if not also evil.” This can be related to the stereotype of powerful women being branded or portrayed as witches, which is conceivably a means of villainising these traits out of fear of female power.
To expand on the theme of witches, the wider concept of witchery as a whole should be explored. The word ‘witchery’ may refer to or be used as an umbrella term for a number of concepts. It may include forms of witchcraft itself, though it may also allude to enchantment or magical ability in general, the kind commonplace in many a fairy-tale and folklore belief. In Kristen J. Sollée’s Witches, Sluts, Feminists, one interpretation of ‘witch’ asserts that it is “a word used to demonize power, opinion, and faculty within women.” (Sollée, 2017, p. 152). This assessment would certainly line up with the several outlined viewpoints on the subject of women’s autonomy and female expression. Anything that dares to reach outside the boundaries set for the expectation of female character and behaviour is immediately branded as negative or becomes a subject of taboo.
In recent feminist circles, ‘witch’ has been reclaimed and used with pride in retaliation to the negative connotations. In Sabat Magazine (Krohn et al., 2017), the concept of the Crone, the embodiment of an elderly woman, is explored. In the wider sense, the term is often used pejoratively, suggesting ugliness, maliciousness and all negative aspects associated with ageing women. A piece on the Russian folk figure Baba Yaga in Sabat Magazine urges that for this reason, a reclamation of ‘crone’ should also be acknowledged:
As we reclaim the title of Witch, we must also reclaim the titles Witch came to obscure and replace, and the multi-faceted roles held by the crone. Of the three aspects of the Goddess it is this one which is the most feared, because it is this one that is the most dangerous to the patriarchy. (2017, p. 108)

This sentiment emphasises the importance that should be placed on the roles of older women. In a patriarchal society, women being comfortable with the process of ageing can in itself be seen as a protest. This is likely the reason for the animosity and scorn often directed towards older women due to ingrained cultural patterns. The references to Baba Yaga in the above sentiment are significant in this regard, as she is an elderly female figure that is seen as “both benevolent and dangerous – more unpredictable than evil” (Krohn et al., 2017). This nonconformity of character is what makes the folklore surrounding her a topic laden with potential discourse on the feminine.
Illustrator Katy Horan frequently explores themes of femininity and folklore in her work. Her subject matter also often includes elderly women, as exemplified in her piece Changeling shown below.
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Horan (2013-14) Changeling


The style of this painting shows obvious influences from folklore, as well as an unrestrained embracing of the female form in a way that is not inherently sexualised. The title of the piece may have undertones referring to the log of wood held by the figure, perhaps implying this is literally the woman’s child. This scenario reinforces many of the themes previously explored in this piece of writing, including the intrinsic feminine links with nature and awareness, the presence of women as something other than a device of the patriarchy, and the value of multi-faceted feminine narratives.
To conclude this exploration of keywords, the thread of overarching themes formed from the analysis of each section will be acknowledged in the form of a final topic of question. The presence and examination of the feminine in the different areas of this research has provided links throughout the writing to contextualise each topic, so will naturally play a role in creating the basis for further proposed questions of study. The central ideas established from this exploration as a whole include considerations about the preconceived nature of gendered traits and character roles, namely the idea of femininity being synonymous with weakness. This has proven often to be a reason behind the desire to form reimaginings of traditional stories that perpetuate negative and unrealistic gender stereotypes, or to at least frequently be one of the principal factors often calculated into these new retellings. The notion of retellings or reimaginings may also take form outside of written stories, being materialised through the medium of visual artwork and film.
In discussing the chosen keywords in separate areas of exploration, the common theme of the feminine manifests through each concept. Considering each area in this way has allowed the research to conclude with a central structure to refer back to. From the collective ideas reached, this exploration can lead to the question of: ‘What influence do the evolving views on femininity and female power have on modern incarnations of traditional fairy-tales?’
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