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INTRODUZIONE 
(De)costruire mitologie oggi 

 

GLORIA POLITI 
UNIVERSITÀ DEL SALENTO 

 

 

Questo numero speciale della rivista Lingue e Linguaggi è un volume 

monografico dal titolo La riscrittura al femminile del mito nel panorama 

letterario slavo del XX-XXI secolo. I saggi in esso contenuti, ad opera di 

insigni autori del panorama nazionale e internazionale, scaturiscono dal 

Progetto di Rilevante Interesse Nazionale (De)costruzione del mito nella 

letteratura femminile contemporanea in Russia e in Polonia. Uno studio 

comparato (P.R.I.N. 2015), che ha messo in evidenza come le scrittrici di area 

slava partecipino dell’attuale scenario letterario nazionale esercitando una 

forte influenza a partire dagli assunti filosofici specifici delle loro opere per 

giungere ad una forma estetica caratterizzata da un’eterogeneità di stili. 

Gli autori qui pubblicati evidenziano come le scrittrici contemporanee, 

russe e polacche in particolare, ma anche serbo-croate, ricorrendo 

frequentemente al gioco letterario di “demitologizzazione” e 

“remitologizzazione”, realizzino nelle loro opere un vero e proprio “bricolage 

multimitico” oppure scelgano il genere fiabesco, il fantasy, se non addirittura 

il gotico-horror per l’affermazione di una nuova visione del mondo. 

Vi si può osservare come il canone letterario tradizionale, intendendo 

certamente quello ottocentesco, ma anche quello del modernismo e ancor più 

quello che si è andato in qualche modo consolidando all’indomani della 

disgregazione dell’Unione Sovietica, subisca una trasformazione profonda. 

Come ben evidenziato dai saggi qui proposti, i mitologemi del futuro si 

realizzano in maniera esplicita soprattutto nei periodi di frattura e di crisi 

storica, quando i vecchi sistemi sociali, consolidatisi nell’arco di lunghi 

periodi, attraversano una fase di deterioramento e di collasso, rivelando 

quanto sia mai necessario un cambiamento delle prospettive. Oltre alle 

questioni di tipo politico ed economico, che necessitavano senza dubbio di 

una risoluzione, anche la questione nazionale è passata in primo piano ed è 

significativo che essa abbia trovato una riflessione approfondita nella prosa 

femminile che si è rivelata piuttosto sensibile a tali problematiche. Del resto 

la relazione dialettica tra la questione nazionale e quella di genere implica 

determinati processi di autoidentificazione che, mediante concetti e archetipi 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/it/deed.en
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legati al “femminile” e al “maschile”, vanno a formare le basi di un Paese. 

Nella prosa femminile slava contemporanea, se da un lato vi si scorge 

prepotente la presenza dei tratti del postmodernismo, la decostruzione dei 

miti, principalmente di quello realista-socialista e di quelli nazionali, 

dall’altro la parodia delle utopie, le narrazioni associative e surrealiste vanno 

a connotarla in maniera inequivocabile. Ciò che la distingue da una 

produzione, per così dire, “maschile” è la presenza della discussione 

inalienabile e persistente sulle questioni del senso della vita. Consapevoli 

dell’imperfezione delle possibili risposte e, allo stesso tempo, confermandone 

esteticamente le relazioni di significati, rappresentate spesso attraverso lo 

slittamento dei sistemi di coordinate delle ideologie tradizionali, lo sguardo 

delle scrittrici è rivolto verso una visione del mondo in cui realizzano una 

nuova mitologia dove l’elemento femminile e femminista mette in 

discussione e in crisi le strutture della società patriarcale. 

Lo studio che gli autori qui propongono riguardo alla produzione 

letteraria delle scrittrici slave contemporanee evidenzia come esse si 

confrontino con il problema dello scontro irrisolvibile tra maschile e 

femminile proponendo diverse soluzioni: in alcuni casi si crea l’immagine di 

una donna eroica che combatte con il mondo circostante raggiungendo la 

vittoria al grido di un’emancipazione superiore sia spirituale che corporea, in 

altri si propone la fuga dalla realtà nel mondo della fantasia o della 

fantascienza, della favola o della finzione, svincolando in tal modo le 

protagoniste da quella passività che il canone sociale affermava essere di 

esclusiva pertinenza della donna o capovolgendo le immagini dell’archetipo 

femminino contrapposto a quello maschile. 

Gli undici saggi che costituiscono la struttura compositiva di questa 

monografia individuano nelle nuove mitopoiesi il luogo di scontro 

ideologico, di emancipazione e di affermazione identitaria che, dietro il gioco 

letterario, rivela tutto il suo potenziale andando a trattare i temi eterni 

dell’amore, della morte, dell’arte e acquisendo quasi un valore di 

“integrazione” simbolica della donna. 
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ГЕНДЕРНЫЙ ПОДХОД К ПОНЯТИЮ 
НАЦИОНАЛЬНОГО В ЖЕНСКОЙ ЛИТЕРАТУРЕ  
Проза современных российских писательниц 

 

ELENA I. TROFIMOVA 
LOMONOSOV MOSCOW STATE UNIVERSITY 

 

 

Abstract – After drastic changes in the all fields of Russian life after 1991 there emerged 

attempts in Russian literature of the following decades to conceive the existing cultural 

situation and find new ideas and symbols. The prominent feature of this process was a 

radical change of women gender perception, greatly influenced by rapid modification of 

everyday life as well as a flood of information from the West. The women’s writings of 

the period demonstrate various genres, esthetical and ideological trends. It is interesting 

that the attempts of self-identification in new circumstances are connected with aspiration 

of some writers (T. Nabatnikova, L. Ulitskaya, E. Isayeva, S. Vasilenko, A. Marinina) to 

formulate basic concepts of what is called a new national idea. Their texts demonstrate 

attempts to destroy outdated myths and build up new ones, based on modern conceptions. 

Thus gender reconsideration in contemporary Russian literature gets wider socio-cultural 

and political measurement. 

 

Keywords: Russian women-writers; national; gender; mythologeme; literary discourse; 

complex of ideas; verbatim. 

 

 

Важным этапом в выработке национальных мифологем является 

осмысление и учет женского опыта, что закладывает основу нового 

гендерного баланса общества в соответствии с изменившимися 

цивилизационными реалиями. Этот процесс весьма важен для 

современной России, принимая во внимание её традицию 

формулировать философские, политические и социальные взгляды 

посредством художественного слова. Для русского сознания 

художественный образ всегда представляется более убедительным, 

нежели философская доктрина. Потому так значимо то, что мы 

наблюдаем в современной русской литературе. Проблематика 

национального отражается и осмысливается ею на разных уровнях 

сознания: от универсальных мифологических обобщений и 

индивидуальных переживаний до каждодневных бытовых проявлений. 

Национальный характер во многом формирует культурный профиль 

человека. Ещё в 1964 году Солженицын писал: «Национальность 
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накладывает на человека отпечаток <…>, вносит особенности, из 

которых человек вырваться не может…» (Солженицын 2018, С. 16). 

Рассматривая проблему конструирования мифологем, следует 

обратить внимание, что мифы могут конструироваться и существовать 

только в языковом пространстве, в лингвистическом поле. Реальность 

интерпретируется понятием, понятие означается словом. Слово как 

дважды переиначенная реальность лежит в основе мифа, точнее, в 

совокупности смыслов, встроенных в общую систему. Миф 

осуществляет различные задачи: он одновременно обозначает и 

оповещает, внушает и предписывает, носит побудительный характер, 

навязывая реципиенту своё собственное устремление. «Миф носит 

императивный, побудительный характер: отталкиваясь от конкретного 

понятия, возникая в совершенно определённых обстоятельствах, <…> 

он обращается непосредственно ко мне, стремится добраться до меня, я 

испытываю на себе силу его интенции» (Барт, https://www.bibliofond.ru/ 

view.aspx?id=78186). 

Перерабатывая материал прошлого и настоящего, миф своими 

латентными смыслами всегда обращён к будущему, предоставляя 

читающему некие поведенческие и оценочные образцы, которые можно 

использовать в жизненной практике. Следует заметить, что миф всегда 

воплощается в той или иной литературной форме, поэтому всякий 

художественный текст в определённой степени мифологичен, поскольку 

вне зависимости от желания автора обладает императивностью, 

способствующей конструированию будущего. И «самое ценное в 

восприятии литературы: игра воображения, разбуженного словом», это 

«заставляет читателя соучаствовать, думать <…>» (Ставинский 1964, С. 

486). 

Особенно очевидно мифологемы будущего проявляются в 

периоды исторических разломов, когда старые общественные системы 

деградируют, рушатся, и требуется осмысление перспектив. Для России 

таким временем стал период 1990-х годов и последующих десятилетий. 

Кроме политико-экономических задач, нуждавшихся в обдумывании и 

решении, на первый план вышла национальная проблематика. 

Показательно, что она нашла своё отражение в бурно развивавшейся 

тогда женской прозе, которая оказалась весьма чувствительной к 

данным вопросам. 

Между национальной идеей и совокупностью гендерных 

представлений существует диалектическая связь, взаимовлияние. 

Выработка гендерных конструктов неотделима от процессов 

национальной самоидентификации по той причине, что первые 

являются неотъемлемой частью последней, ибо формулировка понятий 

«женственное», «мужественное» неизбежно включает многочисленные 

https://www.bibliofond.ru/view.aspx?id=78186
https://www.bibliofond.ru/view.aspx?id=78186
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понятийные ряды и архетипы, формирующие базовые концепты нации. 

И наоборот, трансформация этих понятий самым непосредственным 

образом воздействует на форму и смысл национальной идеи, на 

визуальные образы её репрезентации. К тому же «гендерная метафора 

подразумевает перенос не только физических, но и духовных качеств и 

свойств, объединённых номинациями женственности и мужественности 

на объекты, с полом не связанные» (Кирилина 2002, С. 23). 

Немаловажен также баланс собственного и заимствованного. Органично 

приживается только то, что вписывается в логику внутреннего развития 

нации. Прямой, некритичный импорт идей, или, что ещё хуже, 

насильственный способ их внедрения в общественное сознание, может 

привести к обратным результатам. 

Гендерный конструкт совсем необязательно должен быть 

коррелятом реальности. Он вполне может выступать в качестве 

интеллектуального проекта, потенциально способного воплотиться в 

будущем. Источниками такого проекта становится не действительность 

как таковая, а заключённая в ней возможность осуществления. Таким 

образом, подобный конструкт может рефлектироваться – если 

прибегнуть к схоластической терминологии – номинально, а не 

феноменально; данный подход характерен для ситуаций культурно-

цивилизационной деструкции, смены парадигм развития нации, т.е. 

когда разрушаются одни ценностные константы, и требуются 

интенсивные духовные усилия для созидания новых. Иными словами, в 

некоторые моменты особенно важна не практическая работа, а 

интеллектуально-культурная деятельность, литературное и 

художественное творчество. 

Всякое интеллектуальное явление материализуется в двух 

основных вариантах: в совокупности философских, публицистических и 

информационных текстов, принимающих разнообразные медийные 

формы (сборник, брошюра, газета, радио, телевидение, Интернет) или в 

виде литературно-художественных произведений, опосредованно 

представляющих чувственную и символическую интерпретацию идей. 

К примеру, в повести Татьяны Набатниковой «Шофёр Астап», где 

в экстремальных формах проявляются полоролевые установки 

персонажей, ситуация отражает также всю глубину и драматизм 

столкновения различных национальных проектов. Формально 

ключевым моментом повествования является сцена принуждения 

героини шофёром Астапом к интимной близости (Женя приехала на 

спортивные сборы в одну из кавказских республик). И, скорее всего, мы 

видим классическую парадигму патриархатных отношений мужского и 

женского: первое – агрессивно, эгоистично, воспринимает женщину как 

объект вожделения и унижения, второе – подчинённо, пассивно, 
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иерархически снижено во всех смыслах. В главном эпизоде 

писательница весьма ярко описывает кошмарное ощущение бессилия и 

страха, которое испытывает молодая женщина в этой ситуации («Ужас 

скользнул по лицу Жени, а в глазах Астапа отразилось пьянящее 

чувство всесилия…»; она «поглядела на него <…> с ужасом, уже не 

борясь, лишь прося пощады»). Однако действительная коллизия 

намного сложнее, нежели описанная фабула. В повести столкновение 

национального играет не меньшую, а, может быть, и более важную 

роль, чем чисто сексуальный конфликт. Шофёр и героиня-спортсменка 

– носители различных национальных менталитетов, где поведенческие и 

иерархические репрезентации мужественного и женственного имеют 

значительные отличия. Героиня, принадлежащая к более либеральной и 

проевропейской поведенческой модели, позволяет себе, как ей кажется, 

ни к чему не обязывающую игру с человеком иной (здесь – кавказской) 

культуры. Она подшучивает над ним, чуть флиртует, ведёт себя немного 

высокомерно, милостиво предоставляет «себя его взгляду, как царица», 

«чувствуя, что дразнит его зависть». И не понимает, что те 

поведенческие кальки, которые в её культурно-национальной среде 

воспринимаются более спокойно, как условная игра, в других ситуациях 

работают иначе. Такое непонимание и служит отправной точкой 

дальнейшего развития событий. Кстати и Астап нисколько не 

напоминает традиционный образ «сексуально озабоченного» 

восточного человека с горящими чёрными глазами и потными от 

постоянного вожделения  ладонями. В момент принуждения Жени к 

соитию он ведёт себя как-то неуверенно, с внутренним сопротивлением, 

не столько удовлетворяя свои желания, сколько исполняя некую 

предписанную роль («<…> вздохнул тяжко <…>, и отметая остатки 

человеческого, <…> сказал печально, как человек, обречённый так 

поступить: – „Ну что ж …  А теперь – я начну”»). Это подтверждается и 

последующим его поведением. Привезя героиню в аэропорт, ведёт себя 

угодливо, суетится, озирается. Он «упорно стоял рядом, всё пытался 

отнять у неё сумки, передвигал чемодан вслед движению очереди, 

вздыхал и оглядывал зал – не для своего интереса, а за Женю: как бы 

отдавая её долг аэропорту…» (все цитаты – Набатникова 2001, С. 9-40). 

Таким образом, автор через драматизм частного случая затрагивает 

проблему столкновения различных национальных культур («там земля 

Астапа»), по-разному определяющих роль и место женщины. 

Одновременно в этом противостоянии присутствует и попытка 

идентификации «своего» и «чужого», позиционирование «своего» по 

отношению к иному, и инвентаризация хорошего и плохого, что 

характеризует и репрезентирует всякую нацию. Как героиня не 

понимает провокативности своего поведения, воспринимаемого 
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Астапом, как унижение, так и он сам слепо следует мачистской 

традиции мести женщине через физическое насилие над ней. 

Иначе смотрит на проблему гендера и национального 

писательница Людмила Улицкая. В своих романах («Медея и её дети», 

«Казус Кукоцкого», др.), в повестях, рассказах она отдаёт явное 

предпочтение частному перед общим, индивидуальному – перед 

социальным. Её национальный проект несёт отпечаток двойственности, 

впрочем, непротиворечивой. Он одновременно и сужается до рамок 

отдельной семьи, личной судьбы, и расширяется в глобальной 

перспективе. Элементом, соединяющим локальное и глобальное, 

частное и общее, индивидуума и человечество, служит успешность. 

Именно успех: материальный, творческий, также подтверждённый 

финансово, вкупе с душевным комфортом являют собой критерий 

счастливой жизни и цель существования семьи. В этой прагматической 

концепции такие факторы как нация, пол, политические пристрастия, 

место жительства, традиции, привычки отодвигаются на второй план и 

представляются малозначительными. Главное – достижение «счастья» 

родственно связанными людьми через получение обеспеченной (или как 

нередко говорят – достойной) жизни и продолжение рода.1 Роль 

женщины видится Улицкой, с одной стороны, как бы традиционно, 

даже с некоторыми элементами матриархата («мать семейства»), а с 

другой – довольно прагматично, то есть можно исповедовать и иные 

принципы, лишь бы они содействовали успешности или, точнее, 

личному удобству. Основными принципами отношений, которые 

косвенно одобряются нарратором, являются оппортунизм и 

комфортность. Например, дети как знак самореализации в жизни и 

своеобразный гарант устойчивости и защищённости в будущем, 

принадлежат матери, отцовские же чувства в расчёт не берутся и во 

внимание не принимаются. А более точно, отцовское участие 

редуцируется до функции воспроизводства, мужское – до 

предоставления сексуального удовольствия партнёрше, чьи эротические 

потребности должны удовлетворяться неразборчиво и быстро, так 

сказать по «мужскому типу» (это, видимо, писательница и считает 

феминизмом); а под мужественностью подразумевается умение добыть, 

как можно больше денежных знаков. Повсюду доминируют требования 

пользы, удобства и поэтому никакой рефлексии о возникающих 

ситуациях, «любовных треугольниках», разбитых жизнях и пр. не 

существует. Примером сказанного могут служить в семейной хронике 

 
1 См., например, Улицкая Л. Медея и её дети // Цю-юрих (С. 235); Пиковая Дама // Цю-

юрих (С. 284, 287, 294); Бронька // Бедные родственники (С. 24, 26-28, 31, 33); др. 

произведения. 
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«Медея и её дети» отношения Ники и её племянницы Маши; 

самоубийство последней из-за того, что делит любимого мужчину со 

своей тёткой, к которой весьма привязана и доверяет ей. Причём образ 

Ники автор коннотирует вполне позитивно. И вот happy end: в эпилоге 

романа с одобрением описывается «богатый» дом Ники в Италии, где 

она любит принимать «бедных» родственников из России, её нынешний 

муж – богатый итальянец, её успешные дети от трёх-четырёх браков или 

связей и т.д., и т.п. В общем, читателю представлен образец очевидной 

жизненной победы, бьющей в глаза успешности и безудержной, по 

словам А. Пушкина, «страсти к довольству» (1978, С. 298). 

Та же нота звучит и в рассказе «Пиковая дама». После 

тридцатилетнего отсутствия некто Марек – эмигрант из России (а до 

этого – из Польши), ныне же владелец богатой клиники в ЮАР, приехал 

в Москву, чтобы посмотреть на давно оставленных жену, дочь, никогда 

не виденных внуков. Войдя в квартиру, он ошеломил малоимущих 

близких (его бывшая жена – профессор медицины в академической 

клинике) своей одеждой, особливо же шерстяным шарфом «глубокого 

кровяного цвета и того высочайшего качества, которое материальные 

ценности почти превращает в духовные». К тому же богатый гость был 

«невероятно щедр на всякие угощения», и видимо, за это мгновенно 

стал любимым папой и дедом (Улицкая 2002, С. 287). 

Философия здесь примерно такова: человеческое счастье 

начинается с малого, с семьи. Будет ловка, ухватиста, а значит, успешна 

семья и её члены, в первую очередь, женщины с детьми, то это 

неизбежно отзовётся национальными успехами. Человечество по 

Улицкой – это совокупность больших кланов, каждый из которых есть 

копия всего мира, и причастность к ним обеспечивает гармонию бытия 

человека во времени и пространстве. «Это удивительное чувство – 

принадлежать к такой большой семье, что всех её членов даже не 

знаешь в лицо, и они теряются в перспективе бывшего, не бывшего и 

будущего» (Улицкая 2002, С. 236). Такое понимание счастья, вероятно, 

создаст основу для гармонизации человечества в целом. Поэтому 

узловые моменты созидания клана, его пополнения очень важны для 

Улицкой. Не случайно большое значение писательница придаёт 

сюжетам продолжения рода, когда женщина через телесные родовые 

страдания, физиологически проявляет свою уникальную и 

неповторимую сущность (Улицкая 2004, С. 458). 

Попытку сконструировать миф, где в символической, 

синтетической форме артикулировался бы ответ на кризис нации, 

можно усмотреть в романе Светланы Василенко «Дурочка» (Василенко 

2000, С. 7-126), действие коего происходит в мифологизированном, но 

узнаваемом пространстве советской реальности 1930-70-х годов. 
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Женщина здесь представлена в нескольких символических ипостасях: 

кормилица, устроительница бытия, хранительница народной души, 

спасительница мира. Бабка Харыта спасает сирот от голода и смерти, 

она же окрестив, сохраняет их души для жизни вечной. Странная, как 

бы немая девочка Ганна во имя человечности жертвует даже жизнью 

друга, но спасает ненавидящую её Председательницу Тракторину. Сама 

же «дурочка» Надька совершает мистический подвиг, рожая солнце и 

избавляя человечество от ядерной катастрофы. Переосмысливая 

понятие женственности в современных условиях, писательница 

обращается и к архаичным традициям славянского язычества, и к 

православному христианству, неразрывно связывая образ женщины не 

только с тайнами стихий, древом жизни, хтоническими существами, но 

и с охранительной ролью Богородицы. Василенко считает, что 

возвращение к «настоящей» женственности произойдёт, если состоится 

возврат к образам и типу поведения даже не религиозного, 

христианского наполнения, а до-христианского, именно который она и 

почитает истинно народным, а следовательно, верным. Поэтому вполне 

оправданно трактовать данный текст писательницы, как своеобразную 

попытку ретроспективной деконструкции женственного через 

созидание мифа, где бездуховная реальность переосмысливается как 

сакральный, символический сюжет.  

