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Abstract  
  
 
This studio-based research is a visual investigation and consequent reinterpretation of 
notable female archetypes who embodied exceptional strength of character, 
individuality and authority. However, they were dispossessed of their positive powers, 
discredited, even demonised, within the progressively male-dominated cultures of 
Western history. In their corrupted forms, the stories and reputations of these much-
diminished female archetypes left a detrimental legacy for the status of women. 
Alternatively, in their positive forms they have the potential to contribute to 
unconstrained possibilities for women’s consciousness and expectations of womanhood. 
Of the many female archetypes found throughout history and extant today, inspirational 
examples—mythological serpent women deities, past and present female warriors, as 
well as female archetypes considered as having inherently negative qualities—were 
chosen as subjects for the creation of investigatory artworks.  
 
Creative investigations took place within the theoretical frameworks of feminist 
revisionist mythology and the female imaginary. These two frameworks provided a 
critical context in which patriarchal interpretations could be challenged and 
reinterpreted based upon earlier female imaginaries. Situated between the conscious and 
the unconscious, this female imaginary is still best realised and communicated through 
the narratives of myths and the symbols of visual art. Consequently, this study 
examined the contemporary canon of artists working with female archetypes in both the 
formation and redressing of the representation of women today.  
 
A heuristic research methodology was used to achieve the artwork outcomes, the 
reinterpretation of archetypes realised through paintings that combine appropriation and 
juxtaposition, as well as representational and abstract imagery. These re-presentations 
were made possible through extensive painterly experimentation and culminated with 
the incorporation of the vesica piscis—a form of sacred geometry considered an 
elemental female symbol— as the constant central element of each composition.  
 
A cogent visual language had to be developed that was capable of contesting and 
counteracting the negative stereotypes of the chosen female archetypes. Further, the 
paintings had to not only render visible, but to illuminate, the positive qualities and 
behaviours of these archetypal women. Through this illumination, there is the potential 
for their dignity and authority to be restored, appreciated—both symbolically and 
practically—and thereby result in a more informed and powerful female identity and 
imaginary for the twenty-first century.  
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Introduction  
 

 

This introduction describes the background to my research, tracing how the 

investigation arose. It outlines my aims and the parameters of the research, then 

provides an overview of each chapter of the exegesis. Prior to engaging in this Doctor 

of Visual Arts (DVA), my studio research practice addressed concerns regarding 

today’s stereotyped, objectified, hypersexualised and porn-themed representations of 

the female body. Because such images are commonplace in twenty-first-century 

commercial media, there is an expectation upon girls and women to comply with these 

contrived and unrealisable ideals of beauty. I speculated on the physical and 

psychological consequences of such representation on women’s self-image, their 

relationships, and their ability to act autonomously. From this sea of images, I examined 

the production of increasingly violent pornography easily accessible by all on the 

internet. Further, I scrutinised the role these images play within the current 

pervasiveness of sexual harassment and domestic violence. Finally, I proposed that 

visual art can play a vital—likely unique—role in responding to these issues and, in so 

doing, may communicate alternative, critical perspectives in a powerful way.1  

 

I began to investigate what might be the origins of such images of women. Looking 

back to the earliest cultures, I was hoping for an explanation, or at least some clues, that 

could shed light upon the current representations of, and related attitudes towards, 

women. I found evidence within historical precedent and associated myths indicating 

that these formative times have shaped our present beliefs and values about 

womanhood. I therefore decided to pursue this investigation as studio research in the 

context of a DVA. 

 

At the outset, it is important to establish how the concepts of “woman” and “female” are 

approached within this research. While a considerable proportion of contemporary 

discourse about gender concerns the mutability of “woman” or “female”—and I am 

 
1 Lucienne Fontannaz-Howard, “Romance and the Erotic, Exploited and Subverted” (MFA thesis, 
University of New South Wales, 2014. 
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sympathetic to all possible experiences of gender and acknowledge their legitimacy— 

my experience as a cis woman is the impetus for the specific nature of this research 

project. 

 

The purpose of this current research is to undertake a primarily visual investigation of 

key aspects of Western history—again, a subjectively motivated specificity—and its 

mythological conceptions of female ontology, and to provide a personal interpretive 

response through the act of painting. This exploration of mythological and historical 

female archetypes has been stimulated through the use of theoretical frameworks that 

combine the aims and strategies of “feminist revisionist mythology” and a “female 

imaginary.” Revisionist mythologists such as American poet and scholar Alicia 

Ostriker, Canadian poet and novelist Margaret Atwood, and English writer Angela 

Carter deconstruct existing myths and stories, altering their gender bias to give female 

characters active and positive roles and empowering fates.2 The female imaginary is a 

concept developed by French philosopher and psychoanalyst Luce Irigaray. She situates 

this imaginary between the conscious and the unconscious, in the realm of myths and 

dreams.3 The two chosen frameworks address many common concerns and offer the 

means through which to envisage an alternative to patriarchal visions that have shaped 

our collective consciousness and experience, and therefore our oral, written and visual 

languages.4 Each framework stresses the importance of myths, and the role female 

archetypes play in both the formation and redressing of the representation of women 

today.  

 

Starting points in my visual research were myths and histories of female archetypes, as 

well as particular women who embodied exceptional strength of character, individuality 

and agency. These qualities were achieved by prowess in various combinations of the 

following: physical strength, sexual vitality, intellectual capacity, spiritual aptitude, 

moral authority, and/or leadership heroism. Despite possessing such attributes, these 

women endured mistrust and betrayal, leading to violence being perpetrated against 

 
2 Alicia Ostriker, “The Thieves of Language: Women Poets and Revisionist Mythmaking,” Signs 8, no. 1 
(Autumn, 1982): 72, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3173482. 
3 Margaret Rodgers, “The Female Imaginary,” Journal of Canadian Studies 30, iss 4 (Winter 1995/1996): 
171–174. 
4 Margaret Whitford, “Luce Irigaray and the Female Imaginary: Speaking as a Woman,” Radical 
Philosophy, iss. 43 (July 1986): 3, https://www radicalphilosophy.com/wp-
content/files_mf/rp43_article1_whitford_irigarayfemailimaginary.pdf. 
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them—in some cases, leading to death. Regardless of their fates, these archetypes 

demonstrate the timelessness of particular powers of womanhood. Of the many 

examples, throughout history and extant today, the following have been most 

impressive to me and have inspired my artwork: the Serpent Woman deity, Mélusine, 

Medusa, Atalanta, Joan of Arc and Kurdish women fighters.  

 

When exploring mythological female archetypes, I came across a surprising number of 

accounts regarding the combined character of the Serpent and Eve in the story of the 

Fall in the Garden of Eden. This creation story has had significant influence on the 

status of women ever since its conception in Western history. Hence, I saw it as the key 

myth around which to build my research. The intriguing hypothesis was that the merged 

character of the Serpent and Eve was a demonised version of a previously venerated 

prehistoric serpent woman deity earlier extant in the Middle East.5 Further exploration 

revealed that this was a clear example of the power of myths to prescribe the behaviour 

of, and attitudes towards, women within domestic, religious and political contexts from 

generation to generation and throughout history.  
 

 
Figure 1 Michelangelo The Fall of Man 1508-1512 

 

Many of the earliest myths shaping our present beliefs and values about womanhood 

feature anthropomorphic serpent female deities—among the most compelling and 

perhaps problematic types of deities—that emerged out of the mysterious realm of the 

 
5 Merlin Stone, When God Was a Woman (New York: Harcourt, 1976), 214. 
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primordial waters.6 Aquatic, ophidian and chthonic creatures, they belonged to both the 

underworld and life on earth.7 Worshipped in many places around the world, they can 

be traced back to the Neolithic period and seen throughout Europe.8 However, the 

positive conceptions of female serpent deities as symbols of life and immortality 

underwent a significant change in tone in later usage during the Judaic and Greek 

periods—spanning two millennia BCE—with their serpentine appearance becoming 

viewed, interpreted as monstrous, evil and deadly.9 A dramatic evolution of these 

qualities can be found in the serpent woman deity mentioned earlier, who presided over 

nature, fertility, sexuality, wisdom and prophetic counsel, yet is believed to have  

evolved into the demonic Serpent in the Genesis story.10 I am interested in this shift 

from a positive to a negative interpretation of a female deity, how this transition came 

about, and what impact such changes in cultural mythology have on the lived 

experience and identity of women today. 
 

Figure 2 Melusine's secret discovered, c1450–1500 
 

Examples of positive to negative transitions include two other Serpent women: 

Mélusine and Medusa. The fourteenth-century French legend of the attractive and 

powerful Mélusine was based on oral tradition, with its heroine most likely an 

 
6 Marija Gimbutas, The Language of the Goddess (London: Thames and Hudson, 1989), 121. 
7 Gillian M.E. Alban, Melusine the Serpent Goddess in A.S Byatt’s Possession and in Mythology 
(Maryland: Lexington Books, 2003), 4. 
8Alban, Melusine the Serpent Goddess, 2–5. 
9 Alban, Melusine the Serpent Goddess, 8. 
10 Mary Condren, The Serpent and the Goddess: Women, Religion, and Power in Celtic Ireland (San 
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1989), 7–14. 
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incarnation of the original serpent woman deity.11 Mélusine is described as a fairy who 

turned into a woman when she married a knight. She secretly possessed a serpent tail. 

Eventually, when denounced publicly by her husband as a ‘serpent’, she 

metamorphosed into a monstrous dragon.12 Medusa is another favourable  prehistoric 

serpent woman deity who was subsequently interpreted negatively.13 While she was 

initially seen as a protector against harmful and evil influences, Medusa is presented as 

a monster in written and in visual accounts since the seventh century BCE.14 Greek 

myths tell of how Medusa was raped and her head severed, and that consequently her 

disfigured image projected a deadly gaze that was so powerful, painted representations 

of her were applied to war shields.15 The legacy and complex signification of Medusa’s 

gaze is critical to research into objectification of women today.16  

  

 
                            Figure 3 Medusa, pediment, Temple of Artemis, Corfu c 580 BCE 

 

Consequently, I argue that the dispossession of original positive powers attributed to 

major mythological archetypes can be regarded as a war conducted against female 

power and agency. 

 
 

11 Alban, Melusine the Serpent Goddess, 2. 
12 Gareth Knight, Melusine of Lusignan: The Cult of the Faery Woman (Cheltenham: Skylight Press, 
2013), 13–35. 
13 Gillian M.E. Alban, The Medusa Gaze in Contemporary Women’s Fiction (Newcastle upon Tyne: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2017), 262. 
14 Angela Giallongo, The Historical Enigma of the Snake Woman from Antiquity to the 21st Century 
(Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2017), 5. 
15 Giallongo, The Historical Enigma of the Snake Woman, 8. 
16 Alban, The Medusa Gaze in Contemporary Women’s Fiction, 67. 
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 At the core of these myths is the presence of a powerful woman both fighting and being 

fought against. Therefore, my research also investigates the importance and nature of 

female warrior myths—largely traceable to real life events—both historically and in 

more recent times. I was drawn to those women who, despite their strength, 

determination and accomplishments, were ultimately overpowered and subdued—the 

mythical Greek Amazon Atalanta, France’s Joan of Arc, and twenty-first-century 

Kurdish female fighters. 

 

 
         Figure 4 Wrestling of Peleus and Atalanta c540-530 BCE 

 

Consider for example the nomadic Scythian Amazons, said to be the equal of men:17 

Greek males were fascinated by their physical strength and exclusive female societal 

structure. In Greek myths, however, the male heroes nevertheless defeated the 

Amazons.18 Even the mythical virgin huntress Atalanta, who was the epitome of Greek 

Amazons and was frequently represented on vases portrayed as “self-reliant” with a 

“fiery, masculine gaze”,19 was ultimately subdued, albeit to become a lioness. The 

symbolism here is telling. A woman such as Atalanta would have been an outsider, a 

threat in Greek society. Such an independent and combatant woman, unwilling to 

marry, would have been contradictory to the norm of what was expected of Greek wives 

 
17 Adrienne Mayor, The Amazons: Lives and Legends of Warrior Women across the Ancient World 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014), 24. 
18 Mayor, The Amazons, 30. 
19 Mayor, The Amazons, 1. 
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and daughters, subservient as they were to men and confined near permanently to their 

home.20  
  

  
Figure 5 Clément de Fauquemberghe 

Joan of Arc 142921 

Figure 6 Albert Lynch Joan of Arc 1903 

 

Medieval French peasant heroine Joan of Arc was allegedly urged to take up arms by 

the voices of angels. She fulfilled her prophesy to “throw the English out of France” at 

age seventeen when she led the battle for the relief of Orléans in 1429. Captured a year 

later by Burgundians soldiers allied to the English, she underwent a long and well-

documented trial. “Adamant on two counts: the truthfulness and heavenly origin of the 

voices who counselled her and her loyalty to her male costume”, she was found guilty 

of heresy and witchcraft and burnt at the stake in 1431.22 Joan of Arc is unique among 

heroines for her prowess as a single woman in action. 

 
20 Mayor, The Amazons,10. 
21 Sketch by Clément de Fauquemberghe, clerk to the Parliament of Paris, in the margin of the register, 
1429. Fauquemberghe had not seen Joan of Arc. Marina Warner, Joan of Arc: The Image of Female 
Heroism (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1981), 14, 229. 
22 Warner, Joan of Arc, 5. 
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Figure 7 Kurdish female fighters Reuters: Rodi Said23 

 

In recent times, contemporary Kurdish women fighters have captured the imagination of 

Western audiences. Their motivation is also female emancipation, freedom, and 

equality—for themselves as fighters and for all women, including those captured by 

ISIS. The bravery and heroism of these women became symbolic, even inspirational to 

the Kurdish people, and popularised internationally in 2014 through media reports. 

Relevant to issues of gender and power, a popular story is that these female fighters 

were feared most by ISIS combatants because being killed by a woman is believed to 

deny an Islamic man access to paradise and his otherwise assured seventy-two virgins.24  

 

Each of the mythical and historic female warrior narratives introduced above is well 

known and remains influential today. These stories have been told, retold and also 

transformed over time via multiple avatars. They are the fabric of timeless and universal 

themes shaped by and remaining rooted in our written and visual languages. The 

Amazons,25 Joan of Arc26 and Kurdish women fighters27 are currently forming the 

character type and plot scenarios of multiple books, films and videogames.  

 
23 Eric Tlozek, “Why Turkey wants to invade the Kurdish region in north-eastern Syria”, ABC news, 9 
Oct 2019, https://www.abc net.au/news/2019-10-09/why-turkey-wants-to-destroy-a-kurdish-state-in-ne-
syria/11584898. 
24 Itai Anghel, “No Free Steps to Heaven,” 4corners, ABC TV, 27 April 2015. 
25 Amazons are featured in the original comic book Wonder Woman by American psychologist William 
(‘Charles’) Moulton Marston (1941), which has inspired successive popular films of the same title. In his 
book on the Wonder Woman character, author and historian Tim Hanley presents the history of “the 
world’s most beloved female character” and “her iconic status”, from its inception to later spin-offs. Tim 
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Figure 8 Caravaggio  

Madonna and Child with Saint Anne 

 (detail) c1605-1606 

Figure 9 Tompkins Harrison Matteson 

Examination of a Witch (detail) c185328 

 

After reviewing the qualities and performance of these female archetypes, originally 

powerful and positive, I briefly mention a category of archetypes that identifies women 

as immoral: the Virgin and the Whore and the Witches. As well, I refer to the medieval 

folk tale of The Mill of Old Wives, identifying its equivalence today, that of cosmetic 

surgery and female sex robots.  

 

 
Hanley, Wonder Woman Unbound: The Curious History of the World’s Most Famous Heroine (Chicago: 
Chicago Review Press, 2014).  
26 The videogame “Joan of Arc” (see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j83gcSeae8s) features a 
hypersexualised portrayal of the heroine, in stark contrast to the soulful character of Joan of Arc played 
by Renée Jeanne Falconetti in the landmark 1928 silent French historical film La Passion de Jeanne d’Arc 
[The Passion of Joan of Arc] by Danish film director Carl Theodor Dreyer (see 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C4_KDf4xhU8). 
27 A ‘first person shooter’ videogame has been created titled Insurgency: Sandstorm; see “Video Game 
Lets You Fight IS…as Kurdish Female Fighter,” The New Arab, 9 February 2017, 
https://english.alaraby.co.uk/english/blog/2017/2/9/videogame-lets-you-fight-is-as-a-kurdish-female-
fighter.  
28 The painting depicts the Salem Witch Trials of 1692-1693 in colonial Massachusetts. 
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           Figure 10 The Mill of Old Wives, Danish, nineteenth century 29  

 

Finally, I investigate a fundamental symbol for women, found in the earliest conception 

of sacred geometry, the vesica piscis, which was considered the site of the birth of the 

universe. I felt that this symbolic form and structure had the potential of being a central, 

enlightening theme in my studio work in that it might be capable of expressing 

threshold and change experiences. Experiences that could visualise, render visible, an 

original, enhanced and developing female imaginary for the twenty-first century. 
 

 
29 In Marina Warner, From the Beast to the Blonde: on Fairy Tales and their Tellers 
(London:Vintage,1995), 43.  
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Figure 11 Codex Bruchsal 1 01v,  

Evangelistar von Speyer c1220 

Figure 12 Hildegard von Bingen Das 

Weltall (The Universe) 1151 

 

As this brief outline indicates, female representation in mythology is an extensive topic 

and although too broad to address in detail within the scope of a single doctoral 

exegesis, I nevertheless consider each of these narratives as a valid starting point from 

which to investigate the female imaginary.  

 

I explore these archetypes asking the question: How can my artistic processes of 

appropriation, collage, juxtaposition, and various forms of painting reassess and re-

present the role of mythological and historical female identities?  

 

Specific aims in relation to my theoretical frameworks are to: explore the influence of 

patriarchy and the male gaze on the visual representation of women; and review the role 

of female archetypes and their potential for forming and expressing a female imaginary. 

The methodology employed in this studio-based research is heuristic. My aims within 

this immersion in a heuristic methodology are to: enable the re-presentation of female 

archetypes via initial exploration of ideas and materials in the studio context; achieve 

periods of retreat, contemplation and intuition; and generate new thoughts and ideas and 

a deeper understanding of the female imaginary. The overarching intention of this 
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studio-based research is to use techniques of painting, appropriation, collage and 

layering that facilitate experimentation with past and present images of women, to 

produce innovative and original depictions of female archetypes. In terms of outcomes, 

this research aims to produce artworks that possess a cogent visual language for 

audiences that: makes visible and communicates how myths representing women have 

been used in a patriarchal paradigm, leading to negative consequences regarding the 

status of women; and demonstrates the importance of creating a contemporary female 

imaginary. 