Использование слова «женственное» более точно, чем «женское». 

«Мужское», «женское» суть биологические, данные от природы 

половые различия, а понятия «мужественное», «женственное» 

сконструированы обществом и имеют культурно-символические 

различия, которые и меняются в соответствии с трансформацией, как 

общества, так и культуры в целом. Эти конструкты могут и должны 

рассматриваться лишь с учётом и использованием термина гендер, под 

которым подразумевается культурно-символическое определения пола. 

В таком случае появляется возможность выйти за пределы 

биологического описания, и подчёркнуть не природную, а 

социокультурную причину межполовых различий. Надо также помнить, 

что наряду с первым, структурно необходимым шагом – деструкцией 

(разрушение) иерархических отношений, должен быть сделан и второй 

– их реконструкция (воссоздание). Смысл новообразованного слова 

«деконструкция» заключён в восстановлении структуры понятий в 

новом их обобщении.  

Василенко сквозь призму своего мировидения отрицает, как ей 

кажется, слишком мужеподобные женские типажи той, революционной, 

эпохи, которая, считает она, изуродовала и закабалила женщину (в 

романе это Тракторина Петровна, чьё имя говорит само за себя). 

Опираясь на архаику, автор выписывает новый (на самом деле, «хорошо 
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забытый старый») конструкт женственности, а именно: роженица, то 

есть создательница нового человека и его кормилица. По Василенко, 

женщина укрепляет и сохраняет быт, домашний очаг, развивает 

душевные и духовные качества, как у членов семьи, так и у всего 

общества.  

Елена Исаева – выпускница факультета журналистики МГУ. 

Одной из ведущих тем Исаевой является проблематика «женского 

опыта», то есть описание, анализ и интерпретация событий, их 

переживания и рефлексия женского бытия в современном социуме. 

Особенно актуален такой анализ на фоне слома культурных эпох, 

драматически влияющих на экзистенцию героинь её произведений. 

Наиболее ярко эти особенности проявились в автобиографической 

повести и пьесе «Про мою маму и про меня», за которую писательница 

получила российскую премию «Действующие лица» (2003 г.), «Приз 

Европы» фестиваля радиовещательного союза в Берлине (2004 г.). 

Сюжет произведения строится на рассказе героини, находящейся в 

переходном возрасте от девочки к девушке. По сути, перед нами 

совокупность новелл, женских историй, последовательность которых 

задаётся руководительницей школьного литературного кружка, который 

посещает эта ученица. Каждая заданная тема у героини повествования 

Лены превращается в небольшой рассказ. И это, как правило, эпизод, 

связанный с каким-нибудь событием жизни одного из женских 

персонажей, присутствующих в тексте. Девичьи влюблённости и 

увлечения, проявления любви и заботы у матери и отца, рассказ соседки 

о платонической симпатии фронтовой санитарки и знаменитого 

командующего фронтом, печальный «телефонный роман» мамы с 

умирающим бывшим школьным товарищем, к которому она в юности 

испытывала сильные чувства. Тексту присущ реализм, психологическая 

достоверность персонажей и событий, и одновременно 

импрессионистичность, «случайность» сюжетов, лёгкость нарратива, но 

и его смысловая глубина. Сюда следует добавить умение Исаевой 

передавать индивидуальное переживание «эпохи перемен», 

сопоставление психотипов матери и дочери, рефлексию прошлого на 

фоне ситуации настоящего. 

Женскую тему Исаева разрабатывает не только на современном 

материале. По-новому она пытается прочитать и исторические сюжеты. 

В 1998 году в Центре драматургии и режиссуры была поставлена её 

трагедия «Юдифь», написанная рифмованным пятистопным ямбом. 

Однако необычна не только редкая для нашего времени литературная 

форма, но и то, что автор меняет смысловые акценты библейской 

истории. Если традиционно Юдифь обезглавливает Олоферна как врага-

иноверца, то в этой пьесе предлагается совсем иная трактовка. Исаева 
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даёт героям немыслимую для древних иудеев вещь – свободу выбора. 

«И, казалось бы, это выбор не в пользу веры, а в пользу любви. Но дело 

в том, что воин-язычник открывает вдруг Единого Бога единственно 

возможным для себя путём – через любовь женщины, одухотворенной 

своей верой» (Забалуев, Зензинов 2004, С. 9). Гибель Олоферна 

трактуется писательницей, как его добровольное жертвоприношение во 

имя их любви, которая найдёт своё духовное воплощение уже в 

неземном мире. 

Стилистически свою прозу и стихи Исаева строит по 

традиционным, можно сказать, реалистическим канонам. Тем не менее, 

она первая в современной русской драматургии использовала приём 

«Verbatim» (пер. с латыни – дословное, изречённое), когда, написанный в 

жанре документальной пьесы сценарий полностью состоит из реальных 

монологов или диалогов обычных людей (интервью, записи на 

магнитофоне и др.), перепроизносимых актёрами. Сугубая 

достоверность, своеобразный гиперреализм и документальность 

придают спектаклю особую искренность, правдивость и остроту. 

Некоторые критики считают, что именно в технике «вербатим» 

проходит линия нынешнего процесса обновления театра в России. 

Таким вербатимом у Исаевой стала пьеса «Первый мужчина», впервые 

поставленная московским Театром.doc.  

Сюжет пьесы внешне незамысловат: три юные девушки 

рассказывают истории о взаимоотношениях с мужчинами и о сложных 

комплексах чувств, переживаниях, порождаемых этими связями. 

Драматизм ситуации усугубляется фактом, что первые мужчины 

героинь – их собственные отцы. Осознание противоестественности и 

греховности подобных отношений приводит к трагическим 

последствиям: любовь отца и дочери, перешагнув запретную черту, 

превращается в ненависть и отчуждение. Такие «устные исповеди – это 

„вещдоки” наших бездн» (Бек 2004, С. 6), бездн души. Сама же 

писательница считает, что подобная тема пришла к ней внезапно: «Как 

тихий домашний человек <…> я выбрала стезю, как мне казалось, 

самую что ни на есть «безопасную» – мама и дочка – взаимоотношения 

в семье, переходный возраст, самоутверждение и так далее». Но в 

беседе со студентами Института кинематографии, к которым она 

обратилась в поисках материала, тема неожиданно изменилась, и 

возникла мысль «заменить „маму” на „папу”, поскольку с папами 

взаимоотношения в семье исследованы меньше. <…> Тут и про 

мужской шовинизм поговорить было бы можно, и про мужской идеал», 

– посчитала писательница и, начав записывать интервью, сразу же 

наткнулась на шокирующую историю инцеста, которую невозможно 

было обойти. Ценность «Verbatim», видимо, и в том, что писатель 
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выходит в области, весьма далёкие от его личного жизненного опыта. 

Исаева стала целенаправленно проводить опрос студенток об 

отношениях с отцами. «И каково было моё удивление, когда каждая 

вторая» начала говорить о недетской влюблённости в отца. Позже 

Исаева поняла, что именно «эта „глубинная запрятанность” и тяготящая 

многолетняя <…> рана требовали вербального воплощения, 

„проговоренности”, <…> и разговор приносил облегчение» (Исаева 

2004, С. 20-21).  

Хотя Исаева впрямую не обращается к теме национальной 

мифологии, гендерная заострённость её текстов способствует развитию 

понимания дихотомии «мужское-женское». Ревизия сложившихся 

стереотипов в этой области даёт возможность большего многообразия в 

конструировании национальных идеологем, умножая пути их 

интеллектуального осмысления. 

Если в вышеприведённых текстах усматриваются косвенные 

попытки сформировать мифологему «гендер и нация», то в творчестве 

Александры Марининой мы обнаруживаем то, что можно назвать 

мифом о новом человеке. 

Маринина – заметная фигура современной литературы, что 

заставляет взглянуть на её творчество с широкой культурологической 

точки зрения. Несмотря на то, что она работает в достаточно 

популистском и маргинальном жанре – детективе – многие аспекты 

существования и функционирования её текстов свидетельствуют о 

значительных сдвигах, происходящих в социокультурном восприятии 

литературы российским общественным сознанием. 

Несомненным достоинством романов Марининой представляется 

то, что поведением, поступками своих персонажей она старается найти 

ответ на вопрос, весьма актуальный для выработки новой национальной 

идеологии. Каковы должны быть мотивации человека в жизни, которая 

наполнена примерами и обстоятельствами откровенно аморального 

свойства? Очень важно, что читатель находит во многих случаях 

положительный, нравственный ответ.  

Главная героиня её милицейских историй – аналитик отдела по 

раскрытию особо опасных преступлений Анастасия Каменская2. Это не 

уникальная и сверходарённая личность, наоборот, обычная, 

современная молодая женщина со всем характерным набором забот, 

сомнений, страхов и разочарований. Но в ней есть прочный 

нравственный стержень, способность отличать добро от зла, ей присущи 

настойчивость и стремление всегда доводить дело до конца. Эти 

 
2 Маринина А. См. серию детективных романов о Каменской (выпускаются с 1995 г. по 

наст. время разными изд-вами России).  
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качества придают образу Каменской значение ценностного ориентира, 

морального образца. Modus vivendi Каменской (нарушение «приличий», 

вызов профессиональному мачизму, игнорирование предписываемых 

женщине бытовых и общественных поведенческих паттернов) есть 

своеобразный вызов тому контролю над женщиной, который 

насаждается маскулинистски ориентированным социумом. При этом 

нельзя сказать, что, отвергая традиционно женский поведенческий 

штамп, героиня копирует противоположный – мужской. Александра 

Маринина (сознательно или нет) в образе Каменской пытается 

синтезировать некую новую стратегию репрезентации женственного. 

Эта новая модель должна выходить из сферы тоталитарного 

маскулинистского контроля и осуществлять своё право на 

самостоятельность, уникальность, независимость и самоценность. 

Однако наряду с перечисленными качествами Каменская обладает 

чертами мифологического культурного героя. Среди них следует 

назвать, прежде всего, цивилизаторскую функцию, то есть внедрение 

новых мыслительных и поведенческих образцов в массовое сознание, 

что способствует приспособлению социума к новым реалиям. В данном 

случае речь идет не только о трансформации гендерных представлений, 

но и о переосмыслении бытия человека в системе рыночных отношений. 

Несмотря на драматический излом русской истории конца XX века, 

погрузившего нашу нацию в состояние не только материального, но и 

ментального хаоса, такие культурные герои, как Каменская стремятся к 

созиданию нового порядка, нового целеполагания, повышения 

витальности членов социума. Как отмечает культуролог А.И. 

Кравченко:  
 

Культурная роль реальных героев – вдохновлять простых людей на 

совершение нравственных поступков, заражать их творческой энергией и 

созиданием. Они показывают, что идеальное совершенство не есть некая 

недосягаемая цель, но представляет собой нечто такое, чего может 

достичь обычный человек, затративший на достижение цели огромные 

усилия. (Кравченко 2000) 

 

Самоидентификация нации неизбежно базируется на пространственно-

временных категориях и связанных с ними мифологемах. Здесь вполне 

уместно использовать представление И. Канта, высказанное, прежде 

всего, в «Критике чистого разума», об априорных понятиях как 

универсальном базисе для всякого типа восприятия мира и определения 

себя в нём. Нация должна описать свою пространственную и временную 

протяжённость, отождествить себя с определёнными географическими 

границами и с хронологической непрерывностью своего бытия. Если 

континуум нарушен, то целостность самовосприятия не будет 
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достигнута, и возникшее ощущение неполноценности с неизбежностью 

спровоцирует новые поиски национальной идеи.  

Тексты, появляющиеся в современном литературном пространстве 

России, в том числе и рассмотренные здесь, достаточно ясно 

свидетельствуют об этих энергичных поисках, а также о символических 

и семиотических перспективах для продвижения национального 

проекта. Не менее важным представляется и то, что содержащаяся в них 

гендерная риторика с неизбежностью представляет ту или иную 

идеологию, прикрытую одеянием художественного текста. 
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Abstract – Lyudmila Ulitskaya in Medea and Her Children elaborates the myth of the 

killer mum-woman by proposing a new kind of feminine character: innocent, without 

guilt, victim of an imposed order, where masculine characters reveal their inadequacy and 

brutality. The choice by the author in identifying such myth is to be searched at the 

internal dynamics of a woman and the role played by Medea, where the residual of the 

classic legacy is represented by the aura of the magic surrounding her own protagonist. 

The novel is one of the most complete expression of the new realism, which has been 

taking place in Russia in the last few years. The reality represents both the expressionistic 

point of view and the prism of archaic family, which is the only solid bastion able to give 

the sense of collective belonging, to define the identity and to generate adequate thoughts 

and social practises necessary to justify the existence of this world. In the novel, the 

crucial role of the family colludes with the suburban depersonalization of the big city. We 

can also observe the additional antinomian North-South, where North, in its acute negative 

value, reveals through the face of the capital the ancient Russian selfishness and its 

materialist present. On the contrary, both Medea and the author, claim with a clear voice 

the necessity to escape from the social, cultural and political homologation. 

 

Keywords: Lyudmila Ulitskaya; myth; new realism; family; identity. 

 

 

1. Introduzione 

 

Medeja i eë deti, uno dei romanzi più conosciuti di Ljudmila Ulickaja, 

pubblicato in Russia nel 1997, viene dato alle stampe in Italia nel 2000 

dall’editore Einaudi, semplicemente come Medea, titolo che se da un lato 

richiama più da vicino la tragedia euripidea, dall’altro risponde al progetto 

creativo della scrittrice privando la protagonista, sin dall’incipit, della 

genitorialità e perciò del primigenio peccato. Medea, infatti, non ha figli ed è, 

al tempo stesso, la matriarca per eccellenza, un punto di riferimento eterno. 

L’intreccio del romanzo è complesso e articolato in più piani narrativi 

sovrapposti sia in senso diacronico sia sincronico, che, seppur evidenziando 

la ciclicità di eventi e personaggi, sembrano essere destinati alla 

rappresentazione del cammino compiuto dalla donna in Russia, a partire dalla 

generazione nata a metà degli anni Quaranta e Cinquanta – dato quest’ultimo 
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inequivocabilmente biografico – fino al tempo attuale. 

La Crimea e la Storia sono il palcoscenico su cui si svolgono i fatti, lo 

spazio dove si intrecciano relazioni, talvolta dai risvolti e dagli epiloghi 

tragici, tra uomini e donne di nuove discendenze sotto lo sguardo acuto e 

consapevole di una Medea, “rocciosa esponente della precedente generazione 

che vive di una curiosa e progressiva spoliazione di ogni caratteristica 

psicologica per diventare unicamente il centro, il punto di raccordo di tutte le 

vicende narrate” (Martini 2002, p. 150). 

Ljudmila Ulickaja, al pari di molti autori della cultura moderna e 

contemporanea, com’è avvenuto in tutte le forme di espressione artistica e di 

comunicazione (Bettini, Pucci 2017, pp. 239-259), cede alla fascinazione che il 

mito di Medea ha da sempre esercitato sull’immaginario collettivo, come era 

accaduto per il mondo latino, che per primo lo aveva recepito dalla cultura 

greca, ma lo plasma infondendole nuova linfa. Il recupero attuato dall’autrice è 

da ricercarsi innanzitutto nelle dinamiche interne alla figura della donna, nella 

trasformazione del ruolo femminile, nella sua evoluzione quasi “biologica” 

(Ulickaja 2003), perciò del retaggio classico rimane solamente il residuo di 

quell’alone di magia che eternamente avvolge la protagonista. Medea, nelle 

mani di Ulickaja, cessa di essere l’archetipo della donna vendicativa per 

diventare l’espressione più compiuta del principio della libertà narrativa, della 

capacità di giudizio scevra da qualsiasi condizionamento, dell’espressione 

della verità spinta sino all’eccesso nel voler raccontare lo snaturamento sociale, 

psicologico e antropologico contemporaneo. L’autrice sceglie quindi il mito 

per realizzare uno studio sulla società, sul senso di appartenenza collettiva e, al 

contempo, sulla specificità di ogni singolo individuo (cfr. Berger, Berger, 

Kellner 1973; Foote 1951; Goffman 2003). 

La Medea ulickiana, in sintonia con il modello classico, si presenta 

nelle vesti di straniera, ma in un’accezione profondamente cosmopolita, ed è 

al contempo, una viaggiatrice “immota”, avendo con lo spazio che la 

circonda, con la natura della Crimea, madre-benefattrice, un rapporto 

esclusivo ed armonioso. Per tutto il resto si discosta sin da subito 

dall’archetipo mitico e rispetto ad esso la si può definire solo per negazione: 

non è autrice di quel gesto che la caratterizzerebbe in modo assoluto – non è 

madre, non è un’infanticida. Non è nemmeno una fratricida, né una traditrice, 

non è una donna crudele, non è soggiogata da smisurati sentimenti e quindi il 

suo comportamento non oscilla mai tra i vertici del raziocinio e le cadute 

dell’emotività meschina ed egocentrica. Al pari della Medea classica resta 

una donna dotata di poteri intellettivi superiori che rifiuta gli schemi 

artificiosamente creati dalla cultura e dalla società patriarcale (cfr. Imposti 

2004) e accoglie in sé l’identità della donna di casa con un’aura di sacralità. 

Questo testo, delineate le tappe salienti delle varianti del mito dal 

canone classico sino all’epoca moderna e contemporanea, si propone di 
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individuare il genere letterario cui ascrivere Medea di Ljudmila Ulickaja, le 

sperimentazioni mitopoietiche operate dall’autrice sulla protagonista, la cui 

azione non è mai solitaria, indipendente, sfrenata o irrazionale come avviene 

nella tragedia senechiana, ma è circondata da una pleiade di deuteragonisti, 

che agiscono insieme su diversi livelli di significazione. 
 

 

2. Il mito di Medea, migrante nel tempo e nello spazio 
 

L’opera di Ulickaja è una delle ultime tappe di rielaborazione del mito della 

donna-madre maga e assassina, che si snoda lungo un cammino lunghissimo e 

di difficile esaurimento. Si può dire che la storia di Medea sia stata raccontata 

da tutti e che ogni narratore ne abbia messo in evidenza ora l’uno ora l’altro 

aspetto, realizzando delle vere e proprie manipolazioni sul mito. I primissimi 

riferimenti a Medea sono già rintracciabili nell’Iliade e nell’Odissea (Bona 

1997; Giannini 2000; Tedeschi 2005), ma sarà Euripide, nel 431 a.C., a farne 

una delle massime espressioni del teatro di tutti i tempi seguita, nel 215 a.C., 

dagli Argonautiká di Apollonio Rodio, prologo alla tragedia euripidea. 

Parallelamente, nel mondo latino, le tracce di Medea sono presenti fin dall’età 

repubblicana: basti considerare, per esempio, Ennio e Pacuvio, che attuano una 

vera e propria rielaborazione della tragedia classica (Manuwald 2013). Occorre 

tuttavia giungere sino ad Ovidio per avere una Medea, come è presentata nelle 

lettere elegiache, che si disvela al lettore permettendogli di scrutare nelle 

pieghe più intime dell’animo di una donna che ha amato, che è stata 

abbandonata e che, almeno all’inizio, non medita ancora vendetta, 

presentandosi ora come un’eroina derelitta e infelice ora come la fattucchiera 

che governa la natura, pratica la magia nera e lancia maledizioni augurando 

disgrazie che puntualmente si verificheranno (Adriani 2006).  

Seneca fornisce un ulteriore ritratto dell’eroina in questione (Martina 

1990). Nonostante le varie teorie sul suo teatro (Torre 2009), Medea fa parte 

delle nove tragedie a lui attribuite, con una protagonista ben diversa da quella 

euripidea: essenzialmente monocorde, la Medea senechiana si presenta senza 

indugio carica di odio, è autrice di orribili delitti e ha la capacità di 

commetterne di ben più gravi, come il figlicidio, pur di infliggere a Giasone il 

più crudele dei castighi (Gazich 2000). 

Se il mito di Medea permette una distinzione piuttosto chiara delle 

diverse letture date dagli autori antichi, la stessa metodologia non può essere 

applicata alle infinite versioni e agli innumerevoli adattamenti 

doviziosamente elargiti dagli autori della modernità.1 

 
1  Per avere un quadro esauriente delle innumerevoli Medee occorrerebbe un trattato a parte e forse 

sarebbe impossibile riuscire a tracciare una rassegna completa delle infinite riletture e degli 
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Uno dei criteri su cui orientarsi è legato all’impianto della tragedia e 

alle variazioni dei personaggi principali rispetto ai due modelli più autorevoli 

di epoca classica. Si consideri a tal proposito la Médée di Corneille (Knight 

1991, pp. 6-15), composta nel 1635, il cui personaggio centrale è una donna 

innamorata ma oltraggiata e vilipesa, una vittima, ruolo che non giustifica 

affatto i misfatti che andrà a compiere ma che almeno le fa guadagnare delle 

attenuanti. 

Variazioni importanti sul mito di Medea si hanno a partire dalla fine 

del XVIII secolo con Friedrich Maximilian Klinger, autore di Medea in 

Corinto (1786) e Medea nel Caucaso (1790), due tragedie che 

concettualmente fanno da contralto alla rilettura che ne dà Goethe nella coeva 

Ifigenia in Tauride. Se in quest’ultima tragedia viene eliminato ogni 

riferimento legato alla magia e al soprannaturale, nella Medea in Corinto, la 

protagonista, che ha una natura semidivina, intende privarsi dei suoi poteri 

per essere una semplice donna, ricambiata nel sentimento dall’uomo che ama, 

e per poter generare dei figli. Il suo sogno, però, è destinato ad infrangersi 

poiché Giasone, tradendola, la ferirà profondamente, e per di più sarà tradita 

anche dai suoi stessi figli che arriveranno a preferirle e difendere Creusa, 

figura che le si oppone diametralmente, moglie per così dire “legittima” di 

Giasone. Questo scatenerà la furia omicida di Medea che, riappropriatasi 

delle sue capacità sovrannaturali, si vendicherà ferocemente su tutti (Adriani 

2006, pp. 190-201). 

Dalla seconda metà dell’Ottocento si ha un fiorire di Medee, il cui mito 

comincia ad essere trasposto in un contesto moderno e perciò soggetto ad 

essere declinato nei modi più disparati. A tal proposito si considerino le 

varianti napoletane ad opera di Francesco Matriani, che dimostra un certo 

interesse per i diseredati e per le donne marginalizzate dalla società; oppure si 

veda la trattazione dei temi legati ai pregiudizi e alle discriminazioni razziali 

con le Medee mulatte, brasiliane, africane o comunque di sangue misto; e 

ancora l’entrata in scena delle Medee asiatiche dove il problema del razzismo 

viene trattato sullo sfondo del neocolonialismo (Belli 1967). 

A partire dal secondo dopoguerra, in Europa, si assiste nuovamente alla 

trasformazione della donna e madre in un mostro, rappresentazione tangibile 

del male assoluto (Adriani 2006, pp. 208-210), attuando un recupero della 

 
adattamenti che il mito ha avuto dall’età moderna fino ai nostri giorni. È curioso ricordare a tal 
proposito i versi di Brecht (1934, pp. 240-241): 

“Ed ecco d’un tratto 

correre la voce 
che nelle nostre città 

si vedranno delle nuove Medee. 

Tra i tram, le auto e la ferrovia sopraelevata 

l’antico grido risuonerà.” 
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figura di Medea come donna errabonda, indipendente e fattucchiera, che 

andava a sovrapporsi al modello della zingara, in un ruolo carico di ferinità. 

In Italia, nel frattempo, Cesare Pavese propone una curiosa rilettura in chiave 

freudiana e autobiografica del mito di Medea, che rivive attraverso le parole 

di Giasone negli Argonauti, uno dei Dialoghi con Leucò (1947). Questa 

Medea, che non piange mai e che sorride solo quando accetta di seguire 

l’uomo che ama, non è sufficientemente “divina” per Giasone, che 

l’abbandona senza rimorsi nonostante l’abbia usata per i suoi scopi, persino i 

più reconditi (Bruni 2008).  

Sempre sulla scena italiana, si ha nel 1966 la Lunga notte di Medea, 

tragedia in due tempi, scritta da Corrado Alvaro su commissione di Tat’jana 

Pavlova (Cassata 1974, pp. 167-169), che pone l’accento sul pregiudizio 

verso tutto ciò che è diverso, estraneo, richiamando probabilmente i pogrom 

nazisti o le persecuzioni staliniane di cui Alvaro era stato diretto testimone in 

Russia. Nell’alogicità della ragion di stato, che con un semplice decreto può 

recidere persino la sacralità dei rapporti familiari, Medea riacquista la sua 

natura ferina, dimensione questa che l’atterrisce ma da cui, volente o nolente, 

non può affrancarsi. Un altro personaggio femminile oggetto di attenzione da 

parte dell’autore è Glauce, che si getta dalle mura di Corinto non perché 

abbia paura della sua rivale, che in realtà non intende farle alcun male, ma 

perché, avendo compreso l’essenza tragica della vita, non vuole crescere e 

preferisce abbandonarla, in un atto estremo di codardia. La stessa 

caratterizzazione viene riservata da Pier Paolo Pasolini nella sua 

rappresentazione cinematografica dal titolo Medea (1969), dove Glauce è una 

nevrotica, psicologicamente incapace di affrontare la durezza della vita, e 

Medea è, per contro, garante dell’eternità del ciclo vitale e di un mondo dove 

magia e religione sono legati in maniera indissolubile. 

I temi legati al socialismo reale, all’utopia comunista e alla situazione 

della Germania dell’Est sono centrali nella trattazione del mito da parte di 

Heiner Müller, in un’opera politica scritta in momenti diversi e montata per la 

scena solo nel 1983 (Müller 1991). 

Proveniente dallo stesso luogo è la versione del mito ad opera della 

scrittrice e saggista Christa Wolf. In Medea. Voci (1996) sono sei personaggi 

differenti i narratori delle ben note vicende, che presentano, a cominciare da 

questo artificio compositivo, grandi novità ermeneutiche rispetto alla 

versione classica. Per molti aspetti l’opera di Christa Wolf è forse quella da 

cui Ljudmila Ulickaja ha tratto maggiore ispirazione con la rappresentazione, 

innanzitutto, di una Medea innocente, non colpevole dell’uccisione dei propri 

figli. Custode e depositaria del principio vitale, questa Medea rifugge dalla 

violenza e dalla società patriarcale che, nell’opera della Wolf, ha altresì le 

connotazioni del mondo occidentale e capitalista, chiaro riferimento alle 
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vicende che hanno travagliato l’esistenza dell’autrice durante la 

riunificazione della Germania (Filippi 1981). 

Sul versante irlandese si registrano sia Medea (1998) di Brendan 

Kenelly, sia il dramma By the Bog of Cats (1998) di Marina Carr. La prima è 

una riscrittura della tragedia euripidea totalmente immersa nell’atmosfera di 

un’Irlanda oppressa dal colonialismo inglese; mentre la seconda, pur 

estremamente fedele al canone, ha un’ambientazione in luoghi quasi 

simbolici e metafisici e registra la presenza di elementi e animali legati al 

folclore celtico (Walton 2002). 

Tra le ultime riscritture del mito, vi è New Medea (1974), un poema in 

prosa ambientato a New York, di Monique Bosco, scrittrice austriaca di 

origine ebraica, trapiantata in Canada. Per non parlare poi della serie di 

Medee balcaniche, quasi naturale conseguenza dei nuovi scenari sociali, 

antropologici e politici che si sono avuti a seguito della disgregazione della 

Jugoslavia. A tal proposito, ricordiamo Medea 1995 di Leo Katunarić, messa 

in scena per la prima volta a Zagabria proprio nel 1995, Medea di Darko 

Lukić del 1998. 

In Russia, prima della variante ulickiana, Medea compare in un breve 

racconto di Ivan Bunin dal titolo V takuju noč’, facente parte di un ciclo che 

raccoglie opere composte dal 1931 al 1952. Bunin presenta una giovane 

Medea, sedicente cosacca, che passeggia al chiaro di luna, sulle rive del Mar 

Nero, vicino ad Odessa, declamando alcuni versi del Mercante di Venezia ad 

un Giasone adulatore che cerca di conquistarla con vacui complimenti. 

Di dimensione assai diversa è la narrazione di Ljudmila Petruševskaja 

in un racconto dal titolo Medea, ambientato nella Mosca del XX secolo, che 

ci trasporta in un mondo fatto di violenza dove, ricalcando il modello 

senechiano, una madre uccide la propria figlia unicamente per vendicarsi dei 

tradimenti e dell’indifferenza del marito. La donna stessa, con il coltello e la 

scure grondanti di sangue, si reca dalla polizia per denunciarsi. L’epilogo è di 

una tragicità inaudita: la figlicida viene reclusa nel reparto psichiatrico di una 

prigione, mentre il marito vaga sul suo taxi per le vie di una Mosca desolata e 

ostile. Petruševskaja non concede la speranza né di una redenzione né della 

salvezza. 
 

 

3. Quale genere letterario per Medea di Ljudmila Ulickaja 
 

Medea e i suoi figli è un’opera che, dal punto di vista del genere letterario, 

potrebbe essere ascritta alla saga familiare o alla cronaca, dove Medea, fulcro 

della narrazione, è purtuttavia solo una “voce”, uno “strumento” di una 

sinfonia. L’opera si presta dunque ad altre classificazioni, infatti può essere 

considerata un libro di memorie, una biografia che via via prende sempre più 

corpo e consistenza grazie ai racconti degli altri personaggi che si sono 
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avvicendati e che hanno affollato durante gli anni la casa di Medea. Queste 

voci, quasi come i rivoli che si convogliano in un flusso ben più ampio, 

narrando le vicende di un’intera famiglia, sin dalle sue più lontane origini, 

intrecciate alla Storia di un Paese il cui vero volto è estremamente composito, 

popolato com’è più da tatari, ebrei, greci che non da russi, tentano di far 

emergere un profondo comune sentire. 

Ulickaja, in una narrazione che abbraccia quasi per intero il secolo 

appena trascorso2 e che schiude uno specifico punto di vista sulla storia della 

Russia, realizza un’accurata strategia mitopoietica attraverso una serie di 

posizioni digressive rispetto al mito. Si ravvisa innanzitutto uno slittamento 

del “topos”, poiché la vicenda è trasferita dalla ricca e fiorente Colchide alla 

Crimea post-sovietica, terra depredata e violata, dove Medea è una donna 

comune, di origine greco-georgiana, le cui radici sono dimostrate, senza il 

benché minimo tentennamento, da tanto di albero genealogico con 

prospettive di passate e future generazione (Ulickaja 2000, p. 2). 

La dimensione culturale della narrazione di luoghi mitici, 

continuamente rievocati, va a toccare inevitabilmente i nervi scoperti di una 

contesa e distorta politica coloniale, degli squilibri di un potere che cerca di 

affermare con la forza un regime imperialistico. Il romanzo è quindi politico 

quando l’autrice chiama direttamente in causa i colpevoli della fallimentare 

amministrazione della Crimea, quando fa riferimento alle disuguaglianze 

sociali ed etniche, ai tentativi di russificazione che di fatto hanno distrutto un 

tessuto sociale fortemente composito, com’era quello della Tauride, a partire 

dall’epoca zarista fino a quella sovietica. 

Medea, pur prendendo le distanze ogni qual volta il discorso scivola su 

argomentazioni di tipo politico, abbandonando fisicamente i luoghi della 

discussione, inorridisce dinanzi alla cieca violenza del potere, ne denuncia 

l’ottusa brutalità, come si legge proprio all’inizio del romanzo, in una lettera 

scritta prima di morire e probabilmente mai spedita, indirizzata alla cara 

amica Elenočka. La missiva, casualmente ritrovata da Georgij, uno dei tanti 

nipoti, mentre rovista tra un mucchio di carte, svela il mistero del testamento 

di Medea, del tutto imprevisto e datato 11 aprile 1976. Con i suoi ricordi, 

Medea ripercorre alcuni momenti salienti della Storia del Paese intrecciati 

alle vicende dei singoli, richiamando alla memoria le deportazioni, la povertà 

estrema, la fame e l’impossibilità da parte dei tatari di possedere alcun bene 

in Crimea. C’è qui un recupero del mito classico quando la protagonista si 

oppone al cieco potere degli uomini: è la sete di giustizia, la necessità di 

 
2  Essa si colloca, più precisamente, in un intervallo temporale compreso tra il 1900 e il 1977; il 

periodo sovietico è quello più da vicino interessato poiché i fatti storici della Crimea, cui 

l’autrice fa riferimento, si collocano nel 1944. Il cronotopo è dato dal tempo narrativo interno, 

che fa da cornice agli avvenimenti accaduti durante la primavera e l’estate del 1970 nella casa di 

Medea. 
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dover pareggiare i conti con il fato a spingerla a lasciare in eredità ad un 

tataro la sua casa: 
 

Mi sono riaffiorati alla memoria i ricordi delle traversie di quegli anni così 

dolorosi da rievocare. […] avevano deportato, in sole due ore, i Tatari della 

regione senza dar loro il tempo di prepararsi per il viaggio […] Šura 

Gorodovikova, la responsabile del Partito, li aveva sì espulsi, ma li aveva 

anche aiutati a raccogliere le loro cose piangendo a dirotto e il giorno dopo 

aveva avuto un colpo per cui aveva cessato di essere responsabile del Partito e 

da dieci anni ormai zoppicava nel suo podere con il viso deformato, 

farfugliando parole senza senso. […] Ti ricordi Elenočka, della Crimea 

orientale all’epoca dei Tatari? E della Crimea centrale? Che giardini c’erano a 

Bachčisaraj! Ora invece non c’è più un albero neanche sulla strada che porta a 

Bachčisaraj: hanno disboscato e distrutto tutto. (Ulickaja 2000, p. 10) 

 

In questo passo l’autrice sembra avere una visione del mondo molto simile a 

quella espressa da Pasolini nella sua Medea. Sono presenti due tempi e due 

mondi in aperta opposizione, dove il passato, e qui c’è il rimando ad un altro 

mito, quello dell’età dell’oro che da Esiodo giunge sino alla contemporaneità, 

è popolato da una stirpe aurea di individui mortali, benevoli e pacifici; essi 

posseggono ogni sorta di bene e vivono in una terra fertile che ricompensa in 

maniera copiosa le loro fatiche. Ulickaja conduce un esplicito parallelo tra la 

Crimea e l’Eden, quello stesso che viene descritto da Dante nel XXVIII 

Canto del Purgatorio dove gli alberi, come le cima delle montagne, sono “un 

simbolo naturale della visione d’ascesa” (Frye 1980, p. 75). A questa realtà 

perfetta, aurorale e incorrotta, si contrappone il mondo del presente dove gli 

uomini, isolati gli uni dagli altri, vivono un’esistenza irta di difficoltà, schiavi 

di una logica utilitaristica, soffocati in un mondo dove non c’è più spazio per 

la ragione, il pudore e la giustizia. Per la Medea ulickiana, il “bene” è 

rappresentato da quello che determina lo sviluppo di tutte le cose viventi, 

donde deriva la valorizzazione della fertilità, nel senso più ampio del termine, 

e del principio vitale che è presente in tutte le donne. Il romanzo di Ljudmila 

Ulickaja è dunque un’opera femminista, nella misura in cui lo è Medea di 

Christa Wolf: entrambe le scrittrici contrappongono il sentire femminile 

all’odio, alla violenza e alle procedure di esclusione e di deportazione messe 

in atto dalla società patriarcale, che forse può rivelarsi, in alcuni casi, più 

efficiente ma che è totalmente priva dei valori elementari e naturali. Ed ecco 

un’altra variante del mito: Giasone non è identificabile con un uomo in 

particolare ma con quel potere esercitato da un ordinamento sociale 

maschilista, sovvertitore dell’ordine che fa precipitare il mondo nel caos 

(Mazzoli 1997, pp. 98-102). Medea, al contrario, è forza unificatrice, è 

solidale con le altre donne, piange e, dinanzi ad uno spettacolo di inaudita 

barbarie, è partecipe del dolore di Taša Lavinskaja:  
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Gli ho raccontato anche di quando, nel quarantasette, a metà agosto, era giunto 

l’ordine di abbattere gli alberi di noce fatti crescere dai Tatari. A nulla erano 

valse le suppliche: quei mascalzoni erano arrivati e avevano abbattuto i 

meravigliosi alberi senza che ne potessimo raccogliere i frutti. Gli alberi 

tagliati stavano lì, sul ciglio della strada, con i rami carichi di frutti acerbi. E 

poi era giunto l’ordine di bruciarli. Taša Lavinskaja di Kerč, che era allora 

ospite a casa mia, ed io avevamo assistito piangendo a quel barbaro rogo. 

(Ulickaja 2000, p. 11) 

 

Ella è pervasa da un’eccezionale forza comunicativa di valenza positiva, di 

cui è assolutamente priva la sua antesignana classica. Questa peculiarità le 

permette di essere sempre in contatto con tutto quello che la circonda e di 

compiere degli atti straordinari come quello di donare la propria amata 

dimora al tataro Ravil’. Per Ulickaja, la sua Medea obbedisce ad un ideale 

supremo di umanesimo cristiano e non laico contro 
 

l’affermazione di un pensiero antiumanistico, basato sulla sfiducia nell’uomo 

come essere razionale, su una concezione dello sviluppo storico come parabola 

di insensatezza, e della Storia come movimento verso il nulla o verso l’essere-

che-è-non-più. Così concepito, l’antiumanesimo si ridefinisce ulteriormente in 

rapporto alle grandi tragedie e alle catastrofi storiche del Novecento che hanno 

rivoluzionato il concetto di dignità umana, di uomo e di ragione (quella 

kantiana in primis), e che hanno portato alla luce la necessità di nuove 

definizioni dell’umano (legate al linguaggio, al discorso, al corpo, al desiderio, 

alla natura, alla bellezza etc.). (Lombardi 2012, p. 117) 

 

Le descrizioni minuziose che tengono conto di ogni piccolo dettaglio persino 

cromatico e morfologico, spesso rimproverate ad Ulickaja, le 

caratterizzazioni a tutto tondo degli innumerevoli personaggi che affollano il 

romanzo sono continuamente tese alla realizzazione di contrapposizioni 

binarie – uomo-Dio, ragione-fede, razionale-irrazionale, secolarizzazione-

sacralizzazione, materialismo-spiritualità, progresso-tradizione – nel tentativo 

di dare all’individuo una speranza in un futuro diverso, di tracciare quasi una 

via di salvezza contro il torpore dell’indifferenza e la violenza del 

consumismo. Perciò l’autrice realizza una specifica rappresentazione formale 

ed epistemica che via via assume le caratteristiche di una narrazione per 

alcuni aspetti persino storiografica: 
 

Georgij guardava pensieroso al di là della finestrina rettangolare della porta del 

gabinetto, che non arrivava al soffitto, e vedeva una doppia catena di 

montagne che discendeva ripida verso un brandello di mare, verso le rovine di 

un’antica fortezza che poteva scorgere solo chi aveva una vista acuta e soltanto 

nelle giornate limpide. Amava quella terra […] sciita, greca, tatara e, benché 

fosse diventata ora una terra del sovchoz e soffrisse da lungo tempo per 

mancanza di amore da parte degli uomini agonizzando lentamente per l’incuria 

dei suoi padroni, la storia non l’aveva abbandonata, aleggiava nella malia 

primaverile e permeava ogni pietra, ogni albero. (Ulickaja 2000, p. 16) 
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La tecnica espressionistica cede però subito il passo ad un realismo 

modernista, e per certi versi anche magico, quando il lettore viene spinto a 

guardare quella stessa realtà dall’orizzonte interno della famiglia 

(Canzaniello 2017), che diviene l’unico vero garante di quel più grande 

intreccio storico intessuto dalle vicende particolari dei singoli individui. 

Non è pertanto un’operazione azzardata collocare Medea e i suoi figli in 

un certo tipo di narrazione, definita da Dan McAdams (2006, p. 40) “life-

narrative account”, che trova la sua espressione più compiuta nel filone del 

“family novel” (Calabrese 2017, p. 53), categoria che permette di realizzare il 

senso di appartenenza collettiva e la definizione del “sé”: 
 

- Zia! Cara! Quanto mi sei mancata! Come stai bene! Odori di salvia! – 

esclamò Nika […] 

- Che sciocchezze! Odoro di pittura a olio. Sono tre mesi che all’ospedale ci 

sono i lavori e non finiscono mai! 

Katija, la figlia maggiore di Nika, che aveva tredici anni, attendeva accanto a 

Medea il proprio turno di baci. […] Anche Maša aspettava il proprio turno, 

con i capelli tagliati alla maschietta e la sua figura sembrava quella di un 

adolescente, come se non fosse stata una donna adulta, ma un ragazzino 

minuto su gambe malferme. Aveva però un bel viso, di una bellezza non 

ancora manifesta, come un disegno ricalcato. 

Georgij l’afferrò e la baciò sulla testa. 

- Quanto a te, non ti voglio neanche parlare, – disse Maša ritraendosi, – sei 

stato a Mosca e non hai fatto neanche una telefonata. 