 

Following is a brief outline of the four chapters of the exegesis. In Chapter 1, the 

historical context and theoretical framework are outlined. I identify and explain the 

rationale for choosing the female archetypes in Western history that form the source 

material for this research project. I explore the attributes and fate of serpent female 

deities and historical female warriors. The mythological serpent deities are: the 

prehistoric serpent woman deity, demonised and transformed into Eve and the Serpent 

in the Garden of Eden; her most famous avatar, the medieval fairy Mélusine, who, when 

deceived, changed into a dragon; and the Greek serpent deity Medusa, whose head was 

severed, and who was thereafter known for her objectifying gaze. The female warriors 

most relevant to my study are the mythological Greek Amazon Atalanta, who was 

eventually changed into a lioness; French medieval war heroine Joan of Arc, who was 

ultimately overpowered and burnt at the stake; and the contemporary Kurdish female 

fighters who successfully confronted ISIS, but following the withdrawal of US forces 

from north-eastern Syria, are now exposed to multiple threats. Further, I address notable 

examples of female archetypes who are considered as having an inherent potential for 

badness such as the Virgin and the Whore and Witches. In addition, I look at the 

medieval theme of old wives recycled through a mill to emerge repolished and young 

again, a concept which has continued in various forms over the centuries up until to 

today’s hi-tech manufacture of female sex robots. Finally, I explore the meaning of a 

sacred symbol, the vesica piscis, and its potential for being a central theme in my studio 

work. 

 
Both of my chosen frameworks—feminist revisionist mythology and the female 

imaginary—critique patriarchal influences on the representation of women throughout 
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history, and each endeavours to offer women new attributes and roles for today.30 

Feminist revisionist mythology stresses the importance of revisiting traditional myths, 

identifying their inbuilt gender stereotypes and altering the fate of their female 

characters. The female imaginary is a concept championed by French philosopher and 

psychoanalyst Luce Irigaray, whose inquiry into a possible alternative to a historically 

all-pervasive male imaginary was an inspiration for my research. It brought me to 

reflect upon and attempt to visualise a female imaginary for the twenty-first century.  

 

In Chapter 2, I outline the particular methodology and processes I have used to 

complete this DVA research. This study has primarily been an investigation and journey 

of discovery through the process of creating artworks within the context of practice-led 

research. I have utilised the heuristic mode of enquiry articulated in 1990 by American 

psychologist Clark Moustakas as a research methodology,31 and have engaged in the six 

phases he identified: initial engagement, immersion, incubation, illumination, 

breakthrough, explication and synthesis. 

 

Studio methodologies are important to the development of art work outcomes in that 

these processes manifest how ideas are expressed in artistic form. This research is 

progressed via metaphoric and abstracted representations, alluding to physical and 

symbolic traditions within a transcendental and spiritual space. These concepts are not 

premeditated. I have discovered them through the process of making the paintings. My 

studio methodology responds to the question of subject matter through the construction 

and assembly of complex narratives, in an attempt to uncover a female imaginary.  

 

In Chapter 3, I investigate the works of five artists from twentieth and twenty-first 

century: Dorothea Tanning, Nancy Spero, Yolanda Lopez, Wangechi Mutu and Chelsea 

Lehmann. Discussing their images in relation to my aims, I examine their approach to 

subject matter, formal and material strategies, methods, processes and techniques. I 

examine what they have achieved, the similarities and differences to my research 

 
30 Charlotte Beyer, “Feminist Revisionist Mythology and Female Identity in Margaret Atwood’s Recent 
Poetry”, Literature and Theology 14, no. 3 (September 2000): 281, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23925612.  
31 Clark Moustakas (1990), in Dave Hiles, Heuristic Inquiry and Transpersonal Research, 2001, 
http://www.psy.dmu.ac.uk/drhiles/HIpaper htm. 
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project and further, how they have contributed to my exploration of the female 

imaginary. 

 

In Chapter 4, my studio work and its artistic investigations are explained and analysed 

via four bodies of work which I refer to as iterations. Through appropriating and 

altering objectified images of mythological and historical women, I visually express the 

issues raised in this research, offering an indication of what might be new ways for 

women to see themselves—and therefore, signal accessible paths towards a new female 

imaginary. 

  

In this introduction, I have articulated the perplexing question, how might artistic 

processes reassess the role of mythological and historical female identities today. I have 

outlined the research plan, including some procedural and some experimental 

component parts. The research question and research aims have been identified. The 

purpose of the theoretical framework of feminist revisionist mythology and the female 

imaginary has been stated. The research methodology and studio methodology that I 

believe are best able to explore, evaluate, and extend upon existing information on the 

subject have been outlined. A contextual survey of practitioners in the field ensures that 

this research is aware of and informed by prior work and that my research outcomes 

will be original, adding to the body of knowledge in the field.  
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Chapter 1: Historical Context and Theoretical Frameworks  
 

Myth enlightens our view of women through archetypes, promoting 

understanding while transcending clichés to reach deeper insights.   

—Gillian Alban32 
 
This chapter is divided into two sections: historical context and theoretical frameworks. 

In the first section, I explain my selection of mythological and historical female 

archetypes—serpent deities and warriors—that have inspired my studio research, and I 

explore the legacy of their stories on the status of women today. The mythological 

serpent deities I chose to include are the prehistoric serpent woman deity who, it is 

alleged, was demonised when transformed into the figures of Eve and the Serpent in the 

Garden of Eden, as told in Judaic and Christian religions;33 the fairy Mélusine, a 

medieval avatar of the serpent woman deity; and the Greek serpent deity Medusa. Both 

of the latter were the subject of a dramatic demise. The female warriors I have selected 

are the mythological Greek Amazon Atalanta, who was changed into a lioness; the 

French medieval war heroine Joan of Arc, who was ultimately overpowered and 

destroyed; and finally, the twenty-first-century Kurdish female fighters, renowned for 

their confrontation with Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, who have been abandoned by 

previously supportive Western forces. Additionally, I briefly present a different 

category of archetypes perceived as inherently negative: the Virgin and the Whore, 

Witches, along with mention of the medieval Mill of Old Wives and today’s female sex 

robots. Finally, I address the mythology of a geometrical shape considered an elemental 

female symbol, the vesica piscis. 

 

In the second section, I explain my choice and the relevance of the theoretical 

frameworks that have been used for this research: feminist revisionist mythology and 

the female imaginary. Both frameworks critique patriarchal influences on the 

 
32 Gillian M.E. Alban, The Medusa Gaze in Contemporary Women’s Fiction (Newcastle upon Tyne: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2017), 12. 
33 Condren, The Serpent and the Goddess, 7–14. 
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representation of women throughout history, and both consider what could be a 

contemporary female imaginary. Working as an artist, I ask the following questions:  

what are the challenges and opportunities for re-presenting these historically imagined 

women, and what potential might this visualisation contribute to the realisation of a new 

female imaginary? 

 

1.1  Historical Context: Defeated Female Archetypes 
 

The term “archetype” has several meanings and it is variously used in literature.  

However, I am working with the concept of an archetype as being an “exemplary 

model”.34 It follows that my motivation for evoking such archetypes is the need to 

identify females with strength of character, individuality and agency as inspirational 

models. My point of departure is to recognise particular mythical and historical 

archetypes who possessed such attributes. I then observe and explain how these 

archetypes were typically stripped of their exemplary qualities which has in turn had a 

negative effect on the status of women ever since. Finally, I argue for the importance of 

reinstating and rehabilitating these original female archetype attributes, highlighting 

their particular characteristics and apparent timelessness that together can serve as 

positive models for women today.  

 

This research project began as I was reading accounts from archaeologists, 

anthropologists, and writers of a prehistorical serpent woman deity worshipped in the 

Middle East, and further, how this female cult figure was banished and replaced by a 

singular male God in Judaic and Christian religions. Interestingly, the serpent woman 

deity continued to have a role in these religions: it is thought she was transformed into 

the demonic Serpent in the Genesis story featuring Adam and Eve in the Garden of 

Eden35. Eve was subsequently made responsible for the downfall of humanity, a legacy 

still affecting the status of women today. This initial reading prompted me to investigate 

other examples of revered serpent women who were dispossessed of their original 

positive powers, such as the medieval French fairy Mélusine and the Greek serpent 

 
34 Natalie Spineto, “The Notion of Archetype in Eliade’s Writings,” Religion 38, no. 4 (2008): 366–374, 
DOI:10.1016/j religion.2008.07.001. p 366-367.  
35 Condren, The Serpent and the Goddess, 7–14. 
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deity Medusa. An avatar of the original serpent woman deity, Mélusine changed into a 

dragon and disappeared after she was publicly defamed by her husband, while myths 

tell us that images of Medusa’s severed head and powerful gaze were painted on shields 

used in battle to overcome enemy combatants. At this point of my research, I became 

interested in the fate of other powerful women, female warriors in mythology and 

history. These include the mythical Greek Amazon Atalanta, who was ultimately 

transformed into a lioness; the French heroine Joan of Arc, who was victorious yet 

executed by enemies within France; and today’s Kurdish women fighters, whose 

bravery and accomplishments in fighting ISIS were initially applauded by the 

international media but who have subsequently been abandoned militarily and as female 

fighters, placed in heightened personal danger. After examining the rise and original 

attributes of these female archetypes, and then their fall within a patriarchal critical 

context, I look briefly at archetypes deemed fundamentally as negative figures, such as 

the Virgin and the Whore, Witches, and female sex robots, each possessing 

transgressive characteristics, be it of idealised evil, fearful antichrist prophecy, or 

synthetic sexuality. Finally, my research takes me back to the primordial realm of a 

timeless female symbol, the vesica piscis, a form empowered equally by its geometric 

structure and the intimacies of the female body.                                                           

                                                                               
Serpent woman deities, mythical archetypes dating back to prehistory, have been key to 

this research project. They were venerated across diverse and unrelated early cultures 

around the world—for example, in what is now North and South America, Africa, India, 

China, Korea, Japan and Australia. In this research, I begin by investigating the origins, 

evolution and corruption of the prehistoric cult of a serpent woman deity in the Near 

and Middle East and how she came to be associated with the figures of Eve and the 

serpent in the Garden of Eden. A number of authors have explored this serpent woman 

deity; those who most informed this early part of my research include English writer 

Gillian Alban, American author Merlin Stone, Irish social anthropologist Mary 

Condren, Lithuanian-American archaeologist Marija Gimbutas, American professor of 

religion Cynthia Eller and Italian History of Education professor Angela Giallongo36. 

 

 
36 Cynthia Eller is professor of religion at Claremont Graduate University, California. Angela Giallongo 
is History of Education Professor at the DISCUI Department of the University of Urbino, Italy. 
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Alban’s book Melusine the Serpent Goddess in A.S. Byatt’s Possession and in 

Mythology describes how the female serpent deity “was widely worshipped in 

prehistoric times… and in charge of culture, agriculture, war, prophesy, judgement and 

wisdom, as well as birth, death and rebirth”.37 Given the snake hibernates and regularly 

renews its skin, Gimbutas sees it as “a symbol of the continuity of life and of the link 

with the underworld.38 Alban lists the deities with figures either represented in the form 

of a serpent or existed alongside serpents as follows: “Tiamat, Ninhursag and Ninmah 

of Mesopotamia; Ua Zit, Hathor and Isis of Egypt; Asterah or Astarte of Canaan; 

Atargatis of Syria; Cybele of Anatolia and Rome; and Gaia, Rhea, Athena, Demeter and 

Hera of Greece”.39 Alban considers Tiamat of Mesopotamia the “primary being, the 

Chaos Mother, a creatrix sea dragon”.40 When the storm-god Marduk engages into a 

deadly fight with Tiamat, she defends herself fiercely but is eventually overcome. 

Marduk then proceeds to dismember her and spreads her fragmented body skywards, 

forming the heavens. Alban observes: “The story of Tiamat’s defeat by Marduk 

recounts the patriarchal takeover of the original gynocentric force. In reading the story 

one gains a tremendous sense of the might of this first creature which credits her with 

great force even while describing her defeat”.41 Alban adopts the term “gylanic”—

coined by Austrian-American cultural historian, Riane Eisler—to define societies 

worshipping a female deity, and she describes these cultures as “non-hierarchical and 

non-exclusive of the male sex”.42  

 

In her book The Language of the Goddess, Gimbutas comprehensively investigates 

symbols such as zigzags, meanders, streams and spirals, arguing they were associated 

with cult objects dating back to Neolithic Europe. She states that they confirm the 

worship of an anthropomorphic serpent woman deity, “primordial and mysterious, 

coming from the depths of the waters where life begins”.43 She describes this female 

archetype as a “transfunctional symbol” that “permeates all themes of Old European 

symbolism”.44 Such assumptions have been contested by Cynthia Eller in her book The 

 
37 Gillian M.E. Alban, Melusine the Serpent Goddess in A.S. Byatt’s Possession and in Mythology 
(Maryland: Lexington Books, 2003), 4. 
38 Marija Gimbutas, The Language of the Goddess (London: Thames and Hudson, 1989), 121. 
39 Alban, Melusine the Serpent Goddess, 4. 
40 Alban, Melusine the Serpent Goddess, 146, 162. 
41 Alban, Melusine the Serpent Goddess, 166. 
42 Alban, Melusine the Serpent Goddess, 3. 
43 Gimbutas, The Language of the Goddess 121. 
44 Gimbutas, The Language of the Goddess, 121. 
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Myth of Matriarchal Prehistory: Why an Invented Past Will Not Give Women a Future. 

Eller is a vehement critic of Gimbutas’ explanation of symbols, and the conclusions that 

Gimbutas and other “matriarchalists” have reached based on their interpretation of these 

artifacts. Eller observes that “ In interpreting prehistoric art, feminist matriarchalists 

make liberal use of the assumption that a relatively stable set of cross-cultural meanings 

are attached to femaleness, and in turn to the symbols thought to represent it”.45 She 

notes that images “may mean very different things in different cultures” and adds: 

“Even more importantly, symbols may have no analogical link at all to that which they 

are supposed to symbolize”.46 Eller infers that in the absence of a prehistoric Rosetta 

Stone, we cannot make conclusive interpretations of these images.47 Further, she argues 

that the myth of matriarchal prehistory has “provided a vocabulary for dreaming of 

utopia”.48 However, she does concede that “some prehistoric groups in Europe and the 

near East made vast numbers of artistic representations of women and the suggestion 

that many (if not all) of these images were meant to represent goddesses is plausible”.49 

Consequently, she maintains that a matriarchal prehistory is a “hypothesis” or a 

“theory”, not an evidential fact .50    

 
On this question of historical legitimacy, Giallongo, in her book The Historical Enigma 

of the Snake Woman from antiquity to the 21st Century, suggests it would be unwise “to 

dismiss the snake-woman as a mere myth”, indicating it would be “fitting for us to 

attempt to trace the tangled threads of her history”.51 Further she remarks: “Although it 

might seem foolish to concentrate on a primordial age and persist stubbornly to grasp 

uncharted imaginary… these spectres of the past never cease to materialise… 

continuously resurrected, slipping in and out of time”.52  

 

The importance of investigating this origin story is emphasised by Alban, who claims 

that “a female in such a venerated position in Europe and the Middle East indicates a 

 
45 Cynthia Eller, The Myth of Matriarchal Prehistory (Boston: Beacon Press, 2000),118. 
46 Eller, The Myth of Matriarchal Prehistory, 120. 
47 Eller, The Myth of Matriarchal Prehistory, 120. 
48 Eller, The Myth of Matriarchal Prehistory, 5. 
49 Eller, The Myth of Matriarchal Prehistory, 181. 
50 Eller, The Myth of Matriarchal Prehistory, 13. 
51 Angela Giallongo, The Historical Enigma of the Snake Woman from Antiquity to the 21st Century 
(Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars, 2017), 9 
52 Giallongo, The Historical Enigma of the Snake Woman from Antiquity to the 21st Century, 9.  
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potential that has long been neglected, setting up a totally different model for society … 

liberating our assumptions about gender.” She adds that although we might never know 

the impact of the cult of the serpent woman deity in the daily life of women in ancient 

societies, “learning about belief in her and the stories that surround her in ancient 

cultures is what is important”.53 

 

Alban’s understanding and stated purpose corresponds to the intentions and tenor of my 

research as indicated in the Introduction to this exegesis: “I am interested in this shift 

from a positive to a negative interpretation of a female deity, how this transition came 

about, and what impact such changes in cultural mythology have on the lived 

experience and identity of women today.”   

 

In “Unravelling the Myth of Adam and Eve”—the tenth chapter of her book When God 

Was a Woman, Stone writes that the serpent was primarily revered as a female in the 

Near and Middle East, and was not considered as evil, in contrast with the beliefs that 

prevailed in the Indo European cultures that eventually flourished in these regions.54 

She advances that the female serpent deity was “generally linked to wisdom and 

prophetic counsel rather than fertility and growth as is so often suggested”.55 She 

identifies a connection between the oracular skills of the Cobra goddess of Egypt and 

those of the goddess of Crete and of the female serpent deity in Byblos and Serabit. 

Further, she suggests that the Mycenaeans brought the cult of the deity from Crete to 

locations in pre-Greece, notably in Athens and Delphi, adding that the Philistines could 

well have brought with them the worshipping of the serpent goddess from Crete to 

Cyprus and Canaan. Stone concludes that in Babylon and Sumer, the female serpent 

deity was associated with oracular prophecy and that this was very likely the case in all 

areas of the Near and Middle East.56  

 

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter , the cult of the serpent woman deity 

was to have an intriguing development within the biblical story of Adam and Eve, 

related in the Book of Genesis. In The Serpent and the Goddess, Condren explains: 

“The early Hebrews were one of the first people to make the break away from the 
 

53 Alban, Melusine the Serpent Goddess, 5. 
54  Stone, When God Was a Woman, 221. 
55 Stone, When God Was a Woman, 199. 
56 Stone, When God Was a Woman, 209–210. 
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polytheistic religions based on the cycle of nature to a more abstract form of religion 

based upon historical experiences.” She adds: “This God would make the Israelites his 

“Chosen People”. He gave them the Promised Land, which they were entitled to keep 

on the condition that they obeyed the new set of abstract rules and regulations—the 

Ten commandments”.57 This can be seen as one of the most clear-cut and dramatic 

transitions to a monotheist culture.  