Anche il piccolo Alik, il figlio di cinque anni di Maša, Liza, la figlia minore di 

Nika, si abbracciavano. (Ulickaja 2000, pp. 43-44) 

 

La tradizione letteraria russa offre molti esempi di cronaca familiare in cui 

avvenimenti storici di una certa portata, spesso drammatici, fanno da sfondo 

alle vicende di singoli individui legati fra loro da vincoli affettivi, basti citare 

Aksakov, Saltykov-Ščedrin, Tolstoj, Bulgakov, Gor’kij, Bunin. La specificità 

di Medea e i suoi figli consiste nell’aver dato un’altra dimensione al mito 

anche per quel che concerne il genere letterario, incanalandolo nella saga 

familiare e, al tempo stesso svincolandolo, in un certo modo, dal canone 

tradizionale. Con le debite variazioni, il romanzo riflette pienamente gli 

elementi costitutivi del sistema operativo della post-modernità, che trova la 

sua espressione massima in un arco temporale compreso tra il secondo 

dopoguerra e il primo decennio del nuovo millennio allorché si verifica il 

superamento delle identità nazionali, del sistema formale e sostanziale 

univoco della letteratura di epoca sovietica, generando la cosiddetta 

“storiografia del trauma” (Violi 2014). C’è quindi, per un verso, il recupero 

della tradizione letteraria più tipicamente russa, con una tipologia di 

narrazione che si incunea tra la povest’, in particolar modo settecento-

ottocentesca (Ferrazzi 1990), e le memorie familiari autobiografiche, e per 

l’altro la necessità di superare la rappresentazione di un modello di individuo 
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di “tipo occidentale”, concentrato sulla propria e unica felicità, opponendo la 

necessità assoluta di esplicitare il senso della vita, cioè di elaborare adeguate 

espressioni significative (Taylor 1993, p. 32). 

La modernità antropologica pone, infatti, l’individuo dinanzi a 

categorie cruciali come, per esempio, il “quadro di riferimento” che, come 

sottolinea Taylor, non è più universale e condiviso da tutti. Questo rende 

problematica la definizione non solo dell’identità individuale ma anche del 

significato della vita stessa: oggi l’individuo si trova in una condizione di 

crisi profonda perché, da un lato, vi è una società che avanza sempre 

maggiori pretese, e dall’altro c’è la percezione di un vuoto assoluto poiché 

niente merita ed è degno di attenzione e considerazione. La sfida che nel 

mondo contemporaneo l’uomo si trova ad affrontare è eccezionale e non ha 

confronto con il passato perché oggi la posta in gioco non è riconducibile a 

categorie facilmente individuabili, ma è rappresentata dall’angoscia della 

mancanza di senso, dal timore di non riuscire ad individuare un insieme di 

valori sui quali orientare la propria vita: 
 

Tutti i punti di riferimento che davano solidità al mondo e favorivano la logica 

nella selezione delle strategie di vita (i posti di lavoro, le capacità, i legami 

personali, i modelli di convenienza e decoro, i concetti di salute e malattia, i 

valori che si pensava andassero coltivati e i modi collaudati per farlo), tutti 

questi e molti altri punti di riferimento un tempo stabili sembrano in piena 

trasformazione. Si ha la sensazione che vengano giocati molti giochi 

contemporaneamente, e che durante il gioco cambino le regole di ciascuno. 

Questa nostra epoca eccelle nello smantellare le strutture e nel liquefare i 

modelli, ogni tipo di struttura e ogni tipo di modello, con casualità e senza 

preavviso. (Bauman 2001, p. 159) 

 

Nel tentativo di coniugare la crisi dell’uomo contemporaneo e di darne forma 

in un preciso genere letterario, l’opera di Ulickaja può essere anche 

considerata una povest’ poiché è rischiarata, come afferma Vladislav 

Otrošenko, nella nota conversazione sulla sua concezione dei generi narrativi, 
 

da una luce più costante, come il sole che fa capolino da dietro le nuvole, o la 

luna che traluce fra le nubi notturne; per questo i complessi rapporti tra i 

personaggi, gli eventi, i fenomeni, gli oggetti di questo mondo si vedono in 

modo più distinto, più netto. Ovviamente, quando la rappresentazione del 

quadro del mondo dura più a lungo ed è dotata di maggiore stabilità, nella sua 

percezione svolge un ruolo non secondario la ragione. La povest’ spesso si 

rivolge alla ragione e al sentimento. (cfr. Imposti 2005, p. 17) 

 

D’altro canto Medea e i suoi figli è, al tempo stesso, quello che Otrošenko 

definisce roman giacché esprime una visione che riesce a tenere in suo potere 

il lettore, a trascinarlo in un articolato viaggio interiore. Eppure, la struttura 

interna ed esterna di questa opera di Ulickaja rappresenta quasi il 
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superamento del genere romanzesco; il mito stesso viene sottoposto ad una 

forza centrifuga che determina una moltiplicazione di linee narrative, ognuna 

con un loro percorso, allontanandosi dal fulcro originario. Da un punto di 

vista strutturale, ogni capitolo potrebbe essere un racconto a se stante, 

rappresenta un’altra porzione di mondo da conoscere ed esplorare, è una 

nuova porta che si apre su un’altra prospettiva e che in un gioco di 

chiaroscuri illumina o getta un’ombra su certezze assolute: “Si tratta di 

un’opera particolare chiamata kniga [continua Otrošenko] il più vitale, e cioè 

quello più capace di sopravvivere alla crisi dei diversi generi, e in particolare 

alla crisi del roman, una crisi di cui spessissimo parlano oggi i critici letterari 

in Russia” (cfr. Imposti 2005, p. 19). 
 

 

4. Il bricolage multimitico dell’opera 
 

Il mito in Medea e i suoi figli appare come una realtà unica, fuori dal tempo e 

dallo spazio, originaria e primordiale, poiché, come sostiene anche 

Malinowski, è un paradigma che può adattarsi a tutte quelle realtà simili alle 

quali conferisce valore: 
 

[Il mito] esplica una funzione indispensabile: è l’espressione, la 

valorizzazione, la codificazione di un credo; difende e rinforza la moralità; 

garantisce l’efficacia del rito e contiene pratiche che guidano l’uomo. Il mito è 

perciò una componente vitale della civiltà umana; non è un futile racconto, ma 

una forza attiva operante; non è una spiegazione razionale o una immagine 

artistica, ma un documento pragmatico di fede primitiva, di saggezza morale. 

(Malinowski 1976, p. 10) 

 

Inoltre per Ulickaja, al pari di Kerényj e Jung, il mito è sempre simbolico, 

non ha quindi un significato univoco o allegorico, ma possiede infinite 

potenzialità che, a seconda del contesto in cui si trova ad agire, possono 

essere declinate nei modi più svariati (cfr. Ulickaja 2015); come afferma 

Barthes, il mito non è un oggetto, né un concetto, né un’idea bensì “un modo 

di significare, una forma” (1957, p. 191). 

La Medea ulickiana possiede un’assoluta consapevolezza delle proprie 

azioni, ha la certezza di godere di un’estrema libertà interiore e di essere in 

grado di poter decidere della propria vita, è simbolo di una mitica età 

dell’oro, di un matriarcato arcaico. È una donna determinata ma non inaridita 

da un cieco quanto efferato nichilismo materialistico, ella raccoglie e 

protegge nel suo focolare gli innumerevoli parenti e amici provenienti da 

ogni angolo della Russia, profondamente convinta del fatto che l’elemento 

principale dell’esistenza sia l’armonia e l’agire collettivo. Nel romanzo si 

assiste ad una continua comparazione di tempi e di mondi diversi, di 

generazioni differenti nell’unica prospettiva della rappresentazione di un 
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individuo liberato dall’incubo degli antichi delitti e di riti sanguinosi.  

L’analisi dei vari livelli compositivi mette in rilievo proprio l’assenza 

di differenziazione tra ruoli principali e secondari in quanto tutti i personaggi, 

a cominciare da Medea, concorrono ad un flusso narrativo che è di per sé già 

un effetto del mito. Gli innumerevoli episodi, sia che siano riportati da una 

voce narrante sia che si svolgano sotto lo sguardo del lettore, vanno a 

costituire un intreccio estremamente articolato e caratterizzato da continue 

prolessi e analessi. Le scene, così come i personaggi, rappresentano degli 

archetipi: si sviluppano e vivono di una dimensione ontologica propria per 

sottolineare il loro valore di durata e di significatività. 

Ljudmila Ulickaja osa ancora qualcosa di più: sottopone il mito 

classico ad un’operazione scompositiva, come se singoli frammenti dello 

stesso si staccassero da Medea e migrassero negli altri personaggi femminili. 

Se da un lato la Medea ulickiana incarna l’arcaica madre mediterranea ed è 

simbolo della verità e dell’ordine, dall’altro, Sandra, la sorella, rappresenta la 

parte più istintiva, passionale, è la donna che vive l’amore sensuale in 

maniera disinvolta; per contro, Maša, nipote di entrambe, si consuma in un 

amore non corrisposto che la porta alla negazione di se stessa, cioè al 

suicidio. 

Per quel che riguarda dunque il trasferimento in terra russa del 

personaggio letterario della strega, della fattucchiera, si può parlare 

decisamente di uno stravolgimento: Medea non si presenta mai come avulsa 

dal territorio fisico in cui è calata, anzi diventa un tutt’uno con le descrizioni 

della natura circostante, che assume le tinte di un luogo remoto e fantastico, 

anch’esso immagine riflessa del mito antico (Ulickaja 2000, pp. 75-76). Per 

giunta, è un’infermiera con responsabilità di un certo peso come la gestione, 

in completa autonomia, durante la Seconda guerra mondiale, di un ospedale 

di campo. A questo abbassamento del registro mitico, per determinare una 

sorta di riequilibrio, fa da contrappunto una donna che, sin dalle prime 

battute, viene descritta quasi come una sciamana: 
 

Le sue passeggiate non erano mai oziose: raccoglieva la salvia e il timo, la 

menta selvatica, il crespino, i funghi e la rosa di macchia e non si lasciava 

sfuggire le corniole, la formazione stratiforme dei cristalli di montagna, e le 

antiche monete annerite e sepolte nel suolo di quel modesto palcoscenico della 

storia mondiale. […] Non solo ricordava dove e quando cogliere le piante di 

cui si poteva aver bisogno, ma prendeva mentalmente nota di tutti i 

cambiamenti che si verificavano a poco a poco, con il passare dei decenni, nel 

manto erboso. […] Con le piante dei piedi percepiva tutti i flussi positivi dei 

luoghi natii. Non avrebbe scambiato questa terra in declino con nessun altro 

paese e in tutta la sua vita aveva lasciato la Crimea due volte soltanto, per sei 

settimane in tutto. (Ulickaja 2000, pp. 4-5) 
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Medea incarna il mito della Grande Madre Nutrice, depositaria di una 

religiosità arcaica. Tutti coloro che durante le estati afose e abbacinanti della 

Crimea affollano la casa di Medea compiono una sorta di pellegrinaggio, 

recandosi in adorazione estatica della Dea e offrendole i loro doni:  
 

Nel piccolo spazio tra il ballatoio e la cucina d’estate, Georgij stava aprendo le 

due casse che aveva portato con sé e Medea assegnava un posto ad ogni cosa. 

Era un rituale. Tutti i visitatori portavano dei doni e Medea li accettava non a 

nome proprio, ma a nome della casa. (Ulickaja 2000: 15) 

 

La casa e Medea formano un tutt’uno inscindibile che spinge i personaggi che 

popolano quel preciso spazio ad abbandonare le certezze del razionalismo 

“occidentale”, quell’idea di unicità dell’esistenza con la conseguente e 

permanente idea della morte fisica di ciascuno di noi, e a confrontarsi con 

l’irrazionale, con l’angoscia dell’imponderabile, con la propria fragilità 

esistenziale (cfr. Evola 1997). 

La casa di Medea è perciò un luogo mitico dove si incontrano epoche 

storiche e generazioni diverse, personaggi differenti animati da sentimenti e 

convinzioni talvolta opposti e contrastanti; qui trovano una giustificazione le 

visioni dell’“io” e del mondo, che generano pensieri adeguati e pratiche 

sociali necessarie per la costruzione di un nuovo esistere (Nisbett, Miyamoto 

2005). Nel romanzo non è rappresentato il modello ristretto di famiglia 

nucleare di tradizione occidentale, ma una forma di aggregazione sociale in 

cui sono enfatizzate le relazioni familiari come elemento fondamentale di una 

società stabile e armoniosa, e che insiste sull’ideale culturale di un grande ed 

esteso nucleo, composto da più generazioni che coabitano e convivono sotto 

lo stesso tetto. Quello proposto da Ulickaja è un “modello familiare di 

interdipendenza emotiva” (cfr. Ackerman 1968), diffuso in particolare in 

Paesi non occidentali, che hanno conosciuto, in epoche molto recenti, uno 

sviluppo importante a livello socio-economico, caratterizzato da 

un’indipendenza materiale, conseguente all’urbanizzazione e all’aumento 

della ricchezza, e da un’interdipendenza psicologica ed emotiva, per cui i 

componenti della famiglia costruiscono legami vicendevoli significativi e 

molto stretti sotto il profilo psicologico. L’avvicendamento delle estati nella 

casa di Medea, delle stagioni, delle generazioni, il moltiplicarsi dei 

personaggi non hanno come effetto il dissolvimento dell’asse narrativo, al 

contrario, si rafforza la componente dialogica di un my condiviso e mai 

tragicamente distopico.3 

 
3  Qui propongo un ardito parallelo tra il romanzo di Ljudmila Ulickaja e quello di Evgenij 

Zamjatin, Noi. Le due opere si collocano su due piani diametralmente opposti. Nel primo si ha la 

rappresentazione di singoli individui la cui identità è definita attraverso l’appartenenza alla 
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5. Medea e Giasone 
 

In linea con il mito, anche la Medea russa ha il suo Giasone, Samuil. 

L’incontro fra i due ha un che di paradossale e si realizza in una casa di cura 

per l’infertilità. Medea, che ha ventinove anni, una zitella nell’immaginario 

comune, svolge il suo lavoro di infermiera, mentre Samuil è un dentista, di 

dieci anni più grande, che “parlava a voce alta, scherzava, agitava i suoi 

strumenti in nichel, faceva la corte contemporaneamente a tutte le pazienti, 

proponeva ufficiosamente la sua collaborazione per il concepimento dei 

bambini” (Ulickaja 2000, p. 56). 

È curiosa la circostanza in cui Samuil chiede la mano di Medea, che 

fisicamente non corrisponde affatto alla tipologia di donna da cui si sente 

attratto, come pure è curioso che candidamente lo confessi alla futura moglie. 

Ed è qui che Ulickaja interviene ulteriormente sul mito poiché, a dispetto 

delle apparenze, intende rappresentare la complementarità donna-uomo in un 

mondo superiore dove ognuno mette la propria esistenza nelle mani dell’altro 

in maniera incondizionata e con una dedizione assoluta che non potrà essere 

scalfita da niente:  
 

Dopo l’operazione, però, [Samuil] si era sentito un po’ alla volta meglio. 

Stranamente aveva ripreso le forze, anche se continuava ad essere di una 

magrezza impressionante. Medea gli faceva mangiare soltanto kaša e bere 

tisane preparate con le erbe che lei stessa raccoglieva. […] Sapeva quel che 

faceva: le tisane gli ripulivano l’organismo dal veleno della malattia. […] I 

dolori erano violenti ma intermittenti. […] Per lo meno era vivo e Medea era 

pronta a sopportare quel fardello per tutta l’eternità. (Ulickaja 2000, pp. 177-

178) 

 

Eppure, in linea con il mito classico, anche Samuil tradisce. Di tradimenti, 

invero, Medea Mendes ne ha visti tanti, ne è stata spettatrice diretta, 

avvenivano sotto i suoi occhi: le nuove generazioni, i tanti nipoti, che 

abitavano la sua casa, erano figli nati al di fuori dei matrimoni e non per 

questo erano meno amati, anzi ancor di più era necessario costruire un 

cordone di sicurezza che solo la famiglia arcaica poteva garantire. Medea ha 

un atteggiamento di accoglienza e di solidarietà anche e soprattutto nei 

confronti delle altre donne e ciò le permetterà di superare il doppio inganno 

perpetrato a sua insaputa dal marito e da Sandra, l’amata sorella. 

Samuil è quindi doppiamente colpevole: non sapremo mai se 

quest’uomo avrà avuto un moto di pentimento, tanto più che la relazione con 

la cognata dà i suoi frutti con la nascita di una bambina, Nika, nipote di 

 
famiglia, al Paese, alla Storia; nel secondo è presentata una società dove l’essere umano risulta 

declassato ad un numero, avulso dal contesto e immerso in un non-tempo e in un non-luogo. 
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Medea così come lo sono gli altri quattro figli che Sandra avrà da quattro 

uomini diversi. Samuil custodirà il segreto fin oltre la sua stessa morte, cioè 

fino a quando Medea, per caso, non scoprirà la verità leggendo una lettera 

rivelatrice (Ulickaja 2000, pp. 201-202). 

Ma ecco il colpo di scena: Medea prende definitivamente le distanze 

dal codice comportamentale del modello classico, mutuato dagli eroi greci, 

che esigeva un risarcimento a qualsiasi costo per l’offesa ricevuta. La Medea 

dell’antichità colpisce Giasone non tanto negli affetti, quanto 

nell’annullamento della sua discendenza: con l’uccisione dei figli, con 

l’annientamento della sua progenie, egli sarà solo perché nessuno continuerà i 

culti e la tradizione della sua casa. 

La nuova Medea, al contrario, non rinnegherà l’abnegazione e l’amore 

nei confronti del marito poiché il suo ruolo è quello della donna-compagna, 

che agisce e si esprime autonomamente, e non quello della fattrice che nutre 

l’uomo nel corpo e lo appaga nel sesso. Tale dimensione rimanda ad una 

rivisitazione femminista del mito realizzata in un testo ad opera di Maricla 

Boggio, con la messa in scena di Lorenzo Salveti (1981), dove c’è una 

Medea, sul lettino dell’analista, che cerca di trovare un equilibrio dopo il 

tradimento del marito e si interroga se il sentirsi necessaria come un oggetto 

da cucina, come uno spazzolino da denti o una lavabiancheria possa essere 

davvero considerato amore (Boggio 1981, p. 81). 

La Medea di Ulickaja non può vedere in Sandra-Creusa un temibile 

doppio, una rivale da odiare, innanzitutto perché è sua sorella – e con questo 

l’autrice non si stanca di rimarcare l’importanza dei legami di sangue e della 

discendenza – e, in secondo luogo, perché incarna la figura della donna-

oggetto in una società maschilista e patriarcale. L’amore passionale, l’amore 

che consuma e che brucia la Medea classica, è estraneo a questa Medea, che è 

sì tormentata dalla lettera, dai ricordi, dalla scoperta di un tabù infranto, ma 

non sprofonda nell’abisso. Il viaggio che doveva portarla a Mosca, dalla 

sorella, si trasforma così in un percorso nel profondo dell’inconscio, un 

cammino catartico, che le farà cambiare la meta proprio quando sta per 

raggiungerla. 
 

 

6. Topos e logos come conclusione 
 

Nel cammino compiuto da Medea è possibile rilevare due cronotopi 

“minori”, cioè quello dell’incontro e della strada o del viaggio. Il binomio 

incontro-viaggio raggiunge picchi di notevole intensità poiché il luogo, 

Mosca, diviene emblematico nella ricostruzione di un rapporto familiare che 

sembra essere destinato ad un conflitto insanabile. Nella concettualizzazione 

del viaggio e del cammino che Medea compie sembra vi sia un lento 

scivolamento del tempo nello spazio, ovvero lo spazio percorso si traduce nel 
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tempo che scorre e che innesca il cambiamento della protagonista. Tale 

metamorfosi si completerà non tanto raggiungendo Mosca, quanto preferendo 

deviare il cammino in direzione di Taškent, dove vive la cara amica 

Elenočka. In tal modo Ulickaja determina un capovolgimento delle categorie 

antinomiche centro-periferia: la capitale resterà ai confini di una cartina 

geografica che Medea va a tracciare con il suo viaggio, mentre la Crimea e la 

casa saranno il centro nevralgico della famiglia, motore immobile verso cui 

tutti tendono, luogo mitico di libertà e di semplicità armoniosa (Clowes 2011, 

p. 135). L’antitesi centro-periferia richiama immediatamente l’opposizione 

Nord-Sud, dove il Nord ha una valenza negativa ed è rappresentato ancora 

una volta da Mosca, e il Sud che, con la Crimea, è la polarità positiva.4 

Il lento avanzare del treno, che la porterà Taškent, fa scivolare Medea in 

un flusso della memoria mentre le epoche passate scorrono come dei 

fotogrammi: 
 

Lungo le rotaie, sotto l’erba sottile di primavera, giaceva la guerra finita otto 

anni prima: crateri appiattiti colmi di acqua scura, resti incrostati nel terreno e 

ossa di cui era piena la terra da Rostov a Sal’sk, da Sal’sk a Stalingrado. 

(Ulickaja 2000, p. 199) 

 

A Taškent, circondata dall’affetto di Lenočka, del fratello e dei nipoti, dal 

calore della famiglia, ritroverà la pace interiore e tornerà ad essere “uno 

scoglio in mezzo al mare” (Ulickaja 2000, p. 217), simbolo dell’immutabilità 

dell’essere in opposizione alla liquidità del non-essere. È con la 

concettualizzazione cronotopica di “centro” che Ulickaja va a rappresentare 

la disgregazione dell’identità dell’individuo, sottoposto com’è ai 

cambiamenti repentini che, nello specifico, una città come Mosca impone, 

con i suoi ritmi vorticosi e con un paradigma artificiale dell’esistenza.  

I tragici eventi, l’amore, la malattia, il tradimento, la morte, assurgono 

ad una sintesi superiore che segnerà per le nuove vite il cammino da 

compiere. In quest’ottica la casa in Crimea sarà, ancora una volta, il luogo da 

cui tutto ha origine e a cui tutto tende e dove Medea riabbraccerà la tanto 

amata sorella Sandra. Questo incontro può avvenire perché l’eroina ulickiana 

avrà innanzitutto perdonato se stessa per aver ceduto, anche solo per un 

attimo, ad un sentimento a lei estraneo, impossibile da decifrare, simile forse 

a quella necessità di pareggiare i conti appartenuta certo alla sua antesignana 

classica, ma da tempo rimosso in virtù della necessità di un’adeguata 

 
4  Come afferma Otrošenko, “Il senso dello spazio non nasce improvvisamente nell’uomo: 

nell’infanzia è strettamente legato alla percezione individuale e ai miti personali. […] L’uomo è 
solito dividere lo spazio in parti; lo confermano tutte le mitologie del mondo. […] Non si tratta 

semplicemente di loci mitici dislocati in parti diverse del mondo, bensì di spazi essenzialmente 

diversi, strutturati in modo tale che il passaggio da uno all’altro è pericoloso, impossibile, oppure 

è possibile solo mediante diverse metamorfosi e la morte” (2005, p. 175). 
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costruzione dell’Io. Al ritorno dal suo viaggio, al riparo della sua Casa, 

Medea si rivolge al Dio cristiano per i doni che ha ricevuto (Ulickaja 2000, 

pp. 195-196) e che le hanno permesso un rinnovamento nello spirito. La 

perdita del mito può essere tollerata poiché, coincidendo con il 

ricongiungimento dell’individuo al mondo ancestrale e con il 

disconoscimento del reale materialistico ed esteriore, attua una sintesi di un 

Sé, nucleo centrale e unificante della persona, creazione continua che si 

realizza nel superamento dei propri limiti e nell’affermazione della propria 

identità con un proprio progetto da realizzarsi in armonia con quello degli 

altri e con la natura circostante. 
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MERMAIDISM 

The Poetry of Julia Fiedorczuk 
 

MONIKA RUDAŚ-GRODZKA 
INSTYTUT BADAŃ LITERACKICH POLSKIEJ AKADEMII NAUK 

 

 

Abstract – The article deals with the range of ways myths function in the poetry of Julia 

Fiedorczuk. As well as being a poet, Fiedorczuk is also a professional academic, 

translator. Her writing, rooted in American modernist poetry, while also belonging to the 

fields of eco-criticism and feminism, is one of the most fascinating bodies of work in 

Poland today. This article analyses the poetic strategies known as hybridism, describing it 

on numerous semantic levels. In it, I introduce the category of mermaidism, which is 

connected with hybridism; it is the creative foundation for poetry which opposes the forces 

of unification, bonding, thinking of continuum and symmetry. 

 

Keywords: Julia Fiedorczuk; mermaidism; hybridity; ecopoetics; re-mythologisation. 

 

 

1. Old and new myths  
 

Following 1989, literature written by women in Poland had to deal not only 

with the political transformation taking place at the time, but also changes 

within the cultural sphere. Feminist critical approaches from the West began 

to have a broader influence, making reference to post-structuralist theory, 

Marxism, psychoanalysis and so on. This facilitated the flourishing of 

intellectual activity in the ensuing years, involving women writers and poets 

emerging from academic circles. Following theories from abroad, myths 

analysed by feminist criticism also arrived on Polish shores, quickly and 

permanently taking up home in critical and literary writing. Alongside the 

domestic repertoire, ensuring the permanent presence of the Mother Pole as 

virgin-knight, new takes on visions of the “witch” and “madwoman” 

followed, including characters such as Demeter and Ceres, Cinderella, 

Ophelia and also Athena. And yet above all, every sorts of precursors make 

their feministic mark: Arachne, the Moirai, expressing different strategies of 

women’s writing, agency and identity1.  

 
1 A substantial store of writing is available on this theme: Szczuka 2003, Borkowska 1996, Janion 

1996, Kłosińska 2001, Świerkosz 2017, Kłosińska, 1999, Kłosińska 2004, Kłosińska 2010. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/it/deed.en
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 In this intermediate period, several manifestations of mythic thinking 

emerged. Traditional conceptions of myths did not vanish, those referring to 

pasts both distant and recent, serving as examples, allegories or author masks. 

They co-existed with attempts to create a new female mythology – some 

better, some worse. The biggest danger to literary originality itself turned out 

to be the “handy” narrations with ready interpretations emerging from 

feminist critique.  

The demythologising trend seems most interesting, revealing the 

erosion of the narrative structures, while also trying to become included in 

this new reality, in order to eventually remodel it. Within its frameworks, we 

encounter a new poetic language, testing the limits of expression, testing 

meanings, deconstructing frames, working to broaden the scope of civic 

consciousness, understanding in multidimensional contexts the politicality of 

art (see Fiedorczuk, Beltrán 2015). This poetry also makes use of a rich 

repertoire of mythical figures, though most often in order to reconfigure the 

old and create some new meanings.  
 

 

2. “I am a female poet” 
 

As a result, it is worth taking a closer look at Julia Fiedorczuk (born 1975), a 

poet, writer, critic and academic. Since 1998, she has been lecturing 

American Literature and Literary Theory at the Warsaw University Institute 

of English Studies. She is a respected author of works on the topic of 

ecopoetics. Two books are worth mentioning here: Ekopoetyka a konwencje 

poezji amerykańskiej XX wieku (Ecopoetics and Conventions of 20th-century 

American Poetry) and Ekopoetyka (Ecopoetics) (co-authored by Gerardo 

Beltran), published in 2015. Frequently nominated for literary prizes (Nike 

Prize 2016, Silesius 2018), Fiedorczuk won the Polish Publishers Association 

Prize for her poetry debut Listopad nad Narwią (November on the River 

Narew, 2000), going on to win the Wisława Szymborska Prize for Poetry in 

2018. She has written the following volumes of poetry: Bio (2004), Planeta 

rzeczy zagubionych (Planet of Lost Property, 2006), Tlen (Oxygen, 2009), 

tuż-tuż (any moment, 2012), Psalmy (Psalms, 2017). The year 2010 saw the 

publication of her collection of short stories Poranek Marii i inne 

opowiadania (Maria’s Morning), followed by other prose works: Biała Ofelia 

(White Ophelia, 2011), Nieważkość (Weightlessness, 2015), Bliskie kraje 

(Near Lands, 2016).  

Critics judge her poetry to be reserved, intellectual, and self-conscious 

– perceptions the poet herself does not deny, stressing in interviews that she 

very much values “precision” and her own academic poetic background. 

Fiedorczuk is known for commenting upon her work, saying in an interview 

with Dwutygodnik magazine: “I am trying to integrate artistic and academic 
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sensibilities” (Fiedorczuk, Łubieński 2016). Joanna Grądziel-Wójcik 

considers her to be part of a “neo-avant-garde” trend in poetry and draws our 

attention to Fiedorczuk’s “program of multi-layered constellation”: “The 

author’s works include multi-genre literary (not only) expressions, serving 

the function of para-texts for poetry, their essence being a self-referencing, 

meta-critical and aspirational approach to the art of writing. And yet we must 

remember that this multi-contextual activity, though bound with eco-poetic 

frameworks, doesn’t have to amount to a coherent whole – it is not by 

accident that Fiedorczuk makes use of a range of different forms” (Grądziel-

Wójcik 2018b, p. 124).  

The intellectuality of her poetry resides next to sensuality, lyricism and 

engagement in environmental problems, with specific consideration given to 

the essence of language, where the conventions of erotic poetry come up 

against references to contemporary physics or philosophy. The fixed link in 

all of these connections is femininity, something the poet herself refers to: 
 

I cannot imagine writing stripped of gender: I always write as a woman. Just as 

I cannot imagine that anyone who is a mother could separate that aspect of her 

experience completely from the part of her in which she is a poet. (Fiedorczuk, 

Winiarski 2010)  

 

Fiedorczuk does not try to expose her femininity, often limiting herself to the 

softness and fluidity of metaphors. This point of view, which she has 

frequently stressed, should be understood as an alternative to patriarchal 

writing, proving that poetry does not have to be written by men in order to be 

understood as good – it is enough that her work has an intellectual character: 

“In fact, I tend to think most of all when I am writing. And I think this is why 

I write, in order to more intensively – and systematically – think” (Grądziel-

Wójcik J. 2018b, p. 125). What matters most to her is the connection between 

writing and living. In a conversation with Olena Sheremet (13.01.2014), she 

admitted that the declaration “I am a female poet” is an act of courage in a 

world of publishing dominated by men, where revealing one’s gender has its 

political consequences. Hence, she treats writing as a battle, not just on a 

linguistic level, but also in the public domain (Fiedorczuk, Sheremet 2014). 
 

 

3. Academic inspirations 
 

In interviews, Fiedorczuk devotes a lot of time to her academic sources of 

inspiration, often repeating that she was raised on Anglo-American 

modernism, and though she sees herself as a postmodernist, the masters she 

feels inspired by are Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams, Marianne Moore, 

Laura Riding, Mina Loy, and Hilda Doolittle. It might be said that their work 
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has been a training ground preparing her to write her own poetry. Their poetic 

programmes and ways of seeing the world are congruent with her world 

views, her understanding of poetry, ecopoetics, ethics and above all of 

language itself. As a consequence, in both her understanding and her practice, 

poetry must remain obtuse, ambiguous, seeing as reality is always 

inaccessible to us. Language can be a record of loss, or else of longing for 

effusive reality, a source of energy, of hunger for existence, “it is erotic, 

loving and wild energy” (Fiedorczuk, Czartoryski 2017). Fiedorczuk speaks 

of the essential need to be involved – literature, through its sensitivity, has 

responsibility for our world; Fiedorczuk stresses that poetry does not define 

itself, it is not autonomous, it cannot be egoistical, but it must be a gesture, an 

action, responsibility for life on Earth, it has to be a home shared by all 

human and non-human beings, while poetry should be one of the ways of 

inhabiting this shared space (Fiedorczuk, Czartoryski 2017). 

Such an approach forces us to consider the deeper, less accessible 

layers of Fiedorczuk’s poetry. The author herself draws readers’ attention to 

the figurative aspect of her language, to the numerous rhetorical tropes she 

makes use of (Fiedorczuk, Drotkiewicz 2015). I would like to note two 

metaphors she uses, rooted as they are in mythology. A spider weaving its 

web is an important metaphor in poetic expression, leading to numerous 

myths about Arachne. The poet herself offers up a way into her work:  
 

I am deeply convinced that there are mutual connections between various 

elements of reality, between beings, phenomena and processes. At times, I feel 

this very strongly. I also think that nature’s creative output, its natural poesis – 

the art of a spider weaving its web, the art of a river plotting its own course – 

is related to the human imagination, which creates images, poems, and perhaps 

even political visions. (Fiedorczuk, Łubieński 2016) 

 

Another myth she makes reference to is the story of Echo as told by Ovid. 

Fiedorczuk uses it for a title of her own work, being an allusion to Elizabeth 

Bishop’s villanelle One Art. Fiedorczuk’s poem is supposed to be a literal 

echo, arousing sensual associations. It does not contain negative 

connotations, and its mimetic character is meant to conduct a dialogue with 

the villanelle. It is above all an expression of adoration and respect the Polish 

poet feels for her American peer:  

 
Echo is the name given to a nymph who vanished due to her unrequited love 

for Narcissus, but this is also a metaphor of this loss of meaning in language 

[…]. In the poem Echo, I was most interested in telling the story of a specific 

love. According to the best-known version of this myth, Echo began to vanish 

when Narcissus rejected her feelings. She began to diminish, until all that was 

left of her was a voice. In addition, an evil goddess forbade her from speaking 

in her own name and Echo had to from then on only repeat that which others 
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had said. This is a very troubling tale about the lack of love and 

marginalisation. (Fiedorczuk, Mikurda 2006) 
 

 

4. The hybridity of poetry 
 

Fiedorczuk’s work contains other, less straightforward references to myths, to 

a large degree defining the structure of her imagination. She represents a 

form of hybridity which involves the binding of heterogeneous elements. The 

hybridity of her poetry is on the one hand fluidity, and on the other 

fragmentation, movement from up-close perspectives to seeing the world 

from a bird’s eye view, also involving a lack of synthesis, incompleteness, a 

conflicted way of seeing and understanding. This form is found on many 

levels of her creative and academic life. The first indicator is in her decision 

to combine academic and artistic work, in which she sees no conflict, no 

opposition, stressing that her artistic and academic outputs co-exist by 

osmosis, meshing together, creating new entities, new values. In my 

understanding of hybridity, which I will refer to as “mermaidism”, we are not 

dealing with opposites, but with a point at which various elements meet and 

the connection which is their outcome. A key aspect of this is the way in 

which, and the moment when, diverse, ill-fitting ingredients combine. 

Before I go on to explain this phenomenon, I would like to note that we 

ought to refrain from treating Fiedorczuk’s academic works as guides to her 

poetry, since she herself avoids creating simple connections, more likely as 

she is to set traps for those readers looking for shortcuts to her work. Quite 

often, such rope bridges hang over chasms, as they are only half-way 

completed, and one has to stop in order to make a leap or else to retreat back 

to solid land and admit to being helpless. It is worth, however, at least at the 

outset, making use of the well-worn path she has prepared in order to see 

where it will lead us. Fiedorczuk places herself between many disciplines: 

literature, academia, literary criticism and philosophy. The area she is most 

interested in is ecopoetics, understood not only as a theory, but also an 

“interdisciplinary practice of co-creating both a human and non-human 

world” (Fiedorczuk 2015, p. 137) which rejects the illusory idea of a return to 

nature. Hence in her theoretical reflection we find the tendencies to 

deconstruct traditional myths about nature and a search for a new language 

which would allow the coexistence of that which is human and non-human. 

In her book titled Cyborg w ogrodzie (Cyborg in the Garden) she poses the 

question: “What is possible in the face of the current ecological crisis?” 

(Fiedorczuk 2015, p. 108). And metaphorically she answers: “A poem is a 

momentary sort of cosmos, a practical lesson in new ways of being” 

(Fiedorczuk 2015, p. 138). 
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5. Wilderness 
 

For Fiedorczuk, creating, becoming, vanishing and being are aspects of 

contemporary poetry which is a place where the unbridled can flourish, 

something she finds most desirable and attractive (H. D. Thoreau, Walking: 

“In literature it is only the wild that attracts us” (Fiedorczuk 2015, p. 20)). 

And yet wildness for her does not mean nature understood in a traditional 

sense2. Questions regarding where we can find that which is untamed are 

appropriate, seeing as we no longer have access to territories unaffected by 

human intervention. Following Gary Snyder, Fiedorczuk answers:  
 

[wilderness] is everywhere; mushroom colonies which are impossible to shift, 

the same true of moss, mould, yeast and other similar organic colonies, which 

surround us and live in us. Mice outside our homes, deer on motorways, 

spiders in room corners, the human body a wild territory, the same true of 

language. (Fiedorczuk 2015, p. 59)  
 

She refers to the poetry of Thoreau, who is fascinated by that which is 

untamed: she quotes his lines, which do seem very close to her heart: “The 

most alive is the wildest”. She also adds: “He perceived the surprising 

analogies between various forms of nature and the creations of the human 

mind, could see the mutual intermingling of that which John Cage called the 

unembarrassed aspect of all things” (Fiedorczuk 2015, p. 58). 

Poetry is to her above all an exploration of the wild aspects of language 

(Fiedorczuk 2015, p. 59). She looks for places where the body, mind and 

reality connect, for it is there that language can develop unfettered by shame, 

becoming a transcendental experience (Fiedorczuk 2015, p. 60). This is why, 

according to Fiedorczuk, poetry should ridicule myths and remain uncouth, in 

order to be able to invent new forms of communication. She believes that on 

a planet facing catastrophe, only poetry can save us (save and allow us to 

live). In many of her poems we find a connection between words, water and 

sunshine. Poetry (poiesis) is creation, much like wild nature is self-creation 

(autopoiesis), for example in the process of photosynthesis (Fiedorczuk 2015, 

p. 126). 
 

 

 

 
2 “Can the term ‘wild nature’ have any sort of application in times when essentially every corner of 

planet Earth bears the marks of human activity, in the form of cities, transportation networks, 

arable fields, along with impurities found in the earth, water, air? This question is answered by 

Rebecca Raglon […] introducing the notion of anthropogenic wildness” (Fiedorczuk 2015, p. 

62). 
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6. Myths of nature 
 

Fiedorczuk’s academic and artistic activities are accompanied by the desire to 

unmask the anachronistic character of beliefs related to myths about nature. 

This is why she avoids using a moralising tone, seeking a language that allows 

the expression of connections between poetry and the natural environment, 

believing in the power of ecological imagination which undermines 

oppositions such as nature/culture and civilisation/wildness. In her opinion, the 

basic task of ecocriticism is to “research and deconstruct outmoded conceptual 

constructions related to trans-human nature” and she is aware that this is very 

difficult, seeing as the constructions of the human imagination and logical 

mind have long lifespans, especially if they relate to questions so closely 

related to definitions of humanity, such as the relationship between human 

beings and that which is not human (Fiedorczuk 2015, p. 14). 

As a researcher and poet, she believes that the process of 

deconstructing myths involving nature is essential. Perceiving nature which 

people love and hate remains culturally conditioned (Fiedorczuk 2015, p. 93). 

The nature/culture opposition has a teleological and metaphysical aspect, 

where nature, being a human imaginary construct, is a place where various 

phantasms are produced and has little to do with reality – hence Fiedorczuk 

calls for the debunking of dominant myths. Two of them are the most 

dangerous: the first presents nature as a fallen region of being, a domain of 

the necessary (Ananke), something only human beings can break free of. The 

second, equally poisonous, weaves a tale about a paradise lost – most 

powerfully related to Western culture. Eden is a narcissistic projection of the 

psyche, emerging from a need for order, security and fulfilment (Fiedorczuk 

2015, p. 148).  
 

 

7. Between bios and techne 
 

In spite of the effort invested in unmasking myths and phantasms, Fiedorczuk 

is aware that it is not easy to free oneself from them, hence she seeks forms 

which are more open, giving hope for their development or else a chance to 

abandon them. One can see this in her attitude to various feminist trends, 

since she separates herself from goddess-centred ecofeminism and 

essentialism which identifies women with nature, the body or reproduction, 

looking for a place for herself in cyborg mythologies, revealing paradoxes 

involved in female identities, and beyond3. In her theoretical works, 

 
3 Fiedorczuk perceives in A Cyborg Manifesto (1985) by Donna Haraway a source of inspiration 

for her poetry: “Cyborgs are cybernetic organisms, hybrids containing elements of machine and 
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Fiedorczuk perceives – within a hybrid cybernetic organism, containing 

elements of both machine and organism – potentiality understood as a model 

of being. This new ontology stripped of beginning, avoiding singularity, does 

not perform cuts between material reality and the imagination. The poet is 

drawn by the space between bios and techne, its as yet not fully explored 

limits. Her favourite word, in spite of its mythological connotations, is 

“garden”. It often also appears in her poetry. This does not mean a return to 

paradise, but more a place in between. Gardens for Fiedorczuk “much like the 

cyborg, are a hybrid – combining the natural with the artificial, bios and 

techne” (Fiedorczuk 2015, p. 187). 

Fiedorczuk, in her theoretical works, assures us that she is seeking the 

wildest places, in order to be able to practise poetry, hence we might expect 

her poems to contain manifestations of freedom, to be unrestrained and 

spontaneous. But no, she plants gardens upon wild territories; imposing a 

certain rigour upon her language, not allowing any excesses: instead of 

ecstasy, rather: ascetics and precision. This type of antinomianism of the wild 

and the ordered brings to mind the practices of Gelsomina, the protagonist of 

La Strada, who in places far from civilisation, belonging to neither city nor 

village, planted tomatoes by the roadside. Gelsomina, though sold to 

Zampano, a travelling artist who journeys around various towns on an old 

motorcycle, sold off by the US army, is wild and strange. She is pure poetry, 

but in the world she has been born into she has been assigned the role of a 

clown banging on a tin drum, amusing the public. Her painted-on smile and 

real tears create hybrid entanglements which surround her character. Her 

oddness and hybrid aspect are reflected in the image of a siren painted on 

Zampano’s circus hut. This human/non-human, fish-woman creature is also a 

key to reading Fiedorczuk’s poetry.  
 
 

8. “Mermaidism” 
 

Her work is rich in aquatic motifs, which are remorselessly subjected to 

demythologising and re-mythologising. Aspects liberating associations with 

the subconscious sphere, connotative with corporeality and female 

experience, are well recognised by feminist critique, which sees water as a 

space where female subjectivity can be expressed. This is where creative 

 
organism, creatures which reflect social reality, and are fictional at the same time. But cyborgs 

are also useful tools for criticisms – thanks to them, human awkwardness is revealed, soon to be 
transformed into godlike creatures with prosthetic attachments, once nature has been dominated. 