 

Stone also addresses the link between the cult of the serpent woman deity and the story 

of Adam and Eve, conveying the importance of another symbol in this story—the tree 

of knowledge of good and evil. According to her, this sacred tree was traditionally 

planted alongside the altar of shrines dedicated to the serpent woman deity, and was 

believed to provide sexual consciousness. Rituals involved sacred women who 

“celebrated this aspect of Her being by making love in the temples”.58 American 

feminist author Naomi Wolf points to “many steles that depict these sexual priestesses 

having what was considered to be sacred intercourse with male worshippers”.59 Within 

the new Judaic religion, such a rite was considered to be “as dangerously ‘pagan’ as 

Her sexual customs and Her oracular serpents”.60  Condren points to the first of the Ten 

Commandments containing the warning: “Take care you make no pact with the 

inhabitants of the land you are about to enter, or this will prove a pitfall at your every 

feet. You are to tear down the altars, smash their standing stones, cut down the sacred 

poles…”.61  A similar scenario is advanced in the Greek myth revealing how “Apollo 

destroys the pythoness of Delphi and assumes her oracular powers”.62  

 

A question therefore presents itself: what might have a woman’s libido been in 

prehistory? French philosopher and psychoanalyst Luce Irigaray considers this 

question in her book This Sex Which Is Not One, where she challenges founder of 

psychoanalysis Sigmund Freud’s “statements describing feminine sexuality [that] 

overlook the fact that the female sex might possibly have its own ‘specificity’”.63 

 
57 Condren,, The Serpent and the Goddess, 7–14. 
58 Stone, When God Was a Woman, 217. 
59 Wolf, Vagina, 137. 
60 Stone, When God Was a Woman, 217. 
61 Condren,, The Serpent and the Goddess, 7–14 
62 Julie A. Wilson, Reclaiming Virgin and Whore. 
63 Luce Irigaray This Sex Which Is Not One (New York: Cornell University Press, 1985), 69. 
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Irigaray provides an unexpected interpretation of his views in relation to women’s 

sexuality in prehistory:  

 

As Freud admits, the beginnings of the sexual life of a girl child are so 

“obscure”, so “faded with time”, that one would have to dig down very deep 

indeed to discover beneath the traces of this civilisation, of this history, the 

vestiges of a more archaic civilisation that might give some clue to woman’s 

sexuality. That extremely ancient civilisation would undoubtedly have a 

different alphabet, a different language… Woman’s desire would not be 

expected to speak the same language as man’s; woman’s desire has doubtless 

been submerged by the logic that has dominated the West since the time of the 

Greeks.64 

 

In her book The Serpent and the Goddess: Women, Religion, and Power in Celtic 

Ireland, Condren explains that “in the earlier stories, the Serpent was responsible for 

keeping human beings away from the sacred trees, but in the Genesis story, the Serpent 

actually encouraged humans to partake of the fruit and to gain wisdom”.65 In this story, 

Eve—a corrupted version of the ancestral serpent woman deity—is tempted by the  

serpent (knowledge) and, in so doing, becomes the symbol of original sin. The shift 

here is complete. In the original story, the Serpent was both woman and knowledge 

combined in a positive life-giving force. In this instance, the two are split; the woman is 

divided from knowledge (serpent) and by attempting to re-join with it, she becomes 

responsible for the downfall of humanity. Further, Condren observes that “The Goddess 

was one of the hardest images for Western culture to eradicate, and it can be said that 

only by killing the serpent, severing the natural cycle of life and death, could dualistic 

patriarchal culture come into being”.66 American author Julie A. Wilson explains how 

“linear, binary, and competitive masculine ways of operating became the rule in 

Western culture, as holistic, non-binary, and cooperative goddess-worshipping, 

matrilineal cultures died out”.67 

 
 

64 Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One, 25. 
65 Mary Condren, The Serpent and the Goddess: Women, Religion, and Power in Celtic Ireland (San 
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1989), 14. 
66 Condren, The Serpent and the Goddess, 24. 
67 Julie A. Wilson, “Reclaiming Virgin and Whore: A Depth Perspective on Female Individuation and the 
Sacred Feminine,” (M.A.diss, Pacifica Graduate Institute, 2015), 20. 
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The repercussions of such a perverted story have been felt ever since, notoriously 

during the Middle Ages. Stephen Greenblatt, in his book The Rise and Fall of Adam 

and Eve, comments: “In at least some medieval Christians, particularly those living in 

monastic communities, misogyny reached levels that now seem to us clearly 

pathological”.68 Greenblatt quotes second-century theologian Tertullian: “And do you 

know you are (each) an Eve? The sentence of God on this sex of yours lives in this age: 

the guilt must of necessity live too. You are the devil’s gateway…”.69 He further quotes 

St Peter Damian, an eleventh century Benedictine: “You bitches, sows, screech-owls, 

night owls, she-wolves, blood suckers…. Come now, hear me, harlots, prostitutes, with 

your lascivious kisses, you wallowing places for fat pigs, couches for unclean spirits, 

demi-goddesses, sirens, witches…”.70 In her book Alone of All Her Sex, English writer 

Marina Warner observes Christianity’s psychological obsession with sex, sin and death, 

and its repetitive pornographic descriptions of tortured women’s bodies in medieval 

times.71  

 

The long-term impact of the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, including 

the religious adherence to it by Christian institutions ever since, confirms the 

importance of understanding the origins, nature and current efficacy of ancient myths. 

Specifically, such narratives and their perpetuation reveal how women have and can be 

imagined and consequently constructed. This knowledge can therefore contribute 

towards the formulation of an insightful and alternative female imaginary for the 

twenty-first century. 

 

Similarly bridging the centuries, the prehistoric serpent woman deity lives on in the 

medieval legend of the Fairy Mélusine, who was a woman with a secret serpent tail. 

Gimbutas advances the theory that in prehistory, snakes would have been seen as the 

guardians of the springs of life, and that such belief has lived on in European folklore.72 

Giallongo states that the snake woman “has come to symbolise the sub humanity of the 

 
68 Stephen Greenblatt, The Rise and Fall of Adam and Eve (London: The Bodley Head, 2017), 130. 
69 Greenblatt, The Rise and Fall of Adam and Eve,122. 
70 Greenblatt, The Rise and Fall of Adam and Eve, 130. 
71 Marina Warner, Alone of All Her Sex: The Myth and Cult of the Virgin Mary (London: Weidenfeld and 
Nicolson, 1976), 71. 
72 Gimbutas, The Language of the Goddess, 121. 
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female”,73 adding that “European folklore has long been kept busy engaging with this 

belief, and many tales revolve around the peculiar affinity between women and 

snakes”.74 One major example of this link is the legend of Mélusine, a medieval echo of 

the myth of the serpent woman deity and her demise, tinted by Christian interpretations 

and beliefs. Mélusine therefore has an important place in the context of this research. As 

French author Guy-Eduard Pillard clearly states in his book La Déesse Mélusine, 

Mythologie d’une fée [The Goddess Mélusine, Mythology of a Fairy]: “Mélusine, 

goddess of the earth and waters, mother of the living and protector of the dead, 

according to all the evidence represented thus from her origins the first goddess, the 

goddess of origins, the primordial goddess”.75 

 

This legend was the inspiration for the notorious piece of romance writing by 

fourteenth-century French poet Jean d’Arras entitled Roman de Mélusine. It was 

commissioned by John, Duke of Berry—the third son of the future king of France, John 

the Good—between 1387 and 1393. The Duke invited d’Arras to write the story to 

affirm the disputed ownership of the town of Lusignan, located in the west of France.76 

In his book Melusine of Lusignan: The Cult of the Faery Woman, British author Gareth 

Knight indicates that d’Arras based his story on both the myth of Mélusine and 

historical records. Knight regards this literary work as a ‘threshold text’, one that is 

derived from an oral tradition.77 Knight recounts the story, telling of the French knight 

Raymondin who, lost in the forest, arrives at a fountain where he meets the fairy 

Mélusine. She is resplendent, promising him wealth and power if they were to marry. A 

marriage on one condition—that she must not be looked at when in her chambers on 

Saturdays. Raymondin accepts and many years of happiness and ten children follow. 

Mélusine is so powerful and effective as a person that she brings fortune to their whole 

region.78 However, one Saturday, overcome by curiosity, Raymondin peers through the 

doorway of Mélusine’s room and sees her joyfully swishing around in her bath with her 

now revealed serpent tail. While aware of Raymondin’s transgression, she feigns 
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ignorance. Sometime later, in a rage, he calls her ‘a serpent’ in public, at which point 

she promptly turns into a fully-fledged dragon and flies away.79  

 

Mélusine’s Footprint: Tracing the Legacy of a Medieval Myth is an edited anthology in 

which several authors discuss the complex metaphor of Mélusine and her many 

contemporary incarnations, who represent “the common conception of woman as 

Other—yet not wholly other”.80 Additionally, they explore the supernatural power of 

femininity”,81 “the mystery, titillation and danger of what is under the water, a serpent 

or fish tail”,82 identifying the conception of the “supposed duality of women’s nature … 

a warning of the ever permeable boundaries between the perceived world and the world 

unseen”.83 This legend remains popular today, retaining its cogency for many people in 

Europe and further afield who respect the character of Mélusine as a “medieval 

matriarch”.84  

 

In Mélusine the Serpent Goddess in A.S. Byatt’s Possession and in Mythology, Alban 

examines the re-emergence of Mélusine in contemporary literature, particularly her 

portrayal in A. S. Byatt’s Booker Prize–winning novel Possession. Byatt’s character of 

Mélusine is a strong woman, who as a water-serpent is a primal life source, an avatar of 

the prehistoric serpent woman deity. Byatt conveys an understanding of contemporary 

stereotyping of women based on an awareness of women’s ancient dignity.85  

 

Several years after the publication of her book on Mélusine, Alban investigated another 

prehistoric female cult figure: Medusa. In The Medusa Gaze in Contemporary Women’s 

Fiction, Alban refers to the low relief sculpture depicting Medusa on the pediment of 

the Greek Temple of Artemis in Corfu. She describes the way this figure represents a 
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powerful Medusa, offering protection from the forces of evil, being surrounded by and 

wearing a belt of entangled serpents.86  

 

As an archetype, Medusa’s original attributes were similar to those of the serpent 

woman deity. She was venerated because of her protective powers and her wisdom, and 

she also presided over sexuality and reproductive fertility. Reinforcing these qualities 

visually and symbolically, she was typically depicted with her hair being made up of 

serpents. In the popular Greek myth, Medusa is described as a beautiful maiden, who 

was raped by Poseidon in the temple of the Goddess Athena. Perversely, she is therefore 

decapitated by the hero Perseus in accord with Athena’s wishes. So powerful and 

transcending is Medusa’s anger at her fate that even in death an image of her strikes 

terror into anyone who should look at it. Consequently, Athena had Medusa’s head 

painted on the aegis of her shield to frighten off her enemies.87  

 

According to Giallongo, Medusa “became, among other snake women, a prototype and 

archetype in the Western imagination—the earliest visual and written sources (Homer 

and Hesiod) painted her as the first female monster”.88 Giallongo explains how “the 

reverberating alliances between women and reptiles went on to float on the dark surface 

of menstrual blood, and fuelled belief in Medusa’s signature power—the evil eye”.89 

However, the French feminist writer and philosopher Hélène Cixous asserts that man 

created the monstrous legacy of Medusa due to his fear of female sexual desire. Cixous 

argues that if one dared to “look at the Medusa straight on”, they would see that “she is 

not deadly, she’s beautiful and she’s laughing”.90  

 

Alban pursues this positive argument further, particularly in relation to women. She 

argues that the power of Medusa’s gaze can allow women to overcome objectification.91 

It is in the very intensity and beauty of her gaze, Alban argues, that Medusa can 

challenge women to open up to a reciprocal engagement with her spirit rather than a 
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wounded body. She declares that “only in freeing ourselves from the oppressive look of 

the Other can we achieve a liberated and reciprocal interaction which enables us to 

embrace the Other and break through objectification to fully realise our personality”.92  

 

Medusa’s gaze therefore has complex implications and repercussions, both positive and 

negative, as it can be directed at subjects of any gender and have a corresponding 

mirroring effect.93 Consequently, exploring the role of Medusa’s gaze is highly relevant 

to this research. Firstly, in regard to the external male gaze that reads Medusa’s 

sexuality as a physical, visceral threat, and secondly to the implications of Medusa’s 

gaze in relation to a female imaginary, whereby Medusa may inwardly connect the 

female subject to her psychological and spiritual self. 

 
The potency of these very early female archetypes—of their original attributes and 

powers, their later demise and the legacy that this has left on the status of women 

today—led me to examine a selection of powerful women in history and in the present. 

Because the exploitation of women can be considered a war of sorts, I was drawn to the 

performance and representations of women fighters. What was the nature of their 

strength, and did their achievements contribute to a lasting recognition of the 

empowered role of women then and now?   

 

The serpent women belong to a category of archetypes who were not human, unlike the 

actual female warriors in this chapter who have variously reached mythical status. 

Important for my research are the ancient Amazons, whose existence is based largely on 

historical facts, and who have also been the inspiration for the creation of powerful 

fictive female fighter characters in books, comics, films and videogames. Similarly, 

historical records confirm the life and times of the medieval war heroine Joan of Arc, a 

teenager whose trial leading to her execution is well documented. Many interpretive 

actions and accounts have now arisen and become part of her mythology which in 

totality projected Joan to sainthood. The recent actions of Kurdish women fighters have 

resulted in a similar relationship of deeds and a consequent reputation that verges upon 

the mythological. This has been amplified by the allied story, itself based on a 
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combination of documentation and myth, of the Kurdish woman fighters being able to 

deprive ISIS combatants of reaching paradise after death. 

 
I chose to examine the classical Greek mythological Amazon Atalanta, as her attractive 

qualities were not sought after, even tolerated, in the women of ancient Greece. Myths 

about Amazon warrior women were very common and influential in Antiquity, not only 

through oral and written accounts but also through visual depictions on vases.94 In her 

book The Amazons: Lives and Legends of Warrior Women across the Ancient World, 

folklorist and historian Adrienne Mayor indicates that “Recent and ongoing 

discoveries—female skeletons showing marks of battle, buried with their weapons—do 

offer astonishing evidence of the existence of authentic women warriors whose lives 

matched the descriptions of Amazons in Greek myths and art”.95 These findings also 

confirm that Amazons were Scythian women from Central Eurasia96 and that similar 

stories about ancient nomadic female fighters were told in places as diverse as Persia, 

Egypt, the Caucasus, India and China. Many Ancient Greek war narratives feature 

Amazons from the Eurasian steppes, who were challenged and overcome by heroes 

such as Heracles and Achilles.97 There are many complex layers in these representations 

of the Amazons and in particular that of the incomparable mythical Greek virgin 

huntress named Atalanta, featured in many Greek legends. Her story “expresses the 

powerful mixed emotions that Atalanta’s independence, physical attractiveness and 

vigour aroused among Greek males who, conversely, kept their wives and daughters, 

almost prisoner like, in the most remote area of the house”.98 Atalanta’s deeds and 

highly sexual appeal figure in numerous epic stories and in Greek visual arts.99 While 

she was at times depicted on vases used only during male gatherings, there were also 

images of her on vessels designed especially as wedding gifts.100 Classicists are further 

puzzled by the contradictory aspects of Atalanta’s role, with some arguing it would 

have simply reflected an ambivalent attitude held towards her—somewhere between 

anxiety and desire—by the typical Greek male.101 Atalanta was finally changed into a 
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lioness, a transformation Mayor sees as an inevitable outcome, as a woman like 

Atalanta would not have been accepted within Greek society of the time.102 Moreover, 

“she had been a ‘cub’ raised by a she-bear”, Mayor reports. She adds that 

archaeological artefacts have been found that include images of bears and young girls 

running together, confirmation that Greek girls participated in initiation rituals 

pretending to be wild bear cubs, yet these activities were aimed at transforming them 

from untamed girls into docile women. Girls who may have dreamed to be like Atalanta 

had their hopes shattered.103 Recognising these contradictions and tensions in relation to 

Amazon Atalanta and Greek men, a question emerges about the identity and roles of 

Greek women. What, if any, might have been the secret aspirations of Greek women? 

Perhaps an imaginary that opened up larger yet intimate horizons, according them some 

solace in their otherwise restricted domestic and social contexts. 
 

A significant aspect of the Amazon’s character was their power as a group, a union of 

independent women who collectively fought off enemies. Joan of Arc, the early 

fifteenth-century French national heroine, is a very different incarnation of female 

identity and power. Joan’s performance and consequent story is a model of individual 

achievement against near impossible odds, demonstrating female power, singular 

leadership of a teenage girl, against a formidable army of men. To acquire such 

determination and to demonstrate confidence up against male power, her female power 

was supplemented by an external force. Testimony from her heresy trial affirms that she 

heard, believed and acted upon apparitions and clearly spoken messages from saints.104  

In her book Joan of Arc: The Image of Female Heroism, English writer Marina Warner 

makes an important contribution to the study of Joan of Arc and to our understanding of 

why she became a female martyr and saint. She claims that Joan of Arc stands out from 

other notable females such as saints, queens, and courtesans because of her commitment 

to ‘action’ exemplified by her role in changing “the course of the Hundred Years War 

between England and France”.105 Warner adds: 
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Joan of Arc was an individual in history and real time, but she is also the 

protagonist of a famous story in the timeless dimension of myth, and the way the 

story has come to be told tells yet another story, one about our concept of the 

heroic, the good and the pure.106 
                     

Joan of Arc—her personality and action as a role model—is remarkable for a number of 

reasons: the importance of her peasant origins; her great deeds, carried out at a very 

young age; the imperative of her being a virgin; the fact she wore men’s clothes, 

questions about which were raised in her trial; and Joan’s actual words at her trials 

(which resulted in her being burnt at the stake), which have been recorded verbatim.107 

Alluding to this trial, Warner explains how “All the themes with which Joan’s enemies 

struggled as they tried to establish the evil of her person were gathered up in one 

dominating argument of the trial: the nature of her voices”.108 As Warner relays, “The 

forty-ninth charge in the judges” draft declares that her “cult and veneration” of her 

saints “seem to partake of idolatry and to proceed from a pact made with devils”.109 

 

The brief duration of Joan of Arc’s life and its horrifically violent end are conversely, 

and perversely, only matched by the magnitude and greatness of her achievements and 

continuing legacy. Her fame has grown to mythic proportions since her death, and her 

story variously interpreted. A hypothetical, alternate theory currently being advanced 

proposes she actually received extensive training from a very young age, albeit in a 

clandestine way, to become a formidable combat soldier and an astute political operator, 

including being able to effectively manage armies of men. However, inspiration for her 

followers required evidence of direct access via her powerful spirit, to the whispering of 

saintly voices.110  Regardless of whether this alternate story could be true or not, Joan of 

Arc remains a powerful historical figure, who dealt with the complex aspects of politics, 

religion, culture, gender and warfare of her time. She remains therefore a woman of and 

for all the ages.  
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Another model of female warrior can be found in today’s well-trained and gender-

motivated Kurdish female fighters. Over five years, they fought and defeated ISIS, as 

well as the belief that women need to rely on men to defend them.111 As one source 

notes, “They have been known to lead Kurdish men and other Arab fighters in 

battle”.112 I pay attention to these fighters because of their particular ability to impact 

the eternal destiny of their male combatants—the men who die at their hands. In the 

case of a Kurdish woman fighter, she is not only able to end the life of a man on earth 

through normal actions of warfare, but because of her female sex, she can also deny him 

the pleasure of sexual experiences with women in the afterlife. This myth both gives 

incredible power to women and belittles that power by rendering all men who die at the 

hand of a woman as unworthy of pleasures they anticipate to find in Paradise.   