[…] “Cyborg people on the one hand, as a side product of technologization, can contest existing 

social roles, but on the other it is a fundamental element of the human condition as such, whether 

we like it or not” (Fiedorczuk 2015, p. 184). 
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strategies can be perceived, something which to I have given the tentative 

name “mermaidism”, involving the connection of two or more ill-fitting 

elements. This is important, seeing as their value should be seen not only 

through the prism of new forms, but also capturing the moment before they 

are tied together, as well as sensing the point of “contact”. As a result, a 

whole spectrum of ill-fittingness reveals itself. 

Mermaidism is a place of connection, in its depths hiding some sort of 

excessive touchiness and pain: “Do you not remember how much the Little 

Mermaid suffered when walking – as if she were walking on knife blades – 

when she cast off her fish tail [...]” – Laura Jackson (Riding) asks in her story 

A Crown for Hans Andersen, translated by Fiedorczuk (Jackson [Riding], 

2012, p. 79). 

Fiedorczuk’s poems are reminiscent of photographs which are very 

grainy and therefore characterised by significant resolution, as if she brought 

everything to life as something exceptional and unique. In spite of precise 

framing, the poems are filled with contrasts, cracks, gaps, things unsaid, 

surprising juxtapositions. In the introductory divergent reading of her works, 

we have the impression that the space between and beyond things widens, 

flowing in a way which is undirected, giving the impression of strangeness to 

familiar objects and the sense of closeness to unfamiliar things. She brings 

together elements which at first glance have nothing to do with one another, 

or else it seems they have come together by sheer chance. This first instinct 

of lostness and incomprehension changes quickly through intellectual efforts 

per analogiam, into a hybrid whole which is founded on our ability to 

connect opposites4. When our desire to understand is satiated, and congruent 

meanings emerge, allowing us to perceive their “singularity”, the wound 

located on the spot where parts connect becomes invisible and we stop 

sensing an uncomfortable unease.  

Mermaidism as a creative attitude, which goes up against the powers of 

unification, coherence, creating continuities and symmetries, is found in 

Fiedorczuk’s direct statements – when asked whether the world’s symmetry 

conceals an answer to our most important questions, the poet answers in 

humble disagreement:  
 

J.W.: It is said that you – and I quote here – think that the secrets of the 

universe are contained in symmetries, analogies and repetitions. How do you 

arrive at such a, rather esoteric, conviction? From being the zodiac, always 

symmetrical, Pisces [laughs]?  

J.F.: Well now you see, yesterday was Charles Darwin’s birthday, radio 

stations constantly broadcasting mentions of the theory of evolution (a topic 

very close to my heart) and today I am of a mind to proclaim that everything is 

 
4 I took the concept of not understanding from Didi-Huberman (2011). 
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chaos, there is no order, only coincidence, and that this is incredible, that out 

of this somehow emerge encounters, desires, passions, all the beautiful 

nonsense of human and not only human existence. Symmetry is surely a matter 

of perception. (Fiedorczuk, Winiarski 2010) 

 

In actual fact, Fiedorczuk’s poetry is characterised by fluidity, changeability, 

transformation, constant becoming, represented by the ocean, sea or river. 

Water flows through her poems and creates a natural environment for them. 

Revealing through them the phantasms of the world of consumption, such as 

in the image of the Little Mermaid trying on leggings (Za górami / Beyond 

the Mountains)5, border on utopias about soft, safe “concavities”. Among 

dominant figures, we can find fish, birds, and sirens6: 
 

Kiedy byłam rybą 

Kosmos jak zawsze okrągły 

Miał przytulne ściany 

Śniłam o boskich płetwach 

Pióropuszach i życiu 

Po wodzie 

Mówiono ogon 

Odpada ale jest nagroda 

Para bolesnych stóp 

Nie wierzyłam w bajki. Zapuściłam 

Skrzydła jak liście 

Czarnych paproci 

Och gdzież ja nie byłam! 

Kiedy byłam rybą 

Nie było w ogóle dni, 

Seksu, ani różnicy. 

Ciepło przychodziło  

Z zewnątrz teraz  

Mam w płucach nieznośnie 

Lekkie powietrze 

Mam pokusę morza 

W zielonych tęczówkach  

Bio 

(Fiedorczuk 2004, p. 12) 

 

 
5 “Mała Syrenka przymierzy/ lśniące legginsy. Będzie miała w sieci/ Nylonową przyszłość” – 

“The little Mermaid will try on/ shiny leggings. She will have in the fishing net/ A nylon future” 
(Fiedorczuk 2004, p. 240). 

6 The motif of fluidity, of submerging, appears in Fiedorczuk’s White Ophelia, in an erotic scene 

involving two women. This is a sort of fantasy, a utopia of lesbian love: “‘Let us lie down’, she 
said. They lay down facing one another, thighs entangled, feet touching. ‘Your feet are cold’, 

Anna said to Eliza, who was stroking her cheek. ‘I know’, she said, ‘They are always cold’. 

Anna’s head was spinning; she kept closing and reopening her eyes, thinking: A river runs 

through us. Thinking: I want to submerge myself in you” (Fiedorczuk 2011 p. 130). 
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When I was a fish 

Space had cozy walls 

And as always was round 

I dreamed of divine fins 

Feather headdresses and life 

Upon the water 

It was said the tail 

Drops off but there is a reward: 

A pair of aching feet. 

I did not believe 

In fairy tales. I grew 

Wings like the fronds 

Of black ferns. 

Where did I 

Not go! 

When I was a fish 

There were no days, 

No sex, no difference. 

Warmth came 

From outside. Now 

In my lungs I have unbearably 

Light air. 

I have the lure of the sea 

In my green irises. 

I look at the sky: o you 

miraculous turret. I dance 

For you. 

(Translated by Bill Johnston) 

 

 

9. Between the fish 
 

Fiedorczuk places herself subversively between the fish, reformulating her 

own animal/non-human self. In our patriarchal culture, womanhood and its 

animalistic representations were presented as monstrous. This deformation, 

which leads to disrupted perceptions, marking women out as demonic, 

aroused reactions of repulsion, along with fascination and shivers of horror at 

witnessing something incredible. Our imaginations have been fed such 

images since the times of antiquity, found on the edges of waking and 

dreaming. In Christian Europe, representations of half-human/half-animal 

creatures were religious in nature, used to stigmatise sinners. Deformed, 

disproportionate, animalised characteristics assigned to hybrid human bodies 

were always intended to be warnings and cautionary tales – often, signs of 

divine retribution and also a reminder that the transgression which caused His 

wrath had to be atoned for (Courtine, Gdańsk 2011, pp. 352-353). On the 

other hand, on the edges of officially religious monstrosities, remaining a 

signature example of a different order in the world, is the intended being. For 
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Paracelsus, marine oddities are like comets which God shows to human 

beings. He stressed the intention behind the creation of monstrosities, and so 

they are for him not anti-values to life, but life itself (Paracelsus 2013). 

 Undoubtedly, Fiedorczuk consciously plays with this convention, one 

which gives women negative meanings, and turns them into a new sort of 

poetic material. Hence, we can look at fish, and also mermaids, as transitory 

forms, and though in official culture they can seem a danger to the norm or 

canon defining that which is human, they are rather, like other monstrosities, 

innovators on the route towards the creation of new solutions in our world: 
 

Obudziłam się 

I byłam kobietą 

Od stóp, po końce włosów 

[…] 

Wstałam i miałam 

Stopy 

I czemuś dziesięć 

Śmiesznie małych palców. 

(Fiedorczuk 2000, p. 31) 

 

I woke up 

And was a woman  

From toes to my hairs’ ends  

[…] 

I rose and I had  

Feet 

And somehow ten  

Sweetly tiny toes.  

(Translated by Marek Kazmierski) 

 

It is worth trying to answer questions such as: where did the sub-marine 

dream of being a fish come from in Fiedorczuk’s poetry?  

 
Fotosynteza 

A trzeba wyjść na ląd, opierzyć się i patrzeć 

Prosto w słońce. 

(Fiedorczuk 2004, p. 6) 

 

Photosynthesis  

And yet on land you go, grow feathers and then gaze 

Straight at the sun. 

(Translated by Marek Kazmierski) 
 

This fantasy reveals a collective intuition relating to prehistoric forms in the 

cellular memory of all living things covering prehistoric ages, while in the 

individual sphere this means a desire to be open to other life forms, often paid 
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for with suffering, and also desire to feel the tension between that which is 

and that which could be or else was:  

 
Lądy i oceany 

Dosłownie ogień jest nam bliski 

Czasami czujesz go w podeszwach stóp. 

To znak, że kiedyś wszystko było boskim oceanem 

Zaś głęboki czas ziemi wyraża się w liczbach tak zatrważających, 

Że ich odkrycie odmieniło bieg ludzkich myśli. 

Która rzecz jasna, spodziewa się gruntu 

Pod nogami i przychylnej aury 

Z tej perspektywy słońce jest czymś w rodzaju wieczności, 

A może upartym podtekstem. 

(Fiedorczuk 2006, p. 5) 

 

Lands and oceans 

It is precisely fire that is dear to us. 

At times you feel it on the soles of your feet. 

It’s a sign that everything was once divine ocean, 

while the deep time of earth is expressed in such disquieting numbers 

that their discovery has changed the course of human thought. 

Which, it goes without saying, expects the ground 

beneath its feet, and a favorable ambience. 

From this perspective the sun is something like eternity, 

the sea a stubborn subtext. 

(Translated by Bill Johnston) 

 

 

10. “Play of possibility” 
 

Fiedorczuk’s poems reveal the sense that the borders between the human and 

non-human are fluid. In this vision we see an interaction between the worlds 

of culture, fantasy and nature, as a result leading to knowledge, enriched by 

the imagination, suggesting images deforming that which is into that which is 

possible. Jacob calls this modality the “play of possibility” (Jacob 1987). Our 

emotions: desires, concerns, fears, and curiosities are aspects which drive or 

disable the creation of such entanglements of possibility and past existence 

(Wieczorkiewicz 2009, p. 276). Fish hint at the fluidity of borders between 

worlds, such as the human and non-human, especially so the mermaid, a 

figure transmigrating from one form to another. Ovid himself wrote that “Our 

bodies also, always change unceasingly:/ we are not now what we were 

yesterday/ or we shall be tomorrow” (Ovid 1922). In the borderline sphere, 

which is governed by lability, a different sort of time order is in place: the old 

and the new, usually following on from one another, exist side by side and 

create new values without intermingling. Various manifestations of existence 
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can combine, co-existing on the basis of a certain sort of compromise 

(Wieczorkiewicz 2009, p. 165). 

 Fantasies of piscine roots, in a visual sphere accepting the form of a 

cross between a woman and a fish, are not blind accident, no product of 

crazed imagination, but testimony of a different sort of order, and also a sub-

marine recollection of transfer from one life form into another:  
 

Fotosynteza 

Tamte podskórne 

Czasy podpływają bliżej. Są moje 

Na ułamek światła, momentalny bezdech 

I rozkoszny strach, który się zaraz rozproszy 

W musującej toni,  

(Fiedorczuk 2004, p. 6) 

 

Photosynthesis 

Those subcutaneous 

Times swimming ever closer. Are mine 

For a flash of light, instant of apnoea  

And delightful fear, which will scatter soon 

In effervescent depths, 

(Translated by Marek Kazmierski) 

 

 

11. Mermaid tail 
 

Ought we not to agree that the fish/mermaid tail is a painful sign of 

transference in nature itself, but also an intermediate state between nature and 

culture, art and technology? It also indicates that every living creature is 

formed of borrowed materials, while death, according to Louis-Vincent 

Thomas, is a process of returning that which was borrowed, meaning a 

separation of the elements. Every creature is thus only an intermediate and 

temporary link in the never-ending chain of life (Thomas 1991, p. 27). 

Fiedorczuk, in her poem Kochankowie na otwartym morzu (Lovers on the 

Open Seas), writes:  

 
To jest planeta zagubionych rzeczy 

I ja jestem jedną z nich, pomyślała. Znów mam płetwy. Ruch 

Jest łatwy jeśli jest ślizem, łatwy, kiedy się jest gołębiem w powietrzu 

Wykonującym ślizg. Wszystko jedno życie, kiedy na niego czeka i mówi 

“teraz jestem twoja, należę do ciebie, należę do morza, do ziemi, do ciebie”.  

(Fiedorczuk 2006, p. 31) 

 

This is a planet of lost items  

And I am one of them, she thought. I have fins again. Movement  

Comes easy when you are a loach, easy, when you are a dove in the air  
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Performing slides. It’s all the same life, when it waits for him and says  

“now I am yours, I belong to you, belong to the sea, to earth, to you”. 

(Translated by Marek Kazmierski) 

  

Imagining a half-woman, half-fish is part of cultural processes, but also a 

record of experiences passed down over millions of years. Referring to the 

play of possibility and being convinced of the closeness of species, Italo 

Calvino in his The Complete Cosmicomics presents a story of an uncle-fish 

and his family, which has climbed out of the sea onto dry land and there, 

leaving their watery lives behind, swapped fins for limbs. The main 

protagonist, delighted with life on land, is surprised to find that his fiancée, 

having listened to the stories of the uncle (who remained a fish), decides to 

go back into the water7.  

 In contemporary science, Darwin’s claim that changes in form take 

place randomly, and metamorphoses cannot be explained as some sort of 

general notion nature has, still holds today. Nature makes use of that which 

exists, choosing useful examples, hence perfecting and degeneration are 

preserved, or removed (Wieczorkiewicz 2009, p. 163). In the poem 

Elektryczność  (Electricity) this intuition makes itself felt: 

 
Pod spodem płetwy 

Przetną kryształ wody 

Jeszcze pluśnie ogon, 

Potem przepadnie w zieleni, zwinna 

Jak iskra (rozżarzona cząstka 

Płonącego ciała, oderwana od całości).  

(Fiedorczuk 2004, p. 11) 

 

 

Down below are fins 

Slicing the water’s crystal, 

The plash of a tail, 

Then it will vanish in green, lithe 

As a spark (redhot particle 

Of burning flesh, torn from whole). 

(Translated by Bill Johnston) 
 

 
7 It may be that Calvino’s template was found in the axolotl (ambystoma mexicanum), an 

amphibian which, placed in water, behaves like fish. It is known that it was Latimeria (a rare 

genus of fish that includes two extant species: the West Indian Ocean and the Indonesian 

coelacanth) which produced Labyrinthodontia, and Ichthyostegalia is such an intermediate form. 
Few amphibians managed to adapt to land-based existence, giving rise to the evolution of 

reptiles. Some zoologists contend that this process of adapting to life on land was accidental, 

adventitious in relation to migration and ability to colonise the new island habitats of standing 

waters. 
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This recollection from a distant past described by Calvino, and also by 

Fiedorczuk, forces us to think that not only fish and mermaids, but every 

living being is a transient form, and thus open to change (Żylińska 2013, p. 

15). Margrit Shildrick contends that the body is unstable, and though it 

materialises, and has a gender, it always, to use her terminology, “seeps 

through”. This fluidity, instability, wildness as represented by women with 

fish tails, also marks a connection with other bodies. The dream of being a 

fish/mermaid is based on a “radical opening to the multitudinous possible 

ways of becoming” (Żylińska 2013, pp. 52-53). Fiedorczuk frames this 

process of “co-becoming” in a similar way, postulating that we ought to 

broaden our perception of what it means to be human to include that which 

surrounds and permeates us. Water, air, plants, and animals are all a part of 

our being, but also of our bodies (Fiedorczuk 2019). 

Gilles Deleuze presents proposals of a new ethics, which focuses on 

“the body becoming”, rather than being a pre-agreed, unchanging human 

subject. He holds that we ought to broaden the stream of life, opening up to 

that which is non-human and cross over beyond the limits of that which has 

already been imagined by people (Żylińska 2013, pp. 53-54). His 

assumptions seem close to the approach taken by Fiedorczuk, who sees the 

world as a singularity of matter both living and non-living: 

 
Słowem się spotkamy 

Gdzie kończy się ciało 

W ciepłych łezkach ziemi 

W czarnych 

Piórach            fali 

        Tej upartej 

Która jednak 

Musi się wygładzić. 

(Fiedorczuk 2004, p. 21) 

 

In a word we shall meet 

Where the body ends 

In warm tears of earth 

In dark 

Feathers           wave 

        Of this stubborn 

Which nevertheless 

Must grow smooth. 

(Translated by Bill Johnston) 

 

The concept of a “body becoming” as a machine capable of affecting and 

subjected to affectation, submerged in the stream of life, is a subject which 

interests researchers of new technologies. In biotechnological processes, 

living and non-living elements enter into intimate relations with one another. 
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A point of reference might be matter itself, which, regardless of whether it is 

animated or inanimate, is constantly organising itself and creating systems 

(Jacob 1987, p. 51). Joanna Żylińska writes that 
 

alliances (organic-inorganic) proposed by biotechnologies show that there 

exists a pattern which dismisses both thinking about life as something which 

permeates machinery, in order to power it, and thinking of technology as 

something added post factum to an innately living individual. (Żylińska 2013, 

p. 54) 

 

 

12. Bricolage 
 

Life understood as a manifestation of wildness and a technical process which 

includes all historical, genetic, affective investments also assumes creativity, 

something attested to by Fiedorczuk’s poetry. Her creative research is also 

founded on using existing elements, fitting them together by changing forms, 

and arranging them in diverse combinations, in effect generating a new 

language and forms of expression different to those which had come before. 

In poetry and art, as in evolution, genetics and technologies, we thus have an 

endlessly wild and pain-filled bricolage (Jacob 1987, pp. 65-66). And in this 

sense the fish/mermaid tail – organic or artificial – is a useful element which 

can be attached to other bodies, which then always leads to surprising 

outcomes. 

This is something perfectly understood by the sculptor Magdalena 

Abakanowicz. Commenting upon her work titled Gry wojenne (War games), 

she proclaimed that she had for a long time perceived trees as “complete 

beings”, but there finally came the moment when she saw through this and 

began to see a similarity between all of nature’s creations. She understood 

that nature, in some way limited, designs its own self. Abakanowicz sensed 

that she wanted to intervene, deciding to add a different sort of material to the 

stumps of felled trees; juxtaposing trees and iron elements she thus created a 

form which was hybrid and “mermaidic” (Abakanowicz 1989, p. 156). Some 

years later, she spent time in the lake district of Masuria, where she recalls 

being taken aback by  
 

muscular corpuses, scarred, filled with might and personality. They lay there, 

tensing their hulls, amputated limbs, pathetic in their gestures – uncertain what 

of: suffering, protest or else helplessness. I wanted to touch them, to study the 

details of shapes, in order to transform, to shift into a different sort of 

endurance. (Krukowski, Abakanowicz 1995, p. 161) 
 

This way of understanding the mermaidic bricolage is also something 

referenced by the work of other female visual artists, who in their artistic 
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projects attempt to draw attention to the false game played by Europe, hiding 

its dislike of migrants, trying to reach the old continent, as well as 

indifference shown by democratic nations to changes in the climate. On 3 

May 2017, as part of a show titled Syrena herbem twym zwodnicza (Sirens be 

your muddled coats of arms), exhibited at the Museum of Modern Art in 

Warsaw, Ola Kozioł staged a performance of her piece titled Ciągle ten sam 

śpiew Europy (All the time Europe’s same old song). The artist took on the 

character of Siren-Europa, singing her seductive, deceptive song. 

In her own commentary, Kozioł explained her actions:  
 

When I think about who the siren is today, I see her as Europe, seductive, 

calling all those escaping war, drought, and poverty to cross seas, all those 

seeking a new, improved life. Europe, which entices with songs of a better 

world, draws people to her shores, yet offers them nothing other than the 

possibility of dying during the journey. (Unpublished text by Ola Kozioł) 

 

Agnieszka Zawadowska, in an unpublished commentary on her performance, 

draws our attention to a new way of seeing sirens. Previously, they guarded 

bridges, cities, states, homes, churches, and now according to Zawadowska 

they had themselves become trapped behind refugee camp barbed wire 

fences, behind tall walls, their tails filled with plastic flotsam, trash and dead 

fish. At times, their tails become bags from Ikea tossed onto a rubbish heap, 

or else a torn sleeping bag belonging to a homeless immigrant, who had 

managed to cross over to the promised land. The artist shows European 

countries as lacking empathy, unwilling to share with others, sensing the end 

of their own life cycle, surrendered to decadent wastefulness. The dried-out 

tail dumped on rubbish heaps makes it impossible for the mermaid to return 

to her native water. Such a return is pointless anyway, seeing as the seas are 

poisoned, while rivers dry up. 

We find hybridity everywhere, having ourselves become hybrids as 

technology develops – although it might be said that we have always been 

such. The prosthetics we use, even as healthy people, turn us into a form of 

complex structure. In the past, a human being riding a horse was seen as 

something odd, and centaurs, in order to become cartoon characters, have 

made a long journey through our collective imaginations. At present, we do 

not imagine being able to function day to day without cars, computers and 

smartphones. Our daily lives, our thinking, creativity, fantasies are all based 

on mechanisms which bind different elements together. This is neither good 

nor bad. For are our ability to count and create wholes, our tendencies to go 

from quantity to quality, or else our fondness for playing games with 

metaphors not something unseemly? We do not even have to answer these 

questions. We treat these functions as natural, necessary, good, and at times 

beautiful. The danger is to be found in our idealism, in our pursuit of 
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perfection at all costs. We are satisfied with easy dualisms, superficially 

giving our reality an ordered form. 

Dreams of symmetry and a unified reality blind us to the world which 

is imperfect, formed of unstable, ill-fitting parts. And we do everything in 

order to strip our ways of seeing of doubts, of unease, and all impurities are 

automatically removed. Meanwhile, the world is worth seeing, as shown in 

Fiedorczuk’s poetry, on several levels simultaneously:  

 
Matematyka 
[…] co nas w mroku łączy, rozdziela i łączy, łączy, rozdziela i łączy;  

zaczyn nowego dnia. 

(Fiedorczuk J. 2012, p. 39) 

 

Mathematics 

[…] something connects us in the dark, separates and connects, connects, 

separates and connects; 

the onset of a new day. 

(Translated by Marek Kazmierski)  

 

In conversation with Daria Lekowska, Fiedorczuk said: “Poetry was always 

situated on the line between the expressible and inexpressible. The same is 

somehow true of metaphors, through the ways in which they combine diverse 

elements – sometimes opposites – simultaneously avoiding moulding them 

together into one” (Fiedorczuk 2017, p. 120). 

Fiedorczuk’s whole body of work encourages us to see disconnections, 

connections and that which remains on the outer edges and hides in the 

depths, for it is thanks to those elements that our sensitivity becomes more 

focused, revealing mermaid places which retain painful memories of a past 

life and the moment of changing form, surrendered to the powers of 

forgetting.  
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INSTYTUT BADAŃ LITERACKICH POLSKIEJ AKADEMII NAUK 
 

 

Abstract – The text uses Tadeusz Różewicz’s drama Białe małżeństwo (White Marriage) 

and two films – the film adaptation of this drama by Magdalena Łazarkiewicz, 1992 and 

Córki dancing (The Lure) by Agnieszka Smoczyńska, 2015 – as examples, along with 

several references to Polish contemporary literature written by women – to show the ways in 

which contemporary Polish culture is interested in the mythological creatures of 

mermaids/sirens. It posits the thesis that as a result of associations dating back to Polish 

medieval historiography relating to the legendary first Polish queen Wanda, on the one hand 

with Amazons and on the other with Mermaids (this association persisted in Sarmatian 

literature and took on various forms in Romanticism), today’s references to the mermaid 

bring to mind the Amazon warriors of legend. This association is particularly powerful, 

considering that the Polish capital Warsaw has taken the iconic image of an armed siren as 

its coat of arms. This mermaid/Amazon, as seen in the Warsaw coat of arms, used as part of 

the iconography referenced by the recent Black Protests (in the autumn of 2017 women in 

Poland organised mass protests against government moves to amend abortion legislation – 

as part of the protest mermaid sculptures around Warsaw had black sashes attached with the 

words “You are not alone”), evokes meanings rooted in Polish culture. On the one hand, 

these involve Amazons seen as courageous and autonomous original residents of Polish 

lands, and on the other the community of women injured by the patriarchy – women who 

committed suicide by drowning (sirens from Polish mythology). 

 

Keywords: mermaids; Amazons; Warsaw coat of arms; women’s rights; Polish literature 

and culture. 
 

 

1. Introduction 
 

Tales relating to mermaids and sirens should be treated as records of archaic 

images, thanks to which our culture finds itself in the process of creating new 

meanings and reinterpretations of old. Sirens and Mermaids, as they appear in 

Greek mythology, Slavic legends, the writing of Hans Christian Andersen and 

Kafka’s miniatures, rise up from the depths, revealing various facets of our 

age. Visions of half-women and half-fish, women-snakes or women-birds, 

belong to the annals of our oldest cultures (Gimbutas 1974, 1991; Shima 2018; 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/it/deed.en
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Wieczorkiewicz 2009). The most important place in Polish folklore is 

occupied by the Warsaw mermaid, but she is not a unique phenomenon, for in 

many texts relating to folk culture we will find traces of water fairies, 

“drowned women”, Mamuns and other creatures which for centuries 

symbolised the dark aspects of femininity perceived as a threat to culture 

(Moszyński 1968). Contemporary interpretations, however, move clear of this 

age-old enslavement. For all new interpretations, the points of reference are 

still: the experience of death, the elemental forces of water, and the instability 

of certain shapes, though currently a greater accent is placed on a radical 

opening up to diverse experiences of becoming. Sirens are also more and more 

often seen as symbols of rites of passage, especially a reminder of the golden 

age of girlish friendship, which ends with puberty and the appearance of male 

suitors (Hayward 2017). 

Magdalena Łazarkiewicz’s (1993) film Białe małżeństwo (White 

Marriage), which is a screen adaptation of a play by Tadeusz Różewicz (of the 

same title, written in 1973), and the film Córki Dancingu (The Lure) directed 

by Agnieszka Smoczyńska (2015) are very interesting examples of the use of 

siren/mermaid characters in contemporary Polish culture. In our essay we 

would like to precisely cover these two contemporary actualisations of the 

mermaid. When analysing Łazarkiewicz’s film, we will give some thought to 

the meaning of the figure of a mermaid in Różewicz’s drama itself and the 

modifications that the director made to it. We will attempt to show that both 

these films made by contemporary Polish female directors refer to an 

understanding of the mermaid/siren as being inherently connected in terms of 

meaning with the notion of Amazons in ways which are original and true to 

Polish culture. In the appropriate places of the text we will investigate this old 

sphere of associations, which emerged as early as medieval historiography, 

referring to times of antiquity and their reports about the oldest inhabitants of 

the lands we now call Poland1 (Labuda 1999; Łowmiański 1963; Rudaś-

Grodzka 2013, p. 239), and which is also actualised – as we will try to show – 

in other contemporary works and spheres of culture. 
 

 

2. Sirens in White Marriage 
 

In discussing Małgorzata Łazarkiewicz’s film, it is worth starting with the 

date of its creation – the year 1992 – and its big-screen premiere – 1993. 

These are times following the period of post-communist transformation 

 
1  Ancient sources, used by medieval chroniclers of the Polish nation, creating myths of its 

founding, were collected in the anthology Słowiańszczyzna starożytna i średniowieczna (Labuda 

1999). 



69 

 

 

 

Mermaids and Amazons in Polish Culture. White Marriage and The Lure 
as Contemporary References to Medieval Era Imaginaria 
 
 

which took place in 1989, in which we see the birth of contemporary Polish 

feminism and gender studies, but alongside these we also witness a Polish 

“backlash”. It was in 1993 that Polish women were stripped of some of their 

human rights (the right to an abortion due to social causes), secured during 

the times of post-WWII communism. This surprising coincidence and the 

logic which follows on from it would be interpreted in subsequent years in 

the essays of Agnieszka Graff (2001, 2008). The year 1995 saw the 

publication of Absolutna amnezja (Absolute Amnesia) by Izabela Filipiak, a 

novel which analyses the patriarchal and nationalistic understandings of 

womanhood (making reference to Arachne, who is key in terms of feminist 

critique, as well as the myth of Iphigenia). Not long after, we also see the 

publication of transformative academic writings by Maria Janion (1996), 

Grażyna Borkowska (1996) and Sławomira Walczewska (1999), relating to 

the relationship between Polishness and womanhood. In 1992, however, 

Małgorzata Łazarkiewicz became a sort of pioneer in terms of such research, 

and so her film is of particular interest. Also noteworthy is the director’s 

decision to stage Rożewicz’s drama, considering its troubling contents, in 

many ways an advance on the studies produced in the 1990s – his “feminist” 

message was noted mostly by critics publishing their analyses in the West 

(Blair 1985; Kucharski 1989).2  

Łazarkiewicz’s film is constructed in layers: a contemporary frame 

wrapped round the film’s narrative, which takes place in a fin de siècle 

setting. Two modern girls, growing up in a home which bespeaks of the 

affluence of its residents (while also drawing parallels in style with gentrified 

architecture, seen as the quintessence of classic Polishness), are afflicted by 

worries related to the process of growing into adulthood. When the girls 

happen to see a film on TV showing Piłsudski’s Legionnaires, they recognise 

(or so they think) in some of the men on screen their friends, before entering 

into their world through their fantasies. The rest of the film switches to 

Różewicz’s narrative, hence in order to understand the interpretative steps 

taken by the director, we should briefly revisit the original drama itself, in 

particular examining the meanings that are brought to the work by the 

mermaid figure used in it.  
 

 

2.1. Sirens and emancipation in Różewicz’s play 
 

Around the turn of the 20th century, in the period known as Young Poland, 

hybrid figures featuring female characteristics were often used in art, being 

above all a means of communicating misogynistic meanings, related to a fear 

 
2  The play was translated into English (Różewicz 1983) and in 1977 premiered in New York. 
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of women which was typical of the age (Podraza-Kwiatkowska 1975).3 In the 

20th century, Różewicz makes use of a mermaid character very discreetly, in a 

way which is easy to overlook and is therefore yet to be analysed. This is 

evident in the interpretations of this drama by the likes of Zbigniew 

Majchrowski (1982), Halina Filipowicz (2000), Agnieszka Skolasińska 

(2000) and Lidia Wiśniewska (1999), in spite of the fact that the last 

researcher devoted half of her sizeable book to analysing this single play. The 

presence of mermaids seems merely incidental, if we can say so about a play 

penned by a remarkable modern poet, known for his uniquely conscious 

attitude to literary traditions, one capable of both re-interpretations and 

deconstructions (Burkot 2004; Drewnowski 2002; Gębala 1978; Skrendo 

2013). This happens because the central protagonist’s monologue, which 

comes at the end of the play, is mostly concerned with her desire to transform 

into a man (or else maybe, being treated as a non-woman) her husband’s 

“brother”, equal to him in terms of humanity. On the other hand, the words in 

the monologue in which Bianka declares that she is a mermaid come directly 

before words in which she reveals she is a chimera. As a result, even 

Zbigniew Majchrowski, the author of the best-known essay about White 

Marriage, presents the mermaid character as subservient to the character 

which follows, giving the impression of it being its extension, and so in itself 

insignificant, not worthy of interpretations. 

Bianka, the main protagonist in the play, following her wedding night, 

during which she makes it impossible for her husband to consummate the 

marriage, the following day also refuses to attend a visit demanded by 

etiquette. In speaking her monologue, the girl torches her elegant female garb 

in a lit fireplace and cuts off her hair. Looking at her naked body in a mirror 

(while covering up her breasts), she says the words “Jestem” (Różewicz 

1988, p. 171). She concludes this thought by turning to her new husband as 

he enters the room and saying: “Jestem, jestem… twoim bratem…” (I am, I 

am… your brother…). Siren, chimera, androgyne, transvestite, feminist, 

Amazon.4 Różewicz brings to mind a whole range of references through 

 
3  Interestingly enough, in writing about the key and most popular symbols of Young Poland, the 

researcher almost completely fails to mention mermaids. Chimeras and sphinxes, as she notes, 

are much more often symbols of fear of femininity in Polish poetry of that period. Another 

researcher, Anna Czabanowska-Wróbel, noted many Young Poland poems with the motif of 
sirens from Greek myths or siren-like creatures from folk tales, such as Syrena (The Siren) by 

Leopold Staff, Syrena by Lucjan Rydel, Rusałki by Tadeusz Przerwa-Tetmajer and Rusałki by 

Bronisława Ostrowska (Czabanowska-Wróbel 2013, pp. 31-33). 
4  As an allusion to the figure of the Amazon we can consider the gesture of cutting off her hair, 

which here would be the equivalent of depriving a woman of an attribute that is linked with the 

idea of female sexual attraction as much as a breast (Bianka also covers her breasts in this 
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which we might understand “misfit identities”, such as the one represented by 

the central protagonist of the play. Equally meaningfully, in creating the 

character of Bianka, the poet used fragments of biographies, letters and 

literary works by two female Polish poets and writers, Narcyza Żmichowska 

and Maria Komornicka. These two apparent misfits, the Romantic 

Żmichowska and the Modernist Komornicka, are linked by the idea of 

emancipatory or rather self-accentuating womanhood, as well as presumably 

non-heterosexual biographies (Żmichowska, lesbian; Komornicka, 

transsexual). 

Narcyza Żmichowska is known as the founder of a group called 

Entuzjastki (Enthusiastic Women), bringing together women in the 1840s 

who hoped to find personal development and fulfilment through the group by 

choosing roles other than those of “wife” and “mother” – such as writers, 

journalists, artists, teachers and civic activists. Żmichowska was also a 

charismatic tutor of girls, helping them cross boundaries set up by the 

patriarchal culture they had been born into (Borkowska 1996). Maria 

Komornicka in turn was a talented poet and literary critic, who has until 

recently played a marginal role in literary history, as she was perceived to 

have been mentally unwell, something apparently evidenced by a legendary 

event in a hotel in Poznań in the year 1907. According to her family, 

Komornicka burnt her woman’s clothing in a fireplace, dressing in men’s 

garb, cutting her hair and ordering her mother to refer to her as a man named 

Piotr Włast (a name taken from their family’s protoplast). This was how 

Komornicka went on to sign her writings, which from this point on were not 

taken seriously by anyone. Her legacy only came to be taken more seriously 

in the 1970s, but to this day she remains representative of the contemporary 

feminist and queer movement in Poland (Iwasiów 2010; Nadana-Sokołowska 

2018).  

The central protagonists in the play are two girl-cousin-friends, who at 

the cusp of adulthood explore their sexualities. In secret, they read books 

about human physiology, which helps them better understand the hidden 

layers of life in the manor house they live in, as well as their own budding 

sexualities. This awareness demystifies one of the most important myths in 

Polish culture: the exemplary way the Polish gentry live in their familial 

nests. Bianka begins to understand how unhappy her mother is in her 

marriage to her father. She begins to realise why he chases after the serving 

maids and female cooks. She also begins to detest him for his masculine 

virility and ruthlessness, aspects that define the way in which he treats the 

 
scene). Self-mutilation is also a symbolic transition to masculinity as a denial of feminine 

“weakness” in the sense of being closed in her corporeality and her reproductive functions. 
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women around him. On the other hand, Paulina learns a great deal about their 

lecherous grandfather’s secrets and the immoral suggestions he makes to her. 

Each girl takes up a different attitude in relation to their discoveries. 

Paulina realises that the world she will come to live in denies her the right to 

be fully human, but she is more amused than terrified of these discoveries. 

She adopts the cynical strategy of using the influence young beautiful women 

have over men, while Bianka is more and more terrified of what she is 

coming to discover. She writes poems imbued with erotic power and has a 

fiancé named Benjamin, but in conversations with him she begins to develop 

a white marriage project, dreaming of eroticism without penetration. Treated 

by her father as if she were a boy, the son he actually wanted, she rather fails 

to feel feminine. Meanwhile, the relationship between the female protagonists 

is charged with eroticism, which brings to mind the union of mermaids, but 

also Bianka’s lesbianism. In the interviews which accompanied the 

publication of this drama, Różewicz himself suggested the idea that it refers 

to the “impossible” love between Narcyza Żmichowska and Paulina 

Zbyszewska, which he claimed was presented in her novel Poganka (The 

Heathen), written in 1846 (Keler 1975). 

In the scene showing her wedding night, Bianka refuses to allow 

Benjamin to consummate their marriage. Benjamin, tired after the wedding 

party, seems at the time to be not very interested in her declarations and falls 

asleep straight away, so that Bianka’s monologue is just for herself. This is 

when she says she is a Siren, and asks Benjamin if he can hear her sisters the 

Mermaids hailing her:  
 

Nogi zrosły mi się… od stóp aż do pępka pokrywa mnie zimna rybia łuska… 

Ben… twoja oblubienica ma rybi ogon zamiast nóg… wiesz? Jestem syreną… 

ożeniłeś się z syreną… z chimerą. Spójrz! Mam głowę lwicy, kadłub kozy i 

ogon wężowy… Słyszysz, jak moje siostry syreny wabią mnie, nawołują. […] 

nie dotykaj mnie… (Różewicz 1988, p. 169) 

  

My legs have fused together… from the feet to the bellybutton I am covered in 

fish scales… Ben… your bride has a fish tail instead of legs… did you know? 

I am a siren… you married a siren… a chimera. Look! I have the head of a 

lioness, the torso of a goat and the tail of a snake… Can you hear my sisters 

mermaids hailing me, calling me along. […] do not touch me… (Translated by 

Marek Kazmierski) 

 

How can we understand this layering of meanings related to mermaids and 

changes in genders in Różewicz’s writings? Superficially speaking, they 

belong to two completely separate orders. Let us, however, note that, in the 

light of the thesis about certain affinities between Mermaids and Amazons, to 

which we will return shortly, they seem completely understandable. Being a 

siren, having a fish tail, means for Bianka protection from penetration, which 
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involves going beyond the role marked out for her by the nature of her 

gender. This would also lead to a regress, a withdrawal from life, as well as 

involving a desire to go beyond the condition related to gender. Let us note 

that Różewicz holds back from stating definitively whether we are dealing 

here with biology or culture (sex or gender). Perhaps his drama is subject to 

the culture of fin de siècle fatalism; this culture understood the biological 

features of a woman’s fate as something determinant and inescapable, unless 

this escape is towards a regression of madness or suicide (see Skolasińska 

2000). In spite of this, we can assign Bianka the desire to be treated 

differently to the way women had been treated up until that point, meaning a 

progressive desire for cultural change, female empowerment, on the 

condition, however, that femininity/fleshiness was negated, and so a tragic 

choice (see Skolasińska 2000). Bianka therefore turns out to be the sister of 

various desperate drowned women, as well as a female rebel, demanding for 

herself the chance to live a different life, other than the one assigned to 

women of the time. Różewicz uses the fish tail in his bricolage in order to 

express the notion of transgressing the female condition, but Bianka’s 

mermaid/chimeric aspect also demystifies the modernist siren in the role of 

symbol of the mystery of female sexuality that threatens men. Womanhood, 

Różewicz seems to suggest, contains no mystery other than the desire to be 

treated as a human being, “brother”, meaning a being equal in terms of rights 

with men. This is then the humanistic and at the same time feminist message 

of the play, perhaps not by chance aligned with key works of European 

humanism, such as Fruen fra havet (The Lady from the Sea) by Henrik Ibsen, 

published in 1888, in which the equivalent of Mermaids, the figure of 

Woman-Seal, also expresses the woman’s desire for autonomy, her right to 

her own world.  
 

2.2. Sirens in Łazarkiewicz’s film. Regress or catharsis? 
 

If Różewicz’s Bianka remains a modernist mermaid, suggestive of meanings 

such as regress, connection with death, otherness, threat to men, lesbianism, 

and also the dream of emancipation, then in the screen adaptation by 

Magdalena Łazarkiewicz she much more distinctly becomes both Siren and 

Amazon: a creature capable of destroying the world it find themselves in, and 

thus really a threat to the patriarchal world order. This screen adaptation of 

Różewicz’s play can be of interest to us precisely because the director 

brought to the fore Różewicz’s faintly mentioned siren motif, turning it into a 

key way of understanding the female protagonist in which Bianka’s 

mermaidism is in her connoted not through the words of her monologue, but 

through a series of visual allusions. 

In the opening of the film, we contemplate Bianka’s face framed with 

long, flowing hair and hear her girlish laughter in which we can recognise the 
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modulations of feminine seductiveness as well as a note of wildness. In one 

of the opening scenes, Bianka tells Paulina about a dream in which she 

drowns in a well, and the whole film ends with a scene in which Bianka 

commits suicide by diving into it. The motif of Bianka’s aquatic nightmares 

is present in the drama, but without the ending Łazarkiewicz comes up with it 

is difficult to comprehend, connoting rather the central protagonist’s sexual 

frigidity or else her regressive desires.5 Thanks to the solution invented by the 

director, it also makes Bianka’s self-representation in her words to her 

husband clearer. Both her mermaidism and the suicide, latent in the play, are 

brought more to the fore thanks to her interpretative insightfulness. In this 

way, Łazarkiewicz connects with the tradition of presenting female suicides 

as mermaids, and even imagining a community of wronged and hurt women, 

which was present already in Mickiewicz’s romantic ballad Rybka (Little 

Fish), well known to the Polish public (1822).  