 

Journalists and filmmakers such as Itai Anghel report that the Kurdish women, who are 

themselves mostly Muslim, are aware that male Islamic State fighters believe that dying 

for what is considered a ‘good’ cause—for example, through suicide bombing, or being 

killed in combat by another man—means that they will go to heaven, where they will be 

attended by 72 virgins. However, if the fighters die at the hands of women, they will 

automatically go to hell.113  

 
One could draw comparisons between such notions of Paradise and the story of a 

paradise constructed by the old ‘Man of the Mountains’ told by Venetian explorer and 

writer Marco Polo around 1300 and related by British philosopher and author Sadie 

Plant in her book Writing on Drugs.114 In the story, the man of the mountains built an 

extraordinary garden in which the most beautiful ladies would offer young men the 

finest pleasures. He incited young men to fight for him through the following ploy:  he 

would give them drugs and take them to his garden while asleep; once awake, they then 

enjoyed all sorts of delights for some days, believing they were in Paradise. He then put 

them to sleep again with drugs, before taking them out of the garden. After that, the 

young men would spread the word about the amazing Paradise they had seen and 
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convince many others to join them and be obedient to the law of Muhammad through 

killing the old man’s enemies. By then they were fearless, even eager to return to this 

Paradise.115  

 

According to American writer Joseph E. Duncan, Swiss psychiatrist and psychoanalyst 

Carl Gustav Jung believed the notion of Paradise to be an archetype linked with Mother 

Earth and the Garden.116 Appreciating the fraught relationship between archetypes such 

as the powerful serpent woman deity, Paradise, and the serpent in the Adam and Eve 

myth, enabled me to understand  the impact of this relationship on the status of women 

thereafter. Just as the narrative of the Old Man of the Mountains involved allusions to 

the powerful motivational force of a paradisiac ideal, so too, the more recent experience 

of the Kurdish women fighters, ISIS and virgins in Paradise provides confirmation of the 

interrelatedness of past stories, present beliefs and consequent behaviour.  

 

These female fighters became politically charged as vulnerable combatants and as such 

represent a unique body of females, powerfully endowed to produce physical and 

spiritual violence, yet on a trajectory to achieve peace and order for themselves and 

their families. Unfortunately, the US troops that had armed and trained Kurdish fighters 

since 2014 were recalled by the American government in 2019. As one source notes, 

“This time the death toll from the ongoing war somewhere in the Middle Eastern dust 

with ever-changing names and extremely complex details had come with recognisable 

female faces—those of the beautiful, young YPG fighters”.117 The ensuing Turkish 

offensive into north-eastern Syria meant that Kurdish female fighters became highly 

vulnerable and likely to experience sexual violence—a common strategy in war time 

conflicts. Their earlier positive media exposure—gaining the status of international 

celebrities—has also been counteracted. For example, photos and videos are circulating 

on social media of Turkish-supported militia proclaiming victory over captured Kurdish 
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women fighters.118 In the current situation, the positive contribution made by these 

female fighters, along with women’s rights locally, are being contested.  
 

The serpent women deity and female warrior archetypes mentioned above were 

originally given positive attributes. In contrast, there are categories of archetypal figures 

who are seen as implicitly corrupt. I will mention briefly in this chapter typical examples 

among such archetypes that are relevant to my overall research and who are an 

inspiration for my studio work. I have selected three examples: the first addresses the 

dichotomy between the Virgin and the Whore, a transgression of the norms of sexuality. 

The second features witches, who transgress the norms of female power.119 The third 

example consists of archetypes who transgress via mechanical transformation or 

realisation: Pandora–Greek female “humanoid machine”; women in the traditional tale 

of the Old Wives’ Mill and contemporary female sex robots.  

 

The Virgin/Whore complex has traditionally been considered a transgression of the 

norms of sexuality. Symbolic of the schism between spirituality and sexuality, “a 

Madonna–whore complex is the inability to maintain sexual arousal within a 

committed, loving relationship” explains American psychoanalyst Helen Singer 

Kaplan.120 German clinical psychologist Uwe Hartmann states that the complex “is still 

highly prevalent in today's patients” and adds that “men with this complex desire a 

sexual partner who has been degraded (the whore) while they cannot desire the 

respected partner (the Madonna)”.121 Naomi Wolf believes that the sexual revolution 

has “paradoxically intensified the importance of the virgin whore split leaving women 

to contend with the worst aspects of both images”.122 Indonesian author Teguh 

Wijaya Mulya argues that “the virgin/whore binary is oversimplified and inadequate, as 

well as being a source of violence against women, whose situatedness within this binary 
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renders them vulnerable to sexualized aggression”.123 In a popular culture mode, singer 

Madonna, who typically challenges conventional stereotypes, chose to address the 

Virgin and the Whore binary in her 1984 album Like a Virgin. She recalls people 

wondering which of these two archetypes she was impersonating, while in fact she was 

attempting to merge them together, to make them “one and all” as “a statement of 

independence”.124 

 

Autonomy, self-determination and—paradoxically—influence are key characteristics 

associated with witches, past and present. Transgressive of female norms, anti-

patriarchal, witches can be traced back at least to references in the Bible and in texts of 

the classical era.125 The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries mark the high point of trials 

and death sentences for witches. During this period, the advent of  the printing press 

meant that images and widespread knowledge of witches and witchcraft proliferated.126 

Presently and during recent years, there have been an increasing number of women 

identifying themselves as ‘Witches’, practicing witchcraft and joining more mainstream 

groups of feminists and political activists. They “consider ways to tap into unseen, 

unconventional sources of power”.127 However, even today in some countries, including 

India and Saudi Arabia, a woman found guilty of witchcraft can face persecution and 

even death.128 Over the centuries, “witches have personified fear of assertive 

women”.129 This continues today, with recent female political leaders being assailed 

with slogans such as: “ditch the witch”, directed at Australia’s first female prime 

minister, Julia Gillard; “The Wicked Witch of the Left” labelling of American 

presidential nominee, Hillary Clinton (and visually portrayed in the press with a witch’s 
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hat and a broom); and the “witch’s cackle” describing the laugh of British Prime 

Minister Teresa May.130  

 

The third example of archetypes considered transgressive include those who 

mechanically reproduce. This reminds me of the ISIS fighters’ plentiful supply of 

virgins in Paradise and leads me to consider another present-day phenomenon of 

accessing virgins. It can be argued this is occurring through the flourishing manufacture 

of highly stylised female sex robots. Production of man-made virgins is a current 

technical, aesthetic and commercial reality.131 Related, interactive virtual reality 

pornographic experiences demonstrate the persistent continuity of female sexuality 

being interpreted via patriarchal stereotypes.132 If life-like creation is available to us in 

the twenty-first century, then perhaps as an alternative, the challenge taken up by 

Kurdish female fighters can be an inspiration for women to intervene and apply their 

own desires and creative imaginary in the making and characterising of what might 

constitute an army of female robots.133 A great deal has been explored and written about 

robotics. The creation of gendered models of quasi human beings is a fertile opportunity 

for the exploration of alternative representations of women, however this is too broad a 

field to be able to give it justice within the perimeters of my research. I will therefore 

only make a short foray into historical examples that are inspirational for my studio 

research in painting. One of these is the Greek archetype Pandora. She is often 

compared with Eve because both women were made responsible for all of the ills of the 

world. But unlike Eve who was brought to life from Adam’s rib, Pandora was 

constructed as an artificial female by the god Hephaestus. She was a clay “replica of a 

woman…with a low sort of intelligence”, explains Adrienne Mayor in her book Gods 

and Robots: Myths, Machines, and Ancient Dreams of Technology.134 Mayor adds: 

“Like the perfect maiden Galatea moulded by Pygmalion and the instantly adult 

replicants of the Blade Runner films, Pandora has no parents, no childhood, no history, 
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no memories, no emotional depth, and no self-identity or soul… she does not reproduce, 

age, or die…her only mission is to open the jar of all human misfortune”.135 Another 

example in this category of archetypes whose bodies are formed by real and/or 

imagined technologies is the popular Middle Ages tale of the Mill of Old Wives. Retold 

in following centuries, the story is relatable to today’s claim by older women of being 

invisible with their societies. The original tale tells of husbands who, weary of seeing 

their wives growing old, take them to a mill for recycling and renewal. As Marina 

Warner mentions in her book From the Beast to the Blonde, illustrations for this tale 

typically describe the women being “fed into the mill, ground and whittled, until they 

re-emerge, whole and young and vigorous and amorous—again” … having been 

“worked and honed and polished”.136 This tale has clear commonality with the 1975 

American film The Stepford Wives, an adaptation of the 1972 novel by American writer 

Ira Levin, in which Stepford wives are sacrificed with their husbands’ approval to be 

remade as replicant gynoids.  

 

Although women in this category of archetypes possess fundamentally negative 

qualities, they also possess beneficial traits for the establishment of a positive female 

imaginary. For example, witches throughout history have “used their knowledge of 

herbs, healing and midwifery to serve their communities as de facto doctors and 

chemists”.137 Further, it is relevant and important to explore such archetypes, 

highlighting the potential for inherent badness in the context of this research. This is 

because of their different nature and origin. The serpent female deities and warrior 

women discussed earlier in this chapter belonged to a genealogy of strong positive 

archetypes whose original characteristics are inspirational for us today. The archetypes 

we have just examined cannot claim such background, instead, they appeared in a 

historical moment where women were already dispossessed, once patriarchal societies 

dominated. In their act and form of creation, it was intended that they fail spectacularly 

to reinforce male gender superiority. Consequently, by these measures, the female body, 

mind and spirit was demonstrated as inherently weak and corruptible. Arguably, this 

destructive intent remains present and effective today, embedded within the family, 

community, cultural, religious and political experiences of women around the world. 

 
135 Mayor, Gods and Robots, 160. 
136 Warner, From	the	Beast	to	the	Blonde, 43–44. 
137 Miller, “From Circe to Clinton: Why Powerful Women Are Cast as Witches.” 
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Although the vesica piscis is not symbolic of any particular character or 

specific group of females, its symbolism is inherent in and often fundamental 

to any discussion of female representations in mythology. Technically, the 

geometric figure of the vesica piscis is found at the intersection between two 

circles of equal size, when each circle has its centre on the other’s 

circumference. Free of the establishing circles, this almond shaped symbol also 

referred to as a ‘Mandorla’, was a fundamental diagram in Sacred Geometry 

for medieval Christian Mysticism during the Middle Ages,138 and has been 

called “the practical point of departure from which all other geometrical figures 

may be derived”.139 While the two circles from which the vesica piscis emerges 

were interpreted by early religions as metaphors for heaven and earth, the 

spiritual and the physical, they do not constitute binaries. Rather, they are 

joined to engender a cosmic balance in which “human consciousness functions 

as the mediator, balancing the complementary poles of consciousness”.140  

 

Recognised in the earliest sacred geometry as a symbolic womb, the vesica piscis 

cosmically represented the site of the birth of the universe, while at a human level it 

represented the female vulva. Wolf states that “the vagina began as sacred”, adding that 

“the prominence given to representations of the vagina when human beings first made 

art certainly suggests that female sexuality and fertility were seen as sacred”.141 The 

vesica piscis was used extensively within the design of temples in North Africa, India, 

Asia Minor, and in Europe where most notably the vesica piscis is seen in medieval 

churches and the arches of later cathedrals.142 In her PhD on vaginal iconography, 

Canadian scholar Ann Pearson suggests that the vesica piscis—became a “conflation of 

pagan goddess iconography and Christian symbolism”.143 The double-tailed mermaids 

of Italian, French and Spanish myths and the Sheela-na-gigs of Britain and Ireland are 

clear examples of figures used as objects of “veneration and site of revulsion”.144 

 
138 The Vesica Piscis literally translates as a fish’s bladder to which it is visually similar when the bladder 
is filled with air. Lawlor, Sacred Geometry: Philosophy and Practice, 31. 
139 Nigel Pennick, Sacred Geometry (Wellingborough, UK: Turnstone Press, 1980), 22. 
140 Robert Lawlor, Sacred Geometry: Philosophy and Practice (London: Thames and Hudson, 1982), 32. 
141 Naomi Wolf, Vagina (London: Virago. 2012), 134. 
142 Pennick, Sacred Geometry, 22. 
143 Ann Pearson, “Vaginal Iconography” (PhD thesis, University of Ottawa, 2002), 6.  
144 Pearson, “Vaginal Iconography”, 6–7. 
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Pearson explains that the co-existence of such positive and negative attitudes towards 

the vagina depended on context: that of the Incarnation, or that of monastic 

asceticism.145  She adds that “vaginal iconography persisted in mediaeval imagery 

where its multivalent quality allowed members from various belief systems to use or 

interpret it accordingly”.146 She considers vaginal imagery in the twenty-first century to 

be “a sign pointing to women’s power, not only in maternity, but for all that female 

sexuality and sexual energy contribute in the creation of human culture”.147 

 

This research has progressed via the following ways: the exploration of powerful and 

dignified serpent female deities who were eventually demonised; the inquiry into 

celebrated fearless warrior women who were also ultimately defeated; finally, a brief 

examination of what I have categorised as inherently immoral female archetypes. 

Increasingly aware throughout this study of the vesica piscis—considered as the site 

where the universe begins—I recognised parallels with the Ouroboros, an ancient 

symbol of the eternal cyclic renewal, where a serpent eats its tail. Consequently, the 

ancestral vesica piscis has become the threshold, the symbolic structure, through which 

I can visualise and render visible an original female imaginary. 

 
 

1.2 Theoretical Frameworks: Feminist Revisionist Mythology and The 

Female Imaginary 

 
In this section, I refer to my use of two frameworks: feminist revisionist mythology and 

the female imaginary. The proponents of feminist revisionist mythology—writers, 

through their poems and stories, and artists, through a variety of visual media—

appropriate, then alter existing written narratives or visual representations, giving 

female characters a voice and making them agents of their own fate. In her important 

work that critiques patriarchal influences on the representation of women throughout the 

ages, Irigaray identifies the lack of a distinct ‘female imaginary’. My project therefore 

looks critically at mythological female archetypes, identifying their original positive 

 
145 Pearson, “Vaginal Iconography”, 7. 
146 Pearson, “Vaginal Iconography”, 7–8. 
147 Pearson, “Vaginal Iconography”, 5–6. 
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attributes as well as the negative forces that inevitably led to their demise, for it is only 

by appreciating these aspects that an understanding and expression of a new confident 

and powerful female imaginary can emerge.   

 

Feminist revisionist mythology sits within the broader discourse of feminist 

revisionism, the central tenet being feminist politics, which is itself based on a 

recognition of patriarchal authoritarianism and gender stereotypes. British-based visual 

theorist Griselda Pollock explains in “Feminism and Language” that “Feminism … 

inflects each of many aspects of social, political, cultural, aesthetic and linguistic fields 

through which questions of power and powerlessness, subjectivity, agency, meaning 

and suffering are explored”.148 In the twenty-first century, feminism “reflects a more 

globally informed and multicultural perspective that seeks to account for differences in 

race, nationality, and class”, says Ellen Yoshi Tani, an American art historian and 

curator.149 Tani discusses the work of contemporary artists who are feminist revisionists 

of history and also of art history, stating they are “appropriating canonical works of art 

in order to subvert their authority”. She adds that “having fundamentally changed the 

way we understand what we thought we knew, contemporary feminist art offers up its 

own version of history and representational space”.150 

 

For female writers, poets and critics, as well as visual artists, feminist revisionism 

implies the rediscovery and questioning of the content, language, imagery and style of 

particular texts, and consequently their re-writing and re-presenting from a female 

perspective. American poet and scholar Alicia Ostriker states in her article “The 

Thieves of Language, Women Poets and Revisionist Mythmaking”: “Though the 

language we speak and write has been an encoding of male privilege…, we must also 

have it in our power to ‘seize speech’ and make it say what we mean”.151 

 
148 Griselda Pollock, “Feminism and Language,” in A Companion to Feminist Art, ed. Hilary Robinson, 
Maria Elena Buszek, and Dana Arnold (Hoboken, New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, 2019), 262. Tracing 
the history of feminism, Pollock indicates that the term féminisme (from femina, the Latin word for 
‘woman’) was coined by socialist thinker Charles Fourier. This term can be found in French records from 
around 1837, and in an English dictionary in 1851. Pollock, “Feminism and Language,” 275. 
149 Ellen Yoshi Tani, “What Makes Contemporary Art Feminist?” The Art Genome Project, January 16, 
2015, https://www.artsy net/article/theartgenomeproject-what-makes-contemporary-art-feminist-an-art.  
150 Tani, “What Makes Contemporary Art Feminist?” 
151 Alicia Ostriker, “The Thieves of Language: Women Poets and Revisionist Mythmaking,” Signs vol. 8, 
no.1 (Autumn, 1982): 69, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3173482. 