The title little fish is for Mickiewicz also a mermaid, a peasant woman 

who, having been seduced and abandoned with a child, commits suicide and 

turns into a mermaid. Interestingly enough, after death she miraculously 

switches between the forms of fish or mermaid, but the latter in order to nurse 

her child with her own breast milk, the babe brought down to the river by a 

friendly farmer, and so the siren has mothering instincts. And yet, when her 

unfaithful lordly lover appears on the shore, the fish-siren entices him into the 

watery depths and causes him to die, along with his recently married wife 

(this incredible version of events is presented in the ballad as something 

thought up by the aforementioned farmer). Based on the example of 

Mickiewicz’s ballad, we can talk about a feminist accent contained in this 

referencing of the Siren/Mermaid figure which makes her wholly human, and 

dangerous only ever to her oppressors. She uses magic powers in order to 

extract justice from a man who, in seducing her, did so using his privileged 

social position, as well as religious reasoning which lay the blame and 

punishment on the woman-victim. 

The ballad also contains the motif of a mermaid community, as we can 

imagine, the sisterhood of Watermaids (Świtezianki from another Mickiewicz 

ballad) the wronged girl calls upon to aid her as she throws herself into the 

depths are other drowned women, also desperate victims of a patriarchal 

social world order. It is obvious that a similar point is made in creating a 

sense of belonging to the siren community of “rabid” women. This, as we 

might suspect, means the permanently wronged, enraged and pained females 

 
5  Bianka’s “attribute” (cold feet) returns in this function in Julia Fiedorczuk’s novel (2011) Biała 

Ofelia (White Ophelia) which is also connected to Różewicz’s play by the motif of dreams of 

non-genital sex, here lesbian, being a sort of experience of bodies dissolving and being mutually 

permeable, and so referring to the elemental properties of water (see Fiedorczuk 2011, p. 130). 
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in Anna Świrszczyńska’s poem Wyją z bólu (Howling hurt), which was 

published in the famous poetry collection (1972), and which is very important 

for Polish feminism, Jestem baba (I Am Wench).6 It is short and relevant 

enough for us to quote it here in its entirety: 
 

Wyją z bólu 

Pod moje okno 

Podpływają nocami syreny 

Chore na wściekliznę. 

I wyją z bólu 

Do nieuleczalnego księżyca. 
 

Budzę się. 

A ty 

Zatrzaskujesz okno. 

 

Howling hurt  

Beneath my window 

Sirens swim past at nights  

Rabid  

Howling hurt  

At an incurable moon.  
 

I wake. 

While you 

Slam the window shut.  

(Translated by Marek Kazmierski) 
 

The first meaning mermaids represent in the drama and the film involves 

showing the force of nature that is water as connected with both destructive 

and self-destructive tendencies. But the second would relate to a vision of a 

community of drowned-women, who continue to lead a mysterious, beautiful 

life in underwater worlds about, their sisterhood and resistance.  

Not unlike in Rybka, which allows the sirens to take revenge against an 

adulterous lover, Łazarkiewicz’s film shows Bianka-Siren as a character who 

threatens a world founded on masculine domination. Bianka, leaving the 

manor house at night, causes it to catch fire (lace curtains moved by a breeze 

touch a lit candle). In this way, her suicide is followed by the end of the 

world she decided to abandon through her act of transgression-rebellion. This 

state can be associated with Polishness itself: the film after all was shot in the 

same mansion as the renowned Panny z Wilka (The Maids of Vilko), based 

on a short story by Jarosław Iwaszkiewicz from 1933 and brought to the big 

screen by Andrzej Wajda in 1979. Many of its visual allusions – for example 

 
6  A very interesting fact considering the biographical connection between Różewicz and 

Świrszczyńska occurring just before he wrote his play. 
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the mushroom picking scene – also refer to the idyllic vision of Polishness 

emerging from the national epic written in 1834 by Adam Mickiewicz, Pan 

Tadeusz albo ostatni zajazd na Litwie (Pan Tadeusz or the Last Foray in 

Lithuania). The contemporary framing device stresses the present-day 

relevance of the models of Polishness analysed in the play and the film, 

casting judgement upon the experiences of women contemporary to the 

director. 

In Różewicz, therefore, as in – even more forcefully – Łazarkiewicz’s 

film, we find ourselves dealing with a presentation of male “lustiness” and 

female sexual trauma as a “night-time truth” about Polishness. Masculine 

sexuality is here presented as a biological drive, the foundation of social 

order, necessitating the impossibility of female individuality (women are 

subservient to men in the sexual act, biologically determined to constantly 

being pregnant, as Bianka’s mother defines empathically when describing her 

own condition). Let us note, however, that the fire which destroys the 

archetypical Polish homestead (manor house) in the film might suggest not 

only destruction, but also cleansing, catharsis, and so also announce a rebirth 

of the world on new terms. This feminist and emancipatory motif was almost 

completely absent in the play, in which Bianka seemed to present a threat 

merely to her husband, denying him the pleasure of physical possession, 

while at the same time trying to dominate and also lead towards regression 

(according to Zbigniew Majchrowski’s interpretation, this was the function of 

the chimera figure in the play). In her film, Łazarkiewicz shows how any 

woman refusing sexual advances becomes a threat to the whole culture 

constructed upon the dominant position of one gender over another, because 

she questions her subordinate position and the ideology that supports it. 

It is also worth comparing the scene of Bianka’s transformation in front 

of the mirror as shown in the film and the play. Łazarkiewicz not only has her 

heroine cut her hair and exposed herself, setting fire to her clothing, but she 

also bandages her body in an attempt to make her gender invisible. We can 

perceive this scene as a stronger one than Różewicz’s reference to the motif 

of the Amazon as a woman who maims her own breasts, which happen to be 

one of the most fetishised feminine attributes. Heading towards the well, the 

bandaged Bianka walks slowly, with effort, as if on a tail and not legs. This 

scene also helps to highlight her otherness, non-humanness, “mermaidness”, 

as well as referencing Andersen’s little mermaid: although his mermaid 

suffered of her own volition, walking on legs, in Łazarkiewicz’s film women 

transformed into sirens suffer (her fish tail might suggest being shut up in the 

myth of “mystery of womanhood” and at the same time in biology and 

cultural gender condemning her in marriage to be limited to basically 

reproductive functions).  
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In this way, the mermaid in Łazarkiewicz’s film represents a tension 

between her regressive meanings (withdrawing from life) also present in 

Różewicz’s play, and the progressive meanings, much more discreetly 

present in his creation, postulating cultural change in a way which makes it 

possible for women to be empowered. By departing dramatically from the 

original play’s narrative, Łazarkiewicz manages to enhance its central 

message. 
 

 

3. Agnieszka Smoczyńska’s The Lure 
 

Let us now take a look at the functions the mermaid motif serves in the film 

The Lure. This seemingly purely entertaining and light film, which is shot in 

the convention of a musical and presents the world of show business and 

Warsaw’s shadowy underworld in the time of communism (the 1980s), in a 

self-aware sense toys with all the cultural associations related to mermaids.7 

It creates a tension between the idealized, non-threatening legend of the 

mermaid rising from the waves in Warsaw to become its coat of arms and the 

typical perception we have of the siren as a creature representing femininity 

which is wild and dangerous, but also with the Mermaid from Andersen’s 

fairy tale, ready to sacrifice herself in the name of love to a man. The film, 

however, also makes reference to meanings associated with Sirens and 

Amazons, showing them as independent creatures, existing outside of 

patriarchal systems, powerful and ready to avenge any harm done to them. 

The heroines of the movie are two mermaids – apart from the fact that 

they live in water and are animals (predators in fact, for at times they need to 

rip men apart and devour them), in all aspects they appear to seem like young 

women, desiring intensive, adventure-filled lives. Bored with their lives on 

the coast of the Black Sea, they decide to swim down rivers to the Baltic Sea, 

and then on to the ocean, in order to reach New York and there have fun. 

Unlike traditional mermaids, Gold and Silver (these are their names) are able 

to change into human beings, though the transformation is not complete, 

since this human form leaves them stripped of sexual organs. In this 

fetishistic aspect, representative of today’s youthful subcultures, we might 

also see a symbol of how they remain inaccessible to men because of their 

autonomy. The sirens are aware that falling in love with men represents a 

threat to them: they can choose to turn into women in all respects, but then 

 
7  Previous interpretations of the film have tended to focus on its camp poetic, corresponding to the 

lesbian subtexts of the plot, as well as pointing to its hybrid nature, meaning the original 

combination of the conventions of musicals, fairy tales and horror. Since they also discuss the 

corporeality of mermaids in the context of male desire and disgust (see Jagielski 2017), this 

aspect is omitted in our interpretation. 
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they will lose the ability to turn back into semi-animal form (obviously, this 

characteristic of theirs is an allusion to Andersen’s fairy tale). Wanting to 

appear nice and offer a sacrifice, they thus become vulnerable, for 

surrendered to the mercy of a world which can still refuse them humanity and 

use this as justification for causing them pain. 

This is what happens in the film. One of the mermaids falls in love 

with a handsome singer of a band, and in the name of love’s fulfilment 

sacrifices herself by undergoing permanent change. The scenes showing a 

medical operation in which Silver has the lower half of a dead woman’s body 

attached to her upper body are both comical and macabre, convincingly 

showing mutilation, or rather death, as a condition of fulfilling her love. The 

girl also thus surrenders her wild, semi-animalistic nature. This is seen in the 

scene in which she refuses to take revenge upon her lover, when he – bored 

and filled with disgust for her still bleeding body – cheats on her with a 

“normal woman”. This magnanimity is inevitably paid for by Silver with her 

own life: in line with the logic of movie narratives, the mermaid, unhappily in 

love with a human being, dies, turning into watery foam. This is of course a 

reference to the tragic ending of Andersen’s fairy tale, but the director in this 

way also creates a simultaneously expressive symbol of so-called “female 

weakness”: the foam’s amorphousness in the film becomes the equivalent of 

popular terms such as “lacking character”.  

Gold in turn takes revenge for her friend Silver, killing her beloved: her 

belligerence makes it clear that she is not just a mermaid, but an Amazon too. 

But she will have to suffer a painful loss too, for her “sister” at first betrays 

their shared plans and abandons her true identity in the name of a project 

involving a union with a man, and then – in dying – leaves her abandoned to 

solitude. 

The film’s feminist message, in combining the figures of mermaid and 

Amazon, is clear. In spite of patriarchal anathemas, it shows the necessity of 

“wild”, “animalistic” elements in women’s psyches as the basis of their 

ability to feel pleasure on the one hand, and to correctly judge risk and be 

able to defend themselves on the other. 
 

3.1. The Mermaid of Warsaw and the Amazons 
 

Smoczyńska eclectically combines various versions of the myth of the 

mermaid, which are also characteristic of pop culture. The community of 

girls/mermaids is one of its motifs as well as the reference to Andersen’s 

fairy tale about the mermaid’s love for a man leading to self-sacrifice; the 

director also makes amusing use of the motif of a siren/mermaid beauty and 

her tempting singing, showing the career of both mermaids as stars of a 

nightclub in Warsaw. For the Polish audience, it is also obvious why the 
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mermaids are coming ashore right here. It is a reference to the founding 

legend of the city, according to which one day a fisherman found a mermaid 

in his nets, fell in love with her and after many adventures made her his wife. 

However, the film refers only to the beginning of the story: Silver falls in 

love here with a Warsaw rock musician, hearing him sing and play the guitar 

on the bank of the Vistula River, and this makes her stay in the city. These 

references to mythology were obvious to film reviewers. But why did the 

film mermaids come to Warsaw from the Black Sea? And why are there two, 

instead of one, and why is it a characterological contrast, even though they 

both have such noble names, worthy of princess? These seemingly random 

and fairy-tale choices of the director seem, consciously or not, to refer to very 

old Polish versions of the myth of the Amazon and mermaid. 

According to one of them, passed down by Jordanes in Getica (Mierow 

1915) which is still referenced by today’s amateur historians 

(http://szlakksiazat.pl/czy-kiedys-na-mazowszu-zyly-amazonki/), the name 

Mazovia, the geographical land where Warsaw is situated, comes from the 

ancient Scythian Amazons.8 In 17th and 18th centuries Poland, Amazons, 

Scythians and Sarmatians were considered to be pre-Slavonic peoples. In the 

wider circles of Polish nobility for many centuries it was thought that Slavs 

came from Sarmatian roots, and Poles especially so. All the more so when it 

came to the gentry in Poland (Niedźwiedź 2015). In the 16th century, the name 

“Sarmatia” almost completely replaced the name “Poland” (Sulimirski 1970).  

Like the Amazons and other monsters, the Scythians were to settle in 

the distant lands to the east and north of oikumene (civilized world or 

inhabited world). In times of antiquity, it was imagined that the place where 

the Amazons lived was important, located, as a result of their alienness, on 

the edges of the civilized world. The Greeks felt that this nation of warring 

and wild women was reminiscent of a dangerous monster, constantly poised 

for attack, one it was necessary to defend oneself from. Along with the 

shifting borders of the Greek-Roman empire and the development of 

historical-geographical knowledge, the location of the Amazons’ kingdom 

kept on shifting. We find it in Asia Minor, in Thrace, Colchis, in Boeotia, 

Ethiopia and Libya, or in the area of the Sea of Azov, north-east of Tanais. 

All barbarian tribes, especially during Roman times, were called “Scythians”, 

but the original Scythians were a nomadic tribe originating in Iran. Between 

the 8th and 7th centuries BC they emigrated from central Asia and settled on 

the steppes of the Black Sea, where they established a mighty empire. They 

later reached central Europe. 

 
8  Linguists believe that the name derives from a patronym (as indicated by the -ow- suffix) or 

from a word that means mud/clay (“gunk” in Polish “maź”). 

http://szlakksiazat.pl/czy-kiedys-na-mazowszu-zyly-amazonki/
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Contemporary Warsaw’s coat of arms shows a mermaid armed like an 

Amazon: with a sword and shield. In the first archived version of it (from the 

early 15th century) there is a siren, a woman-bird, who only in the 18th century 

finally takes on the present-day form of the woman-fish (along the way, most 

often taking on the shape of a woman-snake, with two tails at times). And yet 

the hybrid in the capital city’s coat of arms is always armed, which must have 

had magical meaning in medieval times. The monster had the power to ward 

off evil (Fudala, Mrozowski 2017). The preserved associations between the 

mermaid and the Amazon in the city’s coat of arms are perhaps linked to 

images of the kinship between mermaids and Amazons, and also 

Scythians/Sauromats/Slavs, which we can find as early as in Herodotus’ 

Histories (Herodotus 2013). According to his writings, the mother of 

Scythians was the twin-shaped Echidna, half-woman, half-snake. What else 

connects the Mazovian mermaid with Amazons? Above all the ease with 

which they kill their enemies. Amazons are a symbol of women who refuse to 

be completely subjugated to the world of men. In cultural narratives, they 

were seen, like mermaids, as alien, and represented a threat to the established 

social order (Vidal-Naquet 1986). In his Prometheus, Aeschylus called them 

“Amazons, who loathe all men” (Aeschylus 1926, vv. 720-730). For the 

Greeks of antiquity, women represented untamed nature, which will not allow 

itself to be directed and can threaten central masculine institutions. Alongside 

Amazons we see the appearance of monsters, beasts which can destroy men 

with a single glance or utterance, like sirens and gorgons. 

According to Herodotus (2013), Echidna was the mother-in-law for 

Amazons. At one point, the Scythians decided to send their young men to the 

warrior women, for they wanted to have children born of Amazons. In the 

end, they combined their camps and set up home together. The women learnt 

their language. Later on, they wanted to take the women back to their homes, 

but the Amazons, wanting to be true to their own laws and traditions, refused 

this request. Herodotus writes that the Amazons eventually convinced the 

Sarmatians to go with them to Tanais and, following a six-day-long journey, 

they arrived in the land which became their home. Subsequent generations 

born of Sarmatian women retained their autonomy and old way of life.  

The story about the Amazons appears also in Cassiodorus and Jordanes 

(Mierow 1915). Key characters here are the queens, Martesia and Lampeto, 

who split their armies in two. Soon enough, they became famous and 

powerful, in turn waging wars or defending the borders of their native lands. 

They conquered most of Europe and occupied certain Asian countries and 

claimed to have been the daughters of Ares. According to Mierow (1915), the 

history of the Amazon queens is an echo of the history of the Goths who, in 

the 6th century, having travelled throughout northern Europe from the shores 

of the Baltic Sea (the Vistula mouth), reached the Black Sea. They spread out 
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slowly: gradually, in the first two centuries of the modern era they occupied 

almost the whole of Pomerania and northern Greater Poland. Over the next 

two hundred years they came to dominate Mazovia, Podlasie, Polesie, 

western sections of Volhynia and Podole. By studying burial sites, we know 

women’s social standing in these regions was very high, and that they served 

leadership roles; we can surmise that they took part in battles the same as 

men. 

The time of their rule was short, but memories of their presence 

probably survived up to the medieval Chronica boemorum (Czech Chronicle) 

(Kosmas 1968), which talks about a settlement of women warriors and Slavic 

Amazons called Devin, as well as medieval Polish legends about Wanda, a 

valorous queen who defeated the Germans. Both medieval chronicles, by the 

Polish Kadłubek and the Czech Kosmas, talk about a government of women 

who were courageous, wise and beautiful. This is incredible, because we 

know that in Slavonic communities women were completely subjugated to 

their husbands and fathers.  

In these legends, Wanda is the daughter of Krak, and Libusza the 

daughter of Krok. In some variations of the legends, Krak and Krok were one 

and the same, while Libusza and Wanda were sisters. The 18th century 

historian Adam Naruszewicz wrote in his Historia Polski (History of Poland) 

that in times when Krakus ruled over Poland and Bohemia, these lands saw 

the rebirth of the “ancient breed of Scythian Amazons” (Naruszewicz 1836, 

p. 100). Kosmas in his Chronica boemorum bestows many bardic skills upon 

Libusza. The founder of the town of Luboszyn was said to have been a 

remarkable woman. Her people nominated her as their judge, and so she was 

appointed to the highest administrative, judicial and military rank. 

Nevertheless, Libusza loses her power because of the men’s rebellion, no 

longer wanting to be subjected to female rule and women’s courts. Although 

Libusza surrenders to the will of the people and accepts the superiority of the 

husband she chooses for herself, the chronicler describes the still long wars 

between men and women who want to maintain their independence, stating 

that since the times of that war and Libusza’s death women have been subject 

to men’s rule.  

Polish historians and poets agree in stressing that, unlike Libusza, 

Wanda was not subject to male domination. Thanks to the mysterious power 

contained in virginity, she retained her autonomy and position throughout her 

life. These two queens are related, however, and complete one another in 

outlines. They appear in times when the female element proved to be 

dominant among the Slavonic peoples. Some, such as the 19th century writer 

Deotyma (Jadwiga Łuszczewska), thought that Wanda and Libusza, the 

daughters of Krak-Krok, are one and the same, and having split into two 

ideals diversely shaped the Polish and Czech national imaginations. One is 
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pressured into getting married, while the second chooses death over entering 

into a marriage contract. It seems justified to discern allusions to this 

mythological pair of women-queens and their two different attitudes and fates 

in Smoczyńska’s film. 
 

 

4. Conclusion: Princess Wanda, the Mermaid-Amazon of 
Warsaw and women’s rights 
 

In his Kronika polska (vol. I, chap. 7), Kadłubek presents Wanda 

simultaneously as a heroine, goddess and priestess (Kadłubek, 1992). Loved 

and respected by her subjects, she was said to have surpassed everyone in her 

beauty, wisdom and courage. In order to defend her kingdom, Wanda leads 

her armies into battle to defend her people. As stressed by Kadłubek, Wanda 

never did marry until her dying days, putting her virginity above the 

institution of marriage. In other medieval chronicles, especially the likes of 

Jan Długosz’s Roczniki, czyli kroniki sławnego Królestwa Polskiego (Annals, 

the chronicles of the famed Polish Kingdom) recorded in the 15th century, 

Wanda leaps into the Vistula in order to avoid being married off to the 

Aleman chieftain, and in this way ensured that her country remained 

independent (Samsonowicz 1984). Her leap leads us to think of the 

connection between water and siren mermaids. It is clear to us that her 

decision did not fit any rite or Christian ritual. We are dealing here not only 

with an act of willpower, but also with a manifestation of political 

sovereignty. (We may find a similar meaning in the return of Gold to the 

Vistula River in Smoczyńska’s film). This act held in our memory to this 

very day a subversive character. 

This pre-Slavonic myth recorded by Wincenty Kadłubek, a Polish 

chronicler, for ages provided poets, writers and historians with inspiration, 

for in it they found many different narratives and meanings 

(Mortkowiczówna 1927). Patriotic readings of Wanda made her into a 

Christian martyr, an example of virtue and virginity, a patron of a mournful 

nation. She was Antigone and a pagan queen, the founder of a Slavonic 

community, maintaining racial purity. And yet, in spite of nationalistic 

commandments and templates, she appears in our culture to be a devotee of 

idols, a mysterious lunar priestess of Artemis and Bendis, a river goddess, a 

drowned woman, and also an Amazon (Rudaś-Grodzka 2016). 

In August 2017 we witnessed the grand return of the Warsaw Siren, its 

symbolic meanings harnessed by women protesting against attempts by 

Poland’s right-wing government to further limit already radically restrictive 

abortion laws. The mermaid from the Warsaw’s coat of arms became the 

emblem of female resistance and the fight for reproductive rights. One night, 