 48 

Feminist revisionist mythology also emerged from the broader field of feminist 

revisionism. Highlighting the importance of historical origins and precedent, writers and 

theorists working within this field have endeavoured to identify and subvert the inbuilt 

gender bias of negativity towards women and girl characters within traditional text-

based myths. As myths have also been conveyed to us via picture narratives, visual 

artists have engaged in the revisionary mythologist processes through innovative, myth-

referencing image making.  

In the early 1960s, American artist Carolee Schneemann was one of the first artists to 

explore the subject of prehistoric goddesses. Her performance Eye Body (1963), in 

which she presented herself to the audience with live snakes on her naked body, was 

informed by her knowledge that the serpent woman deity was a symbol of renewal. Her 

intention was to counteract male-oriented eroticism and pornography through 

generating her own erotic self-image.152  

Ostriker describes the steps involved in such revision:  

The poet simultaneously deconstructs a prior ‘myth’ or ‘story’ and constructs a 

new one which includes, instead of excluding, herself … Myth is 

quintessentially intimate material, the stuff of dream life, forbidden desire, 

inexplicable motivation—everything in the psyche that to rational consciousness 

is unreal, crazed, or abominable.153 

What distinguishes feminist revisionist mythologist poets, Ostriker proposes, is a 

“vigorous and various invasion of the sanctuaries of existing language—the treasuries 

where our meanings for ‘male’ and ‘female’ are themselves preserved”.154 She asks: 

“Does there exist, as a subterranean current below the surface structure of male oriented 

language, a specifically female language, a ‘mother tongue’?”155 She suggests that 

“revisionist mythmaking in women’s poetry may offer us one significant means of 

redefining ourselves and consequently our culture”.156 Within these poems, Ostriker 

 
152 Lucy R. Lippard, Overlay: Contemporary Art and the Art of Prehistory (New York: The New 
Press,1983), 66–67. 
153 Ostriker, “The Thieves of Language,” 72. 
154 Ostriker, “The Thieves of Language,” 71. 
155 Ostriker, “The Thieves of Language,” 69.  
156 Ostriker, “The Thieves of Language,” 71. 
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identifies “retrieved images of what women have collectively and historically suffered; 

in some cases, they are instructions for survival”.157 

Further, Ostriker argues that: 

These poems involve re-evaluations of social, political, and philosophical 

values, particularly those most enshrined in occidental literature, such as the 

glorification of conquest and the faith that the cosmos is—must be—

hierarchically ordered with earth and body on the bottom and mind and spirit on 

the top.158  

A key writer involved with feminist revisionist mythology is Canadian poet and novelist 

Margaret Atwood. In an article looking at female identity in Atwood’s poetry, English 

Studies academic Charlotte Beyer comments on the series of Snake Poems in which 

Atwood examines the complex image of the snake, its association with female 

sexuality,  and its development in Western culture and religion. Beyer commends 

Atwood for exploring “the possibility that women may reclaim the power of the symbol 

of the snake”.159  

Another key writer of feminist revisionist mythology is English author Angela Carter, 

who characteristically breaks down stereotypical traditions regarding the role of women 

in fairy and folk tales, examples of which are included in her book The Bloody 

Chamber.160 American literature academic Kristine Jennings indicates that “Carter’s 

appropriation of the fairy tale form is a conscious infiltration and disruption of western 

patriarchal ideologies and the binary modes of thinking traditionally imported therein”. 

She adds that “in her revisioning of folklore… Carter’s agenda is one of dismantling the 

myths of human sexuality that amount to the oppression of all the sexes, but of women 

and the feminine in particular”.161  

 
157 Ostriker, “The Thieves of Language,” 73. 
158 Ostriker, “The Thieves of Language,” 87. 
159 Charlotte Beyer, “Feminist Revisionist Mythology and Female Identity in Margaret Atwood’s Recent 
Poetry,” Literature and Theology 14, no. 3 (September 2000): 282, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23925612. 
160 Angela Carter, The Bloody Chamber (United Kingdom: Victor Gollancz, 1979).  
161 Kristine Jennings, “Moonlit Mirrors, Bloody Chambers, and Tender Wolves: Identity and Sexuality in 
Angela Carter’s ‘Wolf Alice’,” Studies in the Literary Imagination 47, issue 1 (2014): 89.  
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In Chapter 3, I discuss the work of five visual artists working in the twentieth and 

twenty-first century who present novel understandings and representations of 

mythological archetypes, and whose images offer glimpses of what could be aspects of 

a new female imaginary. For example, Mexican-American artist Yolanda Lopez, who 

rebelled against the patriarchal constraints placed upon Chicana women through the cult 

of the Virgin of Guadalupe—specifically, the expectation for women to be invisible and 

silent—sought to impersonate an alternative model. In a vibrant and irreverent pastel 

drawing, she substitutes the pious religious figure of the Virgin Mary with a portrait of 

herself confidently and cheerfully running forward as if breaking out of religious 

constraints.162 

From the outset, feminist revisionist mythology appeared to be an appropriate 

framework for my research into myths that described eminently positive female 

archetypes—their origins and the reasons for their demise. Understanding the process 

and timeline of their radical transformations from having positive to negative attributes 

during the era when patriarchal societies became ascendant allowed me to appreciate 

the powerfully undermining effect this change has had on women’s imaginary ever 

since.  

 

The concept of a woman’s imaginary was made accessible to me through the writings of 

Luce Irigaray, offering access to another framework complementary to revisionist 

mythology: Irigaray’s concept of ‘the female imaginary’.  

 
 
Highly relevant to the field of feminist revisionist mythology and consequently to my 

research is Luce Irigaray’s preoccupation with the preponderance of a masculine 

imaginary in history, the consequences of this exclusion for women—particularly in 

terms of sexuality and spirituality—and the influence of patriarchy on the formation and 

use of verbal language. Among other French feminist philosophers such as Hélène 

Cixous and Julia Kristeva, Irigaray was inspired by French psychoanalyst Jacques 

Lacan’s theory of language and subjectivity.163 As British feminist scholar Margaret 

 
162 Yolanda Lopez, Portrait of the Artist as the Virgin of Guadeloupe (1978). 
163 Chris Weedon, Feminist Practice and Poststructuralist Theory (Oxford, UK: Basil Blackwell, 1987), 
9. 
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Whitford identifies, “The aim and theme of her work throughout is to initiate the task of 

revealing and uncovering the female imaginary and bringing it into language”.164  

Luce Irigaray remarks: 

 

If I was attempting to move back through the ‘masculine’ imaginary, that is, our 

cultural imaginary, it is because that move imposed itself, both in order to 

demarcate the possible “outside” of this imaginary, and to allow me to situate 

myself with respect to it as a woman, implicated in it and at the same time 

exceeding its limits.165 

 

And Rosi Braidotti further observes that “the subject Woman is that which has been 

excluded in the masculine system of representation, because she is in excess of it and as 

such she is unrepresentable”.166 
 

It is important to understand the characteristics of the term ‘female imaginary’. 

Whitford states: “The term imaginary in French [imaginaire] has debts to a number of 

pre-Lacanian sources, but was given new currency by Lacan. Irigaray continues to leave 

it as ill-defined and as richly connotative as possible”.167 The translation from the 

French ‘imaginaire’ to the English ‘imaginary’ is an adequate equivalence. However, 

the French word ‘féminin’ in ‘l’imaginaire féminin’ (in English, literally, ‘the feminine 

imaginary’) is problematic. As British academic and art theorist Hilary Robinson points 

out, the English word ‘feminine’ and the French ‘féminin/e’ are not used similarly in 

each language. She explains that ‘feminine’ “has frequently been used to name qualities 

which are not only constructs, but which can be adopted by both sexes”.168 A suitable 

translation for ‘l’imaginaire féminin’ is therefore ‘the female imaginary’.  

 

Significantly, Irigaray associates the notion of a female imaginary with the 

preconscious, which she considers to be an intermediate between the unconscious and 
 

164 Margaret Whitford, “Luce Irigaray and the Female Imaginary: Speaking as a Woman,” Radical 
Philosophy, Issue 43 (July 1986): 3, https://www.radicalphilosophy.com/wp-
content/files_mf/rp43_article1_whitford_irigarayfemailimaginary.pdf. 
165 Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1985), 162-
163. 
166 Rosi Braidotti, 1994, cited in Hilary Robinson, Reading Art, Reading Irigaray: The Politics of Art by 
Women (London: I.B. Tauris, 2006), 56. 
167 Whitford, “Luce Irigaray and the Female Imaginary,” 3–4. 
168 Hilary Robinson, Reading Art, Reading Irigaray:	the	politics	of	art	by	women	(London:	I.B	Tauris,	
2006), 12. 
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the conscious and the place where myths, symbols and dreams reside.169 In that sense, 

she shares Margaret Atwood’s attraction to ‘people’s unconscious mythologies’ and 

argues that “what is needed is for the female imaginary to accede to its own specific 

symbolisation”.170 Hence, as English academic and writer Jan Campbell indicates, the 

importance for Irigaray to define a “social symbolic contract for women that is linked 

both to their conscious imagination and their unconscious imaginary”.171 Humanities 

and fine arts academic Amanda Loos explains: “The Symbolic Order…is associated 

with language, with words, with writing and can be aligned with Peirce’s “symbol” and 

Saussure’s “signifier”.172  

 

Verbal and written language—the vehicle most commonly used to tell myths—has 

traditionally belonged in the domain of patriarchy. Irigaray’s goal in her search for a 

female imaginary is “for there to be more than one subject position in language”.173 In 

her book This Sex Which Is Not One, she explains: “If we keep on speaking the same 

language (as men) together, we are going to reproduce the same history”.174 It is 

important that a female language and symbolism achieve its own ontology different 

from patriarchal languages and myths. Therefore, it is necessary for women to realise, 

visualise and formulate a new, appropriate syntax in the symbolic realm. For Irigaray, 

the term “syntax” accounts not only for uses of language, but also for the production 

and understanding of all significatory systems in the Symbolic (gestural, political, 

visual).175 Australian literary studies academic Linda Daley refers to Irigaray’s mention 

of woman’s “need to turn inward towards herself, to form a relation of spacing within 

herself from which she can create forms for herself through her relation(s) with other 

women and men”.176  

 

 
169 Margaret Rodgers, “The Female Imaginary,” Journal of Canadian Studies 30, issue 4 (Winter 
1995/1996): 171–174. 
170 Whitford, “Luce Irigaray and the Female Imaginary,” 7. 
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173 Sarah K. Donovan, “Luce Irigaray (1932?–),” Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2018, 
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174 Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One, 205.  
175 Robinson, Reading Art, Reading Irigaray,	13. 
176 Linda Daley, “Rendering Visible: Painting and Sexuate Subjectivity,” Educational Philosophy and 
Theory (2015): 619-620. 
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A male imaginary has effectively been dictating Western culture for at least 4,000 years, 

and has clearly been inscribed within a collective consciousness and experience of all 

genders. Therefore, a new female imaginary enabling a twenty-first-century vision for 

womanhood needs to be understood and utilised in a collective way. This to some 

extent is already occurring. One example is the #MeToo movement—the term first 

coined by American community worker Tarana Burke in 2006, then used as an 

extraordinarily effective hashtag by Alyssa Milano in 2017—which has been supporting 

survivors of sexual harassment and violence, inviting collective action around the world 

through various names and forms.177 Another is Collective Shout, an Australian 

“grassroots campaign movement against the objectification of women and the 

sexualisation of girls” that considers “hypersexualised advertising, pro-rape and pro-

paedophilia merchandise, sexist and degrading slogans promoting rape and murder”.178 

The protest song (with accompanying dance moves) Un violador en tu camino [A 

Rapist in your path], created by the Las Tesis feminist collective in Valparaiso, Chile, 

calls “for an acknowledgment of sexual violence as a systemic and global problem in 

democratic institutions”.179 This choreographed song was first performed by a group 

trying to find solidarity in numbers in late November 2019. Un violador en tu camino 

has subsequently gone viral globally, engaging large and small groups of women in 

actions of protest against rape, and also more broadly highlighting personal and social 

injustices. Of significance, women from various countries and language backgrounds 

sing the song in Spanish. Here, the words as symbolic message carrier act both as 

effective communication and as intimate women’s knowledge.180 

 

In her book Reading Art, Reading Irigaray, Robinson observes that Irigaray’s view on 

the Symbolic is highly applicable to artistic practices: 

 

We can recognise that we, as the subjects, women, are always elsewhere from 

the patriarchal site of the representation, ‘woman’, and we can identify the sites 

 
177 David Leser, Women, Men & The Whole Damn Thing (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2019), 64. 
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chilean-protest-song-chanted-around-the-world-un-iolador-en-tu-camino. 



 54 

we have to re-traverse in order to expose their blind spots and … to signify 

women in the symbolic.181 

 

Robinson explains that such a ‘symbolic’ for women requires its own signifiers and 

targeted language. In support of this observation, she quotes Irigaray:   

 

During the period when there were female goddesses, the woman’s sexual 

organs always appear in the representation of the bodies of women, particularly 

goddesses, and not merely in the form of the triangle indicating the womb, but 

also in the form of the labia, an inscription which will later be erased. The cult 

of goddesses who are exclusively mothers, and mothers of sons, is a late episode 

in the history of women.182 

 

Irigaray writes: “Woman, in this sexual imaginary, is only a more or less obliging prop 

for the enactment of man’s fantasies … to the desire that is not her own”.183  She 

deplores the lack of sexual difference and wishes for a symbolic narrative of female 

desire.184 She explains how woman “is ‘seen’ as castrated, has no ontology of her own, 

no signifiers in the phallic symbolic”, so as a consequence, “she borrows signifiers but 

cannot make her mark, or re-mark upon them”.185 

 

Robinson adds that according to Irigaray, as women, we lack genealogies of our own 

and therefore we need to rediscover our cultural ancestry, our potential for divinity, a 

transcendence aligned to our morphology.186 Further, Whitford states that Irigaray 

“considers the possibility of a maternal genealogy and the symbolic and institutional 

forms it might take”. She does not imply that patriarchy should be replaced by 

matriarchy; rather, she suggests both could coexist.187  
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Australian feminist theorist Elizabeth Grosz observes that “Irigaray’s work explores 

repressed or archaic concepts of the cosmic order”.188 Grosz explains that “concerned 

with women and spirituality, Irigaray believes “access to the divine for women is the 

condition for an identity and a self-determined position, as well as for social 

transformations … which are transgressive of patriarchy”.189 As Pollock rightly points 

out, “if ‘woman’ is reduced to and psychologically shaped as only the term (and the 

real) space of what is not-man, having little access to the goods of the world, material or 

symbolic, what has she to pass on to her daughter? Why would the daughter want to be 

like her”?190 Pollock asks, how “could women have had any language that articulated 

their difference if they were forced to inhabit phallocentric imaginaries and symbolic 

systems”?191  

 

Campbell offers a comprehensive description of what might be a female imaginary: “to 

understand it means we can arrive at a conceptualization of the imaginary which is 

sensed and experienced through the body and at the same time imagined, imaged and 

symbolically figured within a social and historical space”.192 Campbell also raises a 

fundamental question regarding the female imaginary, asking if it may have always 

been extant, albeit residing in the deep background of public and private consciousness, 

while history was clearly in the foreground.193 This imponderable could arguably be 

answered in the affirmative. A female imaginary likely existed in archaic times. It can 

be identified in surviving artefacts, monuments and ancient writing. Certainly, however, 

any female imaginary has been repressed through the centuries by a dominant 

patriarchy, leaving women without a meaningful symbolic structure through which to 

identify and be expressive.  

 

Irigaray’s twentieth-century interpretation of the female imaginary is a useful 

mechanism for understanding the role of identity, realisation and power. Clearly, the 

very nature of an effective female imaginary implies, possibly necessitates, that 

explorations and experiments will most fruitfully take place in the creative and 
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symbolic domains that encompass the visual arts. Pollock supports this notion, stating: 

“art is itself a form of thought, a thinking through making”, adding further: 

 

If I started by saying language is an issue for feminism, I wish to conclude by 

affirming how feminism moves through language, unstopping patriarchal 

blockages and lifting the silencing of phallocentric logic, imaging the feminism 

that is still to come and which we can learn to know both by re-reading multiple 

histories of art through its lenses and sustaining aesthetic creativity now.194  

 

The greater understanding acquired through exploring the various gifts these inspiring 

archetypes offer to us today has allowed me to recognise women’s legitimate 

genealogy. It has also better equipped me for the task of re-presenting these characters 

and their narratives in my artwork, and to formulate, visualise and express a rich, 

thriving and expanding female imaginary. 
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Chapter 2: Methodology 
 
 

This project utilises a heuristic research methodology and is an investigation and 

discovery through the process of creating artworks within the context of practice-led 

studio research. A heuristic approach begins with an exploration of the field then moves 

through consideration, assimilation, expression, evaluation, reconsideration, and the 

further expression of ideas. 

 

2.1 Research Methodology  

In recent years, attempts have been made to define qualitative research as it pertains to 

creative practice, which, according to British educationalist and writer Christopher 

Frayling, “does not, typically, begin with a predetermined set of questions or 

assumptions, but arises from the particular situations or contents”.195 Frayling argues 

research is conducted through an arts practice. Describing the research process 

“through” visual arts as “new” and “practice-led”, American Professor Emeritus of 

Design History Victor Margolin regards it as “not bound by traditional 

methodologies”.196 Australian academic Peter Dallow, in his article “Representing 

Creativeness: Practice-Based Approaches to Research in Creative Arts”, calls for an 

understanding of “the process by which an artist engages in an original way with their 

physical, cultural and psychic raw materials”.197 He begins by suggesting we should 

examine “our very concept of what creative practice represents” and then go on to 

explore “the relation between knowing and doing”.198 Further, Dallow sees the notion of 

process as central to a creative arts method of research as he declares “practice makes 

research” and is “generally based on an ‘active’ process of enquiry”.199  In her paper 

“Practice as Research: A Fine Art Contextual Study”, British researcher and artist Suze 

Adams stresses “the importance of locating a suitable methodology to adequately reflect 

 
195 Christopher Frayling, cited in Dallow, “Representing Creativeness”, 51. 
196 Victor Margolin, cited in Dallow, “Representing Creativeness”, 52. 
197 Peter Dallow. “Representing Creativeness: Practice-Based Approaches to Research in Creative Arts”, 
Art, Design & Communication in Higher Education 2, no. 1 (1 March 2003): 49.  
198 Dallow, “Representing Creativeness”, 50. 
199 Dallow, “Representing Creativeness”, 53. 
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the integrated process of research practice in written as well as visual form”.200 She 

states that: 

When research moves back and forth between practice and theory and when 

corporeal as well as conceptual concerns are paramount, the demands, tensions 

and contradictions of the process become apparent. As a result, valuable new 

insights are produced and become embedded within the artworks—new 

understandings that form an integral part of the research process, and require 

alternative dissemination strategies in word as well as image to reflect, and 

include, their contribution to the project.201 

 

My exploration of the field includes a survey of historical research, historic artworks, 

relevant theoretical frameworks, and current artworks in the field. It involves finding 

and evaluating information, then exploring, investigating, and assessing this 

information—through practice—in regard to its impact upon me and my understanding 

of the issues of interest and concern.  

 

The expression of ideas (visual outcomes) occurs through assimilation of investigated 

materials, simultaneously and progressively turned into new thoughts and ideas that are 

further explored, developed, and tested through early experiments in studio practice. 

This involves the use of visual material such as historical images that are collaged, 

layered and juxtaposed within my paintings. Emerging from this is the production of 

artworks that attempt to bring new perspectives and insights to the field. These 

developments are self and peer-critiqued until a satisfactory achievement of aims is 

reached. Publishing the artwork outcomes in the public domain through exhibitions, 

catalogues, and websites enables dissemination, assessment, critique, and validation of 

the works and the ideas they convey. 

 

 
200 Suze Adams, “Practice as Research: A Fine Art Contextual Study”, Arts and Humanities in Higher 
Education 13, no. 3 (2014): doi/abs/10.1177/1474022213514549, 221. 
201 Adams, “Practice as Research: A Fine Art Contextual Study”, 218 
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The heuristic mode of enquiry was articulated as a research methodology in 1990 by 

American psychologist Clark Moustakas.202 The following are observations indicating 

how my working process engages with Moustakas’s six phases of heuristic inquiry that 

are summarised below.  

 

Firstly, initial engagement: “to discover an intense interest, a passionate concern that 

calls out to the researcher”.203 My previous MFA research about today’s representation 

of women in the media was motivated by my deep concern over these images and the 

impact they have on individuals and society. This continuing concern inspired me to 

undertake this DVA research project. My investigation consequently examined 

historical examples to ascertain the formation of precedents, and stereotypes, in the 

representation of women.  

 

Secondly, immersion: “Virtually anything connected with the question becomes raw 

material for the immersion”.204 Because of the ubiquitous nature of stereotypical images 

objectifying women in the twenty-first century, it is almost inevitable that a negative 

immersive experience will prevail. However, there are counter-measures, such as the 

recent #MeToo movement.205 Furthermore, there is a diverse range of critical material 

available on the status of women, including writing of fiction and non-fiction as texts, 

scripts and librettos; expert speaker presentations at public forums; journalistic writing 

in print, on electronic media,206 and the web;207 public programs within specialist 

 
202 In 1990, Clark Moustakas identified and described the components and sequential process of heuristic 
inquiry and transpersonal research. Moustakas, cited in Dave Hiles, Heuristic Inquiry and Transpersonal 
Research, paper presented to CCPE, London, October, 2001, 
http://www.psy.dmu.ac.uk/drhiles/HIpaper htm. 
203 Moustakas, cited in Hiles. 
204 Moustakas, cited in Hiles. 
205 The term MeToo and its embodied concept was first used by American social activist Tarana Burke in 
2006 in an attempt to provide support for victims of sexual assault. Ten years later, #MeToo, endorsed by 
numerous high-profile celebrities, became known worldwide as a social media rallying point against 
sexual harassment. See “#MeToo: A Timeline of Events”, Chicago Tribune, June 13, 2019, 
https://www.chicagotribune.com/lifestyles/ct-me-too-timeline-20171208-htmlstory html. 
206 Collective Shout, an Australian grassroots campaigns movement against the objectification of women 
and the sexualisation of girls, https://www.collectiveshout.org/. 
207‘Anne Summers says there are political parties in this country who do still not accept the fact that 
women should work outside the home’. See Karen Hardy, “Anne Summers: I am not finished and I will 
never be”, Sydney Morning Herald, October 27—12am, 
https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/books/anne-summers-i-am-not-yet-finished-and-i-never-will-be-
20181022-p50b96.html. 
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institutions and cultural festivals;208 and artistic enterprises across the visual and 

performing arts.  

 

Immersion is followed by incubation: “a retreat from the intense, concentrated focus… 

enabling the inner tacit dimension and intuition to clarify and extend understanding”.209  

A retreat implies a changed state, back into oneself, experiencing a different—perhaps 

quieter, protected, even isolated—space for some length of time. My studio is that 

physical and temporal space, where distractions can be shut out, contemplation can 

occur, associations can be made, and my intuition is free to roam.  

 

Then comes illumination that “involves a breakthrough… new awareness, a 

modification of an old understanding, a synthesis of fragmented knowledge, or new 

discovery”.210 Breakthroughs are related to new understandings emerging from 

compilation, association, mis-association, additive, and reductive processing of 

available experience and knowledge. In my research they occur when the appropriated 

imagery that I collage or trace, layer and juxtapose, form unexpected and new 

combinations, leading to new images and meanings.   

 

These new images and meanings are brought together for explication and creative 

synthesis involving “a full examination of what has been awakened. … Following a 

preparatory phase of solitude and meditation, the researcher puts the components … 

into the form of creative synthesis”.211 Synthesis occurs when there is a highly effective 

process of integration of multiple materials and ideas and when the creative imagination 

is able to extract from this process a new idea, product, image, and/or experience. The 

originality and significance of such creative synthesis, leading to new awareness, is 

often directly related to the depth, breadth, quantity, and quality of the material brought 

into the incubation period. This could be considered a measure of heuristic expertise. In 

an operational sense, facilitating such an experience requires the following: effective 

resourcing; the efficient accessioning, filing, storage and retrieval of materials; and a 

contemplative environment within the physical and intellectual ‘studio space’. At this 

 
208 ‘#MeToo revelations and loud, angry men: the feminism flashpoint of Sydney writers’ festival’. Steph 
Harmon, The Guardian, Sun 6 May 2018 13.02, https://www.theguardian.com/profile/steph-harmon. 
209 Moustakas, cited in Hiles.  
210 Moustakas, cited in Hiles.  
211 Moustakas, cited in Hiles.  
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point in the research process, I take the position of reflective analyst, in order to gain 

insight into the newly combined elements. If more definition and refinement is required, 

I further pursue this process of image-to-subject-matter development and evolution. 

 

Finally, validation of the heuristic inquiry is a question “of meaning. …the meanings 

and essences of the experience… …feedback is obtained through participant validation, 

and receiving responses from others”.212 Validation of the new work takes place when it 

is experienced by others, and they witness that a new meaning has been created for 

them. However, although intention and meaning are closely coupled in the earlier stages 

of heuristic enquiry, when it comes to the evaluation of the insightful creative work, 

they can be polar opposites. That is, a completed work may not carry nor convey the 

artist’s intended meaning. Therefore, if my studio methodology—appropriation, 

collage, juxtaposition/layering and painting—is to achieve an innovative combination of 

covert and overt aspects of the representation of women, then a convincing ‘suspension 

of disbelief’ between the material and representational meanings needs to be inherently 

present within the work. This suggests that it is necessary to achieve high levels of 

convincing visualisation/visual language in each work, made possible by practised and 

advanced processes and techniques.  

 

2.2 Studio Methodology  
 

The following studio methodology demonstrates how this research is inextricably linked 

to and progressed through explorative studio-based work. My studio methodology 

responds to the questions posed by my research through a combination of six key 

artistic processes that will be briefly described: the focussed relationship to subject 

matter; re-evaluations using image appropriation processes; image construction through 

juxtaposing and collaging; assembling complexity of the narrative by overlapping and 

layering; achieving clarity of the subject via addition of paint medium image realisation; 

and the potential discovery (an uncovering) of a female imaginary within the image 

through an abrasive integration procedure. 

 

 
212 Moustakas, cited in Hiles.  
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A focussed relationship to subject matter occurs through accessing literary and visual 

content regarding the female archetypes explored within this research. These are the 

prehistoric serpent woman deity and her alleged213 corrupted version, Eve; mythological 

figures of the past, including Pandora, Medusa, and Mélusine; historical female warriors 

such as the Amazon Atalanta, and Joan of Arc; and contemporary women such as the 

Kurdish female fighters.  

 

The appropriation process is used extensively by contemporary artists. Appropriation is 

a form of critical quotation looking back on earlier ways of thinking from a new critical 

perspective. In my application of appropriation, images of women are sourced from 

historical paintings and sculptures as well as from early and contemporary print and 

electronic media. According to Beth Gersh-Nesic, appropriation in art pertains to “The 

deliberate ‘borrowing’ of an image for this new context is concerned with 

‘recontextualisation’ of existing images. Recontextualisation helps the artist comment 

on the image’s original meaning”.214 

 

In my work, I juxtapose these appropriated images by collaging or tracing them.  The 

collaging process also incorporates ‘found’ materials, such as un-finished paintings and 

studio detritus that do not necessarily carry recognisable nor specific meanings. These 

new juxtapositions produce a multitude of options, leading to unexpected associations 

and potentially more informed and meaningful image representations. 

 

Overlapping and layering these pictorial elements results in an aggregated image that 

has the potential to express the breadth and complexity of the narratives under 

examination. Diverse components of image fragments are brought together in 

combination to form a new whole. The intention is to avoid one-dimensional 

representations that are either positive or negative but to rather produce layered, 

emerging (possibly only partially revealed) representations of women that are also 

informed by their historical ‘baggage’. 

 

 
213 Merlin Stone, When God Was a Woman (New York: Harcourt, 1976), 214. 
214 Beth Gersh-Nesic, “What Is Appropriation Art? Copying Art to Convey A New Message”, 
Thought.co, updated July 3, 2017, https://www.thoughtco.com/appropriation-appropriation-art-183190. 



 63 

The painting technique I use involves freely applying inks and/or acrylic paint on 

prepared rectangular plywood boards or shaped metal surfaces. By mixing colours in 

situ, I allow unexpected images to be revealed; my free, gestural painting results in 

organic, abstract shapes. Furthermore, my use of transparent and translucent surfaces 

produces multilayered effects; for example, applying various finishes to the surface, 

such as matte and/or glossy can be a means to accentuate the complexity, density and 

possible clarity versus opaqueness of the subjects beneath. Through the process, 

unexpected aspects are highlighted while others recede. 

 

In my work, pictorial, compositional, and material integration is finally achieved by the 

sanding back and resurfacing process. Sanding reveals various substrates, including the 

original base surface, which can be natural timber or shiny metal. In this way, the 

directness, and possible crudeness, of the image message is moderated for greater 

subtlety, depth, and meaning. Suspension of disbelief is more easily achieved as the 

material qualities of the artwork are rendered unfamiliar, even mysterious. As my aim is 

to discover a female imaginary, I can allude here to French feminist theorist Luce 

Irigaray’s concept of the ‘preconscious’ as mediator between the unconscious and the 

conscious mentioned in the introduction to frameworks in Chapter 1. The process of 

sanding allows the to-and-fro from the appropriated representational image on the 

surface back through layers partially erased to a yet unknown outcome, progressively 

revealed, having the potential to uncover a female imaginary within. 

 

 My resulting images are then critically evaluated. Single images are considered in 

relation to other single images; groups of images; and potentially as part of a series. 

This relationship of one image to another can necessitate further change and 

development of single and sets of images. Outcomes in the visual domain inform both 

further artwork production and ideas being progressed in the theoretical/written 

component of the research project. The artworks are evaluated against the aims to 

reflect upon whether the works are ‘on course’ and/or whether new unexpected (and 

positive) aspects have arisen that should be incorporated and developed further.  

 

The final body of work consists of a selection of thirteen artworks comprising large 

rectangular vertically orientated paintings on wood. In terms of presentation and 

validation, the finished work is the observed compilation of individual pieces that in 
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orchestration form a dialogue between individual works, hopefully posing more 

complex questions about female archetypes and their imaginary. This is a suitable 

presentation format for the critique and re-presentation of the subject matter as the 

successive panels can espouse (and in a playful or critical mode counteract) the 

significance of the ordering of the narratives disclosed within. Furthermore, the 

placement of the panels can do the following: signify the dissolving of dualisms; 

represent links between figures in the past and the present; and function as indicators of 

the small or grand stages that intimate or public scenarios play out on, and thereby 

reveal the micro and macro dramas that constitute the narratives represented. 

 

In Chapter 2, the nature of arts practice led research was explored, concluding that it 

was characteristically an active process of enquiry. Active, in that it brought together a 

productive mix: historical material; relevant theoretical frameworks; artworks and 

images across the field; and the artist interpreter addressing this information through 

studio practice. Active also by way of the artist being a dynamic respondent to, having 

feelings and concerns about, the subject matter. This form of practice led research is 

best articulated by Clark Moustakas and his extrapolation of a heuristic mode of 

enquiry. My application of the heuristic research methodology occurred through a 

studio process that regularly alternated between the known and the unknown. That is: 

between historical subject matter and re-evaluations; between constructing images of 

clarity and then overlaying, overpowering them with complexity and ambiguity; and 

through the combination of representational and abstract forms.  
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Chapter 3: Contextual Canon 
 

 

In this chapter, I investigate the following five twentieth and twenty-first century artists 

who together form the subject of my contextual review of the visual canon: Americans 

Dorothea Tanning and Nancy Spero, Mexican-American Yolanda Lopez, Kenyan 

Wangechi Mutu and Australian Chelsea Lehmann. Their practice is formed by 

theoretical frameworks and methodologies that, to some extent, are similar to mine. For 

this review, I will be looking at these artists’ art practice specifically in relation to their 

appropriation of mythical and historical female archetypes, with the intention of 

visualising a female imaginary. 

 

3.1 Dorothea Tanning 
 

Dorothea Tanning was an American self-taught Surrealist painter. Although she made a 

considerable contribution to the movement, her work is not as widely known as that of 

other Surrealist artists. In this analysis, I will mostly discuss paintings she created in the 

early 1940s that, I believe, are underpinned by a feminist revisionist framework. 

Furthermore, the constant references to mythology in her paintings indicate that she had 

considered this to be a quintessential ingredient for any artist working with what could 

be described as a female imaginary—that is, to make visible the invisible; to depict 

alternate worlds, psychic forces and energies that are below the surface; to translate 

through painting visual expressions of delight and sexual pleasure; and to situate our 

daily routines within cosmic spaces, a state we often forget to acknowledge. Tanning’s 

exploration and re-presentation of mythical female figures, including Eve, Isis, Medusa 

and Mélusine, clearly situate her within these frameworks. The archetypes she explored 

are deserving of further investigation almost eighty years on.  

 

Tanning was aware of the weight of patriarchal influences in domestic life during her 

childhood, growing up as she did in conservative, suburban Galesburg, Illinois. In her 

writing as a mature artist, she recounts her decision to “look within herself for escape” 
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as she reached the age of fourteen.215 In Cinquième péril, the fifth work in a series of 

lithographs titled ‘Les 7 périls spectraux’ (1950), Tanning depicts a woman trying to 

escape domestic duties through a scientific experiment (conventionally the domain of 

men), which results in an explosion that makes visible her spectacular accession to 

freedom.216  

 

Of significance is the way in which Tanning’s work addressed her personal need for an 

individualised female imaginary, forcefully and convincingly, while at the same time 

incorporating strong references to conventions of female beauty. She insisted that a 

woman be recognised as both an intellectual and a sensual being, capable of accessing 

alternate worlds.217 Her discovery of a female’s invisible energies was made apparent, 

surging into the real world of her paintings. These tangible depictions are clearly an 

expression of an embodied female imaginary.  

 

  
 Figure 13 Dorothea Tanning Palaestra 1947 Figure 14 Dorothea Tanning 

Children’s Games 1942 

 

 
215 Sarah Wilson, Dorothy Tanning: Between Lives- Works on Paper (London: Runkel-Hue-Williams, 
1989).  
216 Sarah Wilson, Dorothy Tanning: Between Lives, 137. 
217 Sarah Wilson, Dorothy Tanning: Between Lives, 138. 
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Her artworks and writing were first inspired by the gothic novel, and later by what was 

to be a seminal experience for her: the discovery of Dada and Surrealist art at MoMA in 

1939. She readily embraced the movement218 and progressed to create her own 

distinctive style of painting. Her early painting Palaestra (figure 13) is populated with 

girls and young women on the loose, exploring and discovering their independence and 

nascent sexuality. They are highly active, with their outmoded and symbolically 

conservative under-garments being blown away by mysterious air currents. In the 

painting Children’s Games (figure 14), the girls wildly rip down the wallpaper, 

exposing body parts—in one instance, a naked torso and a portal/orifice to another 

world. The figures gesture to unknown forces while their hair stands impossibly straight 

as if electrified by psychic forces and extraordinary energies.219  

 

 
Figure 15 Dorothea Tanning Interior with Sudden Joy 1951 
 

The settings in which this female energy is depicted are populated with ordinary 

household objects, which also become animated by inner forces. The female figures in 

Interior with Sudden Joy (figure 15) glow with the voluptuous delight of realised bodies 

and sexuality. They are totally absorbed in the process of acquiring the beginnings of 

 
218 Sarah Wilson, Dorothy Tanning: Between Lives, 5. 
219 Sarah Wilson, Dorothy Tanning: Between Lives, 131. 
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self-knowledge, still residing below the surface. These characters are playful yet 

powerful manifestations of the artist’s psycho-sexual imaginary.  

 

So many aspects of Tanning’s artwork resonate with my research project, notably the 

same archetype serpent women deities. In the visual realisation of the paintings, there 

are differences of intention though. While the scenes she represents are surreal, her 

defined, very detailed depiction of figures—dressed with older fashion outfits, as if 

characters in a play—and of interiors could be described as realistic, even somewhat 

conservative. Her paintings therefore reflect and communicate an unexpected vision of 

the world. In my paintings, I appropriate more figurative elements of archetypal images; 

that is, the outer, visual understanding of the world. In the process I envisage to reduce 

the figures to their essence. It seems to me that Tanning’s process of ’dressing up ’ and 

mine of  ‘undressing’ both converge to a similar aim, ‘making visble the invisible’, 

uncovering and disclosing a female imaginary. 

 

Tanning considered “looking eyes” as “reading eyes”.220 During her career and via her 

more developed paintings, she was able to explore grand visual realms, depict alternate 

worlds, situate our daily routines within cosmic spaces, a state we often forget to 

acknowledge. Consequently, there is much to read for her audiences in terms of a 

female imaginary in her profoundly moving narrative paintings. 

 

3.2 Nancy Spero 
 

American feminist artist and activist Nancy Spero embraces a feminist revisionist 

mythology approach in her exploration of women and their role in narratives across 

cultures from ancient times to the present. She identifies gender stereotypes inherent in 

these stories and rejects the notion of woman as “Other”. Spero’s work appropriates 

these mythological characters and re-presents them as confident, liberated and dynamic 

female protagonists. British cultural theorist and curator Jon Bird observes: 

 

Spero is one of the few artists ….who seems to be able to intuit the hermeneutic 

value of the archaic, of how the symbolic meaning of cultural myths and 

 
220 Wilson, Dorothy Tanning: Between Lives, 132. 
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archetypes, resonates with the structures of the unconscious and the role of 

fantasy in everyday life.221 

 

 
          Figure 16 Nancy Spero Vulture Goddess and Chorus Line 1991 

 

From the 1970s onwards, Spero handprints her characters on large vertical or horizontal 

scrolls, as well as applying them directly to architectural features, the surfaces of 

ceilings, skylights and cupolas.222 Of particular interest and relevance to my research 

into women within myths are her figures taken from deities that inhabit the sky and, 

consequently, the way Spero places them in skyward spaces, as demonstrated in Vulture 

Goddess and Chorus Line (figure 16)223. In this work she typically borrows and re-

invents female archetypes, and then endows them with hybrid characteristics from other 

mythological characters. Among the Sky Deities she addresses are the ancient 

Babylonian deity of the primordial chaos Tiamat—a serpent or sea dragon in some 

creation stories—whose body was dismembered and made into a covering for the 

 
221 Jon Bird, Nancy Spero (London: Phaidon Press, 1996), 72. 
222 Christopher Lyon, Nancy Spero: The Work (New York: Prestel, 2010), 11. 
223 Christopher Lyon, Nancy Spero: The Work, pp 279.  
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heavens;224 the oldest female deity of ancient Egypt, Nut, whose elongated body, 

covered in stars, was represented arched across the Earth; and the deity 

Aphrodite/Venus, who presided over female sexuality and the maternal body, and 

whose birth out of the sea marked the moment of separation of Heaven and Earth.225 Jon 

Bird explains that “Aphrodite/Venus, in Spero’s recreation, is an athletic figure bursting 

through a headless and limbless Inuit fertility icon, to confront the viewer head on”, and 

he adds that Spero “metaphorically straddles the centuries to make an ideograph of 

female sexuality, not as ‘lack’ but as empowerment”.226 American art writer Christopher 

Lyon sees the orientation of Spero’s work as “relentlessly outward, toward the edges, 

the boundaries, toward what is not yet defined”.227 He draws attention to “an ancient 

parallel in the classical Greek tradition of placing images of Greeks battling their 

‘Others’—Amazons, Centaurs and barbarians—in metopes and friezes at the margins of 

their sacred architecture”.228 Through such configurations, Spero invites viewers to an 

active mode of looking, that of ‘the glance’ rather than the ‘gaze’, “a rupture in the 

visual field through which new meanings can enter”.229  
 

In my quest for a ‘female imaginary’, I catch glimpses of possibilities in Spero’s 

metaphors, in the particular and often transgressive poses and gestures she attributes to 

her figures.230 All the while, she maintains their spiritual, divine identity, and echoing 

Luce Irigaray’s exhortation, she recognises the need to “signify women in the 

symbolic”.231 Bird explains:  

 

Frequently ‘dream-like’ in their associative relations and representational 

diversity, Spero’s narratives attest to the work of art as the creative 

imagination’s capacity to sublimate a powerful and ultimately uncontrollable 

force—figured as the sexual/maternal body—into symbolic form.232  

 

 
224 Gillian M.E. Alban, Melusine the Serpent Goddess in A.S. Byatt’s Possession and in Mythology 
(Maryland: Lexington Books, 2003),162-166. 
225 Bird, Nancy Spero,  71. 
226 Bird, Nancy Spero, 73. 
227 Lyon, Nancy Spero: The Work, 11. 
228 Lyon, Nancy Spero: The Work, 12. 
229 Bird, Nancy Spero,  64. 
230 Bird, Nancy Spero, 83 & 95. 
231 Robinson, Reading Art, Reading Irigaray, 200. 
232 Bird, Nancy Spero, 72. 
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   Figure 17 Nancy Spero Notes in Time on Women 1979 (detail) 
 
 

As with many feminist revisionist mythologists, language plays an important role in 

Spero’s work. A clear example is Notes in Time on Women (figure 17)233 in which she 

facilitates an interplay between text and images that powerfully reinforce her messages. 

She simultaneously adopts and transforms French theorist Hélène Cixous’s term 

l’écriture féminine (woman’s writing), referring to her own artwork as peinture 

féminine234 (woman’s painting). “Spero paints like writing”,235 remarks Bird, whose 

comment remains true even after the 1980s, when Spero mostly ceased to use text. My 

connection with Spero’s work is in the realm of mythological narratives, so in that 

sense, her text is a complement to storytelling in art practice. However, I don’t intend 

using words/texts in my paintings—rather, more complex and overlapping pictorial 

narratives.  

 

Although Spero’s figures and their placements appear to be spontaneous, even casual, 

her method of research is very disciplined. She gathers and files from books and other 

reference material a diverse visual vocabulary of figures that is eventually appropriated 

into an assemblage of multiple images featuring an interplay of female archetypes. In 

the early stages of her career, Spero painted with oils on canvas, then moved to ink and 

gouache on paper. From the 1970s, she chose to mostly use hand printing techniques, 
 

233 Lyon, Nancy Spero: The Work, pp. 221. 
234 Lyon, Nancy Spero: The Work, 12.  
235 Bird, Nancy Spero, 80. Bird writes: “Hélène Cixous is one of the few writers for whom the distinction 
between theory and artistic production is successfully blurred… Her writing is a constant reminder that 
we should always listen for the unconscious of the text which, for her, is the evidence of the body in 
language, and how language writes the body”, Nancy Spero, 40. 



 72 

skilfully applying her characters via the letter press plate technique, onto scrolls, walls 

and ceilings.236 Of significance, her way of ‘seeing’, her mode of representation and 

composition has been described as ‘aspective’, akin to the medieval and Egyptian 

figures and their placement, which inspired her work.237 She was acutely aware of the 

relationship between figure and ground as she positioned her characters along scrolls or 

walls in “short repetitive or staccato-like phrases which serve to animate the 

gesticulating bodies … or as long intervals…a pause in the narrative”.238 

 

According to Christopher Lyon, Spero was not directly referring to her own life in her 

artwork, but she was greatly driven by her frustration of being seen first and foremost as 

a mother and a wife, rather than as an artist.239 A feminist activist, Spero demonstrated a 

strong commitment to gender-related social change by being involved throughout her 

career with political groups, denouncing violence against women, advocating for a 

greater presence of women in the arts and particularly as primary producers of art. Her 

own art practice enabled Spero to share histories and cultural references, to underline 

the importance of the sacred, of rituals, of the manifestation of a generative inner space 

of contemplation. While acknowledging past and present objectification and 

subjugation of women, Spero responds by demonstrating how at the same time her 

subjects can take control and realise their legitimate desires and ambitions. Through her 

playful yet insightful allegories, her animated figures exult pleasure, freedom and 

power. In this way, Spero offers audiences a means to imagine a different, an alternate 

future. 

 

3.3 Yolanda Lopez 
 

The artwork of Mexican-American artist Yolanda Lopez reflects her preoccupation with 

racial stereotyping, human rights and social justice.240 Most pertinent to my research is a 

body of work dating from 1978, in which Lopez explores the meaning of a traditional 

 
236 Bird, Nancy Spero, 68 and 95. 
237 Lyon, Nancy Spero: The Work, 12. ‘Aspective’ is a term used by Egyptologist Emma Brunner-Traut to 
characterise an alternative perspective. 
238 Bird, Nancy Spero, 60. 
239 Lyon, Nancy Spero: The Work, 11. 
240 Karen Mary Davalos, Yolanda M. Lopez (Los Angeles: Studies Research Center Press, 2008), ix. 
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Catholic image, the Virgin of Guadalupe (figure 18), well known to women who, like 

herself, come from a Chicana cultural background.  

 

 
                                               Figure 18 Our Lady of Guadalupe241 
 

Lopez adopted a feminist revisionist approach in re-presenting this popular icon that 

typically was loaded with complex and contradictory, yet always repressive, messages 

for women.242 Her concern was that this religious female archetype perpetuated strong 

patriarchal influences upon Chicana women—including that they be invisible and silent. 

Consequently,  she sought an alternative model where ‘ordinary’ Chicana women could 

be seen as strong,  positive and dignified. She explored ways to offer these women 

options to re-imagine their self-image, the spiritual dimension of their beliefs, and their 

role in everyday domestic life. This endeavour resonates directly with my chosen 

feminist revisionist mythologist framework. Lopez’s quest also relates strongly to my 

second theoretical framework. That is, it corresponds to my desire to visualise, form and 

express a female imaginary.  

 

 
241 Basilica of Our Lady of Guadalupe, Tepeyac Hill Mexico.  
242 Davalos, Yolanda M. Lopez, ix. 
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In the 1970s, Lopez explored how she might address stereotypical images—particularly 

those affecting Chicana women—that were rife in the media and in tourist promotions. 

As Lopez was undertaking a visual art degree in San Diego, she learned how to apply 

her feminist concepts to art works through the use of deconstruction and 

appropriation.243 She adopted a heuristic methodology, which enabled her initial 

exploration and subsequently deeper understanding of the needs of a focussed group of 

women.  

 

 
Figure 19  Yolanda Lopez Portrait of the Artist as the Virgin of Guadalupe 1978 

 

This realisation led Lopez to generate new ideas. In Portrait of the Artist as the Virgin 

of Guadalupe (figure 19), she began to appropriate the Virgin of Chicana iconography, 

 
243 Davalos, Yolanda M. Lopez, x.	 
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by reproducing the entire image through photocopying. She then substituted the 

archetypal figure of the Virgin with a portrait of herself as an active, positive and 

victorious woman. Using techniques of juxtaposition and collage, and finally oil pastels, 

she therefore transformed the familiar devotional image into a colourful “feminist icon 

of empowerment”.244  

 

A significant difference between Lopez’s studio methodology and mine is the direct 

intrusion of a real and recognisable person, at times the artist herself, into the ‘sacred’ 

imagery. I have no doubt that Lopez anticipated that such an action would create 

considerable shock, which might be welcomed, or possibly rejected as an insult to 

religious sensibilities. However, this risk did not stop her from pursuing her radical 

imagery, for example, replacing the traditional picture of the Virgin with that of her 

mother and then her grandmother, each in their quotidian settings. The resulting 

triptych—an altar featuring three generations of women—was clearly a new vision of 

“Chicana womanhood and subjectivity”,245 and certainly very much an ‘embodied’ 

imaginary. 

 

Lopez retained some of the symbolic elements of the original image. Her choice of 

these is very significant. For instance, the substituted new figure is still wrapped in the 

Virgin’s cloak, implying that this newfound female confidence is embraced, spiritually. 

Further, the female figure is surrounded by the Mandorla (vesica piscis), understood to 

be a symbol of sexual awareness, even celebration. She holds a serpent triumphantly, as 

her body exults freedom and pleasure.246 Her vigorous running stance, her dress uplifted 

by the speed, uncovering her bare legs, and the comfort of her shoes all stand for an 

escape away from patriarchal expectations of female passivity.247 The various 

metaphors and meanings clash in this new juxtaposition. Lopez repeated this process 

later, appropriating Botticelli’s representation of the Greek Goddess Venus.248 

 

 
244 Davalos, Yolanda M. Lopez, 1. 
245 Davalos, Yolanda M. Lopez, 1. 
246 Davalos, Yolanda M. Lopez, 89. 
247 Davalos, Yolanda M. Lopez, 91. 
248 Davalos, Yolanda M. Lopez, 45; Yolanda Lopez, Untitled, 1978.  



 76 

 
                                            Figure 20 Yolanda Lopez Nuestra Madre 1981-88 
 

In later developments of her work, she looked further back in time for an inspirational 

image, to Mexican pre-conquest stone carvings, making yet another significant 

disruption to expectations by replacing the Virgin figure with an image of the 

foundational female earth deity, Coatlicue (Nuestra Madre, figure 20)249, adorned in her 

serpentine attributes. Lopez has empowered radical ‘others’ via this process of symbol 

substitution. It is as effective as it is daring, religiously and culturally. This possibility 

of images transferring power and meaning resonates with the regression suffered by the 

dignified pre-historic serpent woman deity who was over time replaced with the 

demonic serpent in the Garden of Eden. Facing the challenge of representing this once 

powerful and positive serpent deity, I am struck by the clarity of the message in Lopez’s 

work.  
 

 
249 Davalos, Yolanda M. Lopez, 96, from the Guadelupe series 1981-1988. 
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Lopez considers her community involvement with Chicana women as an essential 

component of her social protest. Her exhibitions became major celebrations involving 

Chicana women, to whom she has attributed a new, uplifting and empowering sense of 

the divine.250 While her controversial artworks about the Virgin of Guadalupe did result 

in some negative reactions from sections of her community, they have nevertheless had 

a far-reaching and positive impact locally and internationally. Additionally, Lopez has 

demonstrated that an art practice based on a feminist revisionist framework can play a 

significant role in individual and broader cultural development.  

 

3.4 Wangechi Mutu  
 

Wangechi Mutu was born in Nairobi, Kenya, and now lives in New York, USA. Her 

artworks explore a wide range of global concerns including the environment, 

consumerism, the impact of new technologies, colonialism, international politics and 

war. Within this breadth, she nevertheless focusses on gender, race, identity, the female 

body, the fashion industry and pornography. She achieves such diverse visions through 

the vigorous use of collage, painting, drawing, sculpture, site-specific installation and 

video. Mutu proclaims: 

 

Females carry the marks, language and nuances of their culture more than the 

male. Anything that is desired or despised is always placed on the female 

body.251 

 

 
250 Davalos, Yolanda M. Lopez, 100. 
251 Quoted in Merrily Kerr, “Wangechi Mutu's Extreme Makeovers,” Art on Paper 8, no. 6 (July/August 
2004), http://www.akrylic.com/contemporary_art_article73 htm. 
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       Figure 21 Wangechi Mutu Once upon a time she said 

       I am not afraid and her enemies began to fear her The End 2013 

 

Mutu develops her characters through a robust and explicit feminist revisionist outlook, 

often referring to her native African mythology and commenting on entrenched attitudes 

to the black female body. Although her work consistently addresses race, this is not an 

issue I engage with in my research. 

 

The powerful and unbridled figures she stages are intense and highly expressive. 

However, Canadian art historian Matthew Teitlebaum comments in his preface to the 

book Wangechi Mutu: This You Call Civilisation? that “space in her work is a charged 

area of conflict” and that her “protagonists are tribal and technological, wonderfully 

proud yet ceaselessly oppressed”. He adds: “Mutu’s figures, imaginative or imaginary, 

at once blossom and collapse. Driven by contradictions, they draw us in, necessitating 

very close looking”.252  

 
252 Matthew Teitlebaum, Preface for the book and exhibition Wangechi Mutu: This You Call Civilisation? 
Art Gallery of Ontario, 2010, 4. 
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Most inspiring for my research are Mutu’s mixed media artworks involving painting 

and featuring hybrid female characters, part animal, vegetal, mineral, and cyborg such 

as in Once upon a time she said I am not afraid and her enemies began to fear her The 

End (figure 21). The figure exists within grand, mythical and fantastical landscapes of 

an unknown era that might even be, science-fiction like, our future. In this scene and in 

the character depicted, I find echoes of ancestral female deities such as the prehistoric 

serpent woman deity and the figure of Eve. In Mutu’s artwork, these ancestral 

archetypes are realised in the here and now, as larger than life female characters. 

American art historian Kristine Stiles writes: “All of Mutu’s work traverse and conjoins 

the primordial with the immediacy of the present…”.253  

 

 
Figure 22 Wangechi Mutu Yo Mama 2003  

 

In Yo Mama (figure 22), the narrative appears to be unfolding in outer space among 

planets—or perhaps underwater—linked by the presence of the Serpent, crushed under 

Eve’s very sharp high heel boot. This is a punchy, sacrilegious allusion to traditional 

Christian representations of the Virgin Mary crushing the Serpent.  
 

253 American art historian Kristine Stiles in “Wangechi Mutu’s Family Tree,” Wangechi Mutu: A 
Fantastic Journey (Durham, North Carolina: Nasher Museum of Art, Duke University, 2013), 52. 
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  Figure 23 Wangechi Mutu A Shady Promise 2006 

 

A Shady Promise (figure23) affirms Mutu’s close affinity with nature, manifest within 

an electric setting and depicting unambiguously a female generated sexuality. This 

image is a welcome antidote to male-oriented stereotyped and objectifying 

pornography. It has a vibrant sonority for me, as I am exploring ways to make visible 

invisible pleasures often denied to women through the restrictions of cultural taboos  

and the limitations and constraints of gender bias.  

 

In her spectacular scenes, Mutu’s formidable female characters bridge times past and 

present and therefore are an inspiration for me in the following ways: her many 

references to Eve and the Serpent relate closely to my research, as do the strange, 

imaginative figures and the expansive landscapes they inhabit; the explicit 

manifestation of their female-driven sexuality; their formidable presence; their 

stimulating and contagious dynamism; the freedom in the painterly and graphic gesture; 

and the coming together of complex ideological intentions and concrete realisations. 
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Mutu’s work has been widely presented to the public in major exhibitions, books and on 

internet sites.. It is timely on many fronts, as mentioned above, be it about global or 

personal issues. For example, her images, their immediacy, originality, and specificity, 

have powerfully addressed issues of gender, race and sexuality. This constellation of 

motivations and resultant motifs in her work continually beckons new and ever broader 

audiences, reaching a certain universality of spirit and reach. Certainly, Mutu’s drive to 

engage, even to shock has been an effective communication device that has meant she is 

both in tune with and a leader of her audience’s sensibility. 

 

3.5 Chelsea Lehmann 
 

Chelsea Lehmann is a painter based in Sydney. The central revisionist theme of her 

paintings strongly resonates with my research, particularly artworks that were part of 

her PhD at Art & Design, University of New South Wales, awarded in 2019. In these 

she clearly demonstrates her use of a feminist revisionist approach to critique the 

traditional idealisation of the female body by male artists. Lehmann addresses the 

weight of art history in her representations of women, revealing a hidden past in her 

paintings and exposing previous layers of paint under the surface.254 In Lehmann’s 

terms, such an ‘erasure’ process is a means to “‘emancipate’ the female figure”.255  

Within my research, I suggest this procedure could release a latent female imaginary. 
 

Lehman alludes to the bias of male art historians and their lack of critique prior to the 

late twentieth century regarding male artists’ representations of women.256 She 

acknowledges today’s misgivings towards a prevalence of the male gaze in these 

works.257 She remarks that “as a contemporary genre, figurative painting is encumbered 

by the sheer volume and intractability of historicised representations of human life and 

bodies….constantly challenged and conscripted into ideologies around identity, 

 
254 Lehmann’s interest in layers within paintings has led her to also use advanced 
imaging techniques, such as X-ray and infrared. 
255 Chelsea Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface: Painting and the Latent Image,” PhD thesis, University of 
New South Wales, 2019, 34. 
256 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface,” 36. 
257 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface,” 36. 
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morality, power and politics”.258 I also recognise such issues and conditions within my 

choice of historic figures. Each is loaded with strong mythological and era specific 

encumbrances, so much so that it seems near impossible for critique to override, to 

neutralise them.  

 

  
Figure 24 Guido Reni Cleopatra and the Asp 1642 Figure 25 Chelsea Lehmann Exhume 2015   
 

Lehmann takes on this challenge and demonstrates how a re-contextualisation of past 

representations can engender novel viewpoints and constructive outcomes.259 Her 

research  focusses on the representation of Baroque female figures, characterised as they 

are by “an embodied vision, the plurality and materiality of the body, the palimpsest, 

authorship and erasure…enigmas….allegories, stylistic borrowing from the past, and 

penchant for ruins and fragments”.260 Lehmann revels in the “seductiveness of the 

Baroque, its visual drama, its spectacle of revelation”,261 its “excesses of form and 

expression”.262 However, in her painting Exhume (figure 25), she defies such drama 

when appropriating Guido Reni’s depiction of Cleopatra and the Asp (figure 24), where 

Cleopatra is about to commit suicide, inviting the lethal asp to reach her breast. This 

female archetype has, over time, been attributed various and often contradictory 
 

258 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface,” 41. 
259 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface,” 139. 
260 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface”Error! Hyperlink reference not valid., 29. 
261 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface,” 34. 
262 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface,” 34. 
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symbolic meanings, from heroism to passivity. Lehmann proceeds to obliterate the 

spectacular so as to enter the raw essence and ‘sincerity’ of the subject, arguing that 

both states “are not necessarily mutually exclusive”.263 

 

My research clearly relates to these findings, as I also borrow images of female 

archetypes such as warrior women or serpent women deities who have been 

dispossessed of their original powers (notably, serpents feature in a number of 

Lehmann’s artworks) and probe through the layers of their assumed attributes to reveal 

their original nature. 

 

Lehmann is drawn to the performative aspects of Baroque sensibility, in terms of both 

content and form, arguing that female subjects reveal their gendered identity through 

performing a “stylised repetition of acts”.264 Through her erasure and repainting of 

surfaces, Lehmann ‘destabilises’ the passive poses and the performative gestures of her 

Baroque women subjects to infuse them with “flux, transformation and poly-

dimensionality”.265 She believes that “the literal fragmentation of the painted body 

interrupts the wholesale consumption/possession of the image”.266 This process of 

intense exploration of the signs and signals of the historic body can constitute a step 

towards uncovering what might have been the true, intimate nature of the female 

character concerned.  

 

Lehmann’s ideas and process are enlightening for my own exploration of ways to both 

identify the power and signification of appropriated historical archetypes and to 

interrogate them.  

 

 
263 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface,” 35. 
264 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface,” 35. 
265 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface,” 35. 
266 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface,” 34. 
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Figure 26 Chelsea Lehmann Artifact 2014 

 

In Artifact (figure 26) Lehmann employs the process of “image breaking”, the technique 

of erasure as an “iconoclastic gesture”,267 which is a destructive act, but “more probing 

than damaging”.268 She describes the “methodological and critical potential of the 

iconoclastic gesture as a means of destabilisation, propelling new ideas”.269   

 

There are similarities between Lehmann’s explorations and mine in terms of our search 

for the subject’s values and essence and the studio processes employed to make these 

discoveries. In this body of work Lehmann’s point of departure is the appropriation of a 

particular historical painting, as in Cleopatra and the Asp. Her re-interpretations 

typically show the stark central character within a uniformly black background. From 

this moment, Lehmann searches beneath the surface of the painted figure via erasure 

and in her following act of over painting she uses the original artist’s own painterly 

processes.270  

 
 

267 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface,” 42. 
268 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface,” 42. 
269 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface,” 54. 
270 Lehmann, “The Articulate Surface,” 38.	
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However, in keeping with a heuristic methodology, my starting point is different. That 

is, the choice of subject is not predetermined and therefore did not prescribe a likely 

thematic nor narrative outcome for the painting. Instead, I commence the painting with 

a mostly abstract painting, started randomly, the first layers of which I anticipate might 

invite me to then place within it the most suitable female archetype, as well as other 

characters that belong to the chosen narrative. 
 

Lehmann’s performativity in her transformative painterly gestures offers the public 

direct and explicit insights into her processes as well as a platform for reflection on the 

meanings and relevance of these actions. Audiences are likely to question whether these 

interventions are destructive, constructive, or simultaneously both. Regardless, the 

originality of Lehmann’s ideas and the exquisite aesthetic execution of her artworks 

offer the viewer original interpretations of ‘emancipated’ female figures being 

progressively brought to light.  
 

There are commonalities as well as differences in the way the five artists discussed in 

this chapter explore territories pertinent to my aims. These artists acknowledge the 

consequences of patriarchal attitudes embedded in past and present narratives. In these 

narratives, mythological and historical female characters were systematically 

dispossessed of their original positive attributes. Notably, they point to the negative 

consequences such stories and messages have had on the understanding of womanhood 

to this day.  

 

To reiterate, the common endeavour of these artists—to re-imagine such archetypes by 

original and often transgressive ways through their artwork—includes the following 

approaches: the depictions of young females’ invisible yet emerging sexual energies by 

Dorothea Tanning; the playful animation of hybrid yet sacred mythological archetypes 

by Nancy Spero; the substitution of a repressive religious archetype with a confident 

victorious self-image by Yolanda Lopez; the inclusion in painting of power-driven 

females exulting with self-generated pleasure by Wangechi Mutu; the search for an 

inner essence within particular female archetypes through the layers of historical 

paintings by Chelsea Lehmann; and the various contexts in which serpents feature in 

these artists’ narratives. Each has provided me with valuable insights towards 

envisaging a female imaginary. 
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Further, these artists have explored various visualising processes to achieve their 

revisionist outcomes, including the following: juxtaposing and collaging to express 

complexity and highlight contrasts; the act of ‘erasure’ to emancipate repressed figures 

which being re-painted are liberated from their former passive representation; the 

painterly gesture to create primordial, fantastical landscapes as context in which female 

characters can perform. Through such processes, these highly stimulating images of 

female figures constitute a contagious dynamism that offers the viewer an alternate 

visual outcome to otherwise familiar narratives. And within this alternate visualisation 

can be glimpsed a possible new female imaginary. 
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Chapter 4: Studio Outcomes 
 

 

In this chapter, I will discuss the artworks I have created during this research. My studio 

experimentation evolved through four iterations, bodies of work which contributed to 

achieving my research aims—in terms of my theoretical frameworks, research and 

studio methodology—as well as receiving early audience validation. Iteration 1 explores 

the earliest creation stories and the powerful prehistoric serpent woman deity. In these 

artworks, her presence as the Creator is signified by landforms emerging from primeval 

chaos. Iteration 2 is primarily concerned with the story of Eve, her fall from grace, and 

the consequences of this event over time, including the ensuing legacy for the status of 

women. This theme is addressed again in Iteration 4, within some of the final paintings. 

Iteration 3 examines the role of female warriors such as the Greek Amazon Atalanta, the 

medieval heroine Joan of Arc, and twenty-first-century Kurdish fighters. Because of the 

importance of their accomplishments and the depth of their eventual demise, each is 

also explored further through artworks in Iteration 4. This final body of work is made 

up of thirteen larger paintings with compositions governed by the central placement of 

the vesica piscis diagram. Within Iteration 4 are the following: a first series which 

presents mythological female archetypes who are serpent women deities; a second 

series, exploring historical female archetypes who are warrior women; and a third series 

of female archetypes who, by transgressing the norms, are perceived to have an inherent 

potential for badness. Each series in Iteration 4 draws on the findings of the previous 

iterations to propose exemplar models towards the formation of a female imaginary for 

the twenty-first century.  
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Figure 27 Lucienne Fontannaz  Lakes’s Passage 2016 

 

4.1 Iteration 1: Primeval Chaos, Serpent Woman, Nature becomes 

Landscape  
 

In Iteration 1, I investigated creation stories and the representation of women in ancient 

cultures. It is alleged that a prehistoric serpent woman deity who presided over nature, 

fertility, sexuality, and wisdom was a constant feature of the belief systems of these 

cultures and that this figure was eventually transformed into the demonic female serpent 

that accompanies Eve in the Garden of Eden. 271 

 

 
271 Stone, When God Was a Woman, 214. 
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 Figure 28 Lucienne Fontannaz Primeval Contest 2016 

 

To better understand the character of the powerful serpent woman deity as the creator, I 

depicted the randomness of primeval chaos and life originating from water within 

primordial landscapes. To describe her role as custodian, I painted nature as 

progressively a garden, and to interpret the adverse mutation inflicted upon her, I 

evoked nature as being desecrated.  

 

Interpreting and representing pre-history is a challenge. However, working with 

revisionist mythology and female imaginary frameworks enabled an interpretive context 

for ideas, artistic processes, and aesthetic outcomes. 

 

The key characteristics of the early works in this series of landscapes are abstract, 

organic, geomorphic formations. These poetic interpretations are attempts to grasp an 

essence of landscapes and to conjure up earlier geological eras (figure 27 and 28). They 

visually represent mythological places in which summits are seen as the spiritual 

connection between heaven and earth, and lakes are symbolically associated with the 

unconscious as well as with women, legendary serpents, dragons, and sirens. These 

landscapes are metaphors for the serpent woman deity’s imaginary.  

 



 90 

 
Figure 29 Lucienne Fontannaz Nature as the Garden 2016 
 

The later works of this series attempt to depict a more diversified yet ordered nature as 

precursor to the ensuing humanly populated Garden of Eden (Figure 29). This ordering, 

even control, of nature sets in place the capability for its desecration.  

 

As a starting point for this series of artworks and a first step in my heuristic research, I 

undertook a residency in Brunnen, Switzerland,272 to view existing landscapes in the 

relatively pristine Swiss Alps. The residency was situated in proximity of an ancient 

glacier. The topography remains today and is acknowledged as a vivid reminder of the 

prehistoric cults of the region. Very early Swiss alpine legends tell of a powerful serpent 

woman, the Vuivre, frolicking in nearby mountain lakes.273 My specific investigations 

and experimentations within this series included working through the process of seeing, 

feeling, interpreting, and re-presenting the serpent woman deity and her imaginary 

through visualising possible versions of the natural landscape and its transformation and 

humanisation over time.  

 

In my studio experimentation for these works,274 I employed broad painting gestures 

upon a fluid medium that echoed the act of shaping the primeval chaos. I then 

progressed details that transformed the image into a semblance of an earthly paradise.  

 
272 Solo residency and exhibition in Brunnen, Switzerland, July–August 2016. Invited as first resident on 
the occasion of the 100th anniversary of the Organisation of the Swiss Abroad.  
273 Lucienne Fontannaz, Alpes Vaudoises: nos légendes (Bex: Publi-Libris, 2007), 46. 
274 Thirty rectangular paintings, varying in size from 22 x 25cm to 65 x 50cm, ink and acrylic on wood. 
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The painting technique therefore facilitated the manifestation of creation stories. The 

process used in these works brought about images I could never have consciously 

thought of or deliberately constructed. Regarding materials and process, I applied 

permanent inks freely onto acrylic glazed boards, then applied droplets of methylated 

spirits, thereby ‘energising’ the inks into a mix that formed images from which I could 

then speculate, read, and interpret various aspects of landscape. Only rarely did the form 

of human figures appear within the wet and fluid process and surprisingly none survived 

my intuitive manipulation. When the inks were dry, I then developed each work further, 

typically by applying flat areas of acrylic paint to overly complicated areas—and 

thereby slowly eliminating the unclear drawing out and defining these intuitively 

formed landscapes. Sometimes, I could ‘identify evidence’ of possible figurative 

intervention into the quickening evolution of nature, an uncharacteristically straight line 

or flat surface, the beginnings of a man-made column or wall. This adding, 

manipulating, and then subtracting and masking process was applied a number of times 

in the development of a single painting. Such a technique of ‘looking for visions’ in a 

fertile field of fluid ink on a highly reflective surface is appropriate and effective when 

aiming to represent earlier geological eras that may have morphed, been carried forward 

to become mythological sites and locations. Here I am more specifically alluding to the 

imaginary of the early custodian of nature, the serpent woman deity. Some of the 

visitors to the exhibition of this artwork in Brunnen likened my approach to that of an 

archaeologist going back through time to explore nature's origins. 275 

 

In conclusion, the main outcome of this series was that chaos could be transformed into 

semblances of earthly paradise and further developed into representations of 

mythological sites. This visualising technique that embraced fluidity and the unknown 

was very effective in achieving a suspension of disbelief, in the sense of the viewer 

being drawn into another world albeit in miniature on a wooden board, hanging on a 

gallery wall. I felt that it was successful in terms of imagining and interpreting a divine 

entity through new metaphoric and ‘abstracted’ representations. Informed by my 

 
275 During this residency in Switzerland, my work was reviewed in a number of local papers, The Swiss 
Review, and on the website of the Organisation of the Swiss Abroad: Marko Lehtinen, “The Mythen 
Mountains from an Australian Perspective”, Swiss Review: The Magazine for the Swiss Abroad, January 
2017, http://www revue.ch/en/editions/2017/01/detail/news/detail/News/the-mythen-mountains-from-an-
australian-perspective/?utm_source=Newsletter12017&utm_medium=E-
Mail&utm_campaign=Newsletter12017; Organisation of the Swiss Abroad, “Artist in Residence”, 26 
August 2016, http://aso.ch/en/100-years-of-the-osa/events-calendar/artist-in-residence-pro. 
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responses to the powerful prehistoric serpent woman deity, the paintings were 

essentially primordial landscapes that the deity may have inhabited. These fertile 

landscapes, absent of any people, led me to want to revise and re-represent female 

archetypes. It became clear however that after various attempts, this highly spontaneous 

painting process was inherently difficult to ‘control’ in terms of the representation of 

figures. Moving on from Iteration 1, I began to experiment with appropriating, 

juxtaposing, layering, and collaging existing images of female archetypes. I intervened 

in this process of assembly with acrylic paint, most usually applied upon these figures. 

The intent was to insert images of women—as seen initially through the gaze of 

historical male artists—in roughly formed landscapes. These figures were eventually 

developed to become incarnations of famous female archetypes. Both landscape and 

figure would then be defined further according to a specific unfolding narrative. As a 

result of these intentions, apart from reusing some unfinished works realised in Iteration 

1 as background to new works, I did not carry over the ink medium and spontaneous 

painting process to Iteration 2.  

 

4.2 Iteration 2: ‘You Are All Eves’ 
 

For Iteration 1, I invoked a powerful prehistoric serpent woman deity through realising 

paintings of the primordial landscapes she had created and presided over. As the 

narrative unfolded, this positive female force became corrupted as a result of competing 

dogmas, ushering in new political and religious beliefs.  
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Figure 30 Lucienne Fontannaz  

Serpent’s Breath 2017 
 Figure 31 Lucienne Fontannaz  

 Damned Stigmata 2017 
 

In my early works for Iteration 2, I explored the serpent woman deity, the serpent in the 

Garden of Eden, as well as the figure of Eve. Later works looked closer at 

‘objectification’ and featured early Greek female archetypes including The Three 

Graces, Andromeda and Pandora. I will examine how the processes, media, and 

techniques I used—appropriation of figures, their juxtaposition and layering, the 

collage, painting and surface sanding—are relevant to this exploration and specifically 

to my research aims. 

 

In relation to my research aim to utilise feminist revisionist mythology, I have been 

better able to understand the nature and associated influences of mythological 

narratives, and the role women play in them, through reading experts in the fields of 

history, theory, and practice of feminist revisionist mythology. As a counter-point, I 

have looked at, assessed, and incorporated into my paintings historic images of women 

created by male artists. An outcome of these inquiries was the development of my work 

within a feminist revisionist framework. Consequently, I was enabled to manipulate 

these appropriated images of figures to a greater extent and to question whether it is 

possible to visually realise a female ‘breaking out’ image and set of circumstances that 
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might point to not only a challenge of patriarchal traditions but also to a new female 

imaginary that could be relevant for today.  

 

The use of a heuristic research methodology assisted me in exploring and responding to 

the complexities of myth and history, attempting as I was to ascertain its contribution to 

meaning today. So as to be more insightful in relation to the nature and individuality of 

each figure, I explored how such individuals—now of heroic stature—would have felt 

then. Working with images of their bodies, I tried to envisage what they felt within.  
 

My studio experimentation for the earliest works in Iteration 2 (2017) was primarily 

concerned with the likely role of the Judaic and Christian narrative in the transgression 

of the serpent woman deity’s attributes and her re-construction into the character of the 

evil Serpent and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Because Eve’s disobedience and expulsion 

from the Garden had such momentous consequences for humanity and women in 

particular, I endeavoured to explore Eve further, her tribulations after the fall, and the 

figure of Mélusine, a French medieval avatar of the serpent woman deity. Mélusine’s 

glory-to-infamy story underlines the fact that the early belief in a serpent woman deity 

lives on through European folklore. 

         

In this iteration, as well as the representational nature of “You are all Eves”, I 

experimented with a number of other formal elements, including a variety of surface 

finishes; the sanding back of paper and acrylic surfaces; the use of camouflage patterns; 

and the application of gold paint. 

 

The experimentation undertaken for these earlier works featuring Eve and the Serpent in 

the Garden, consisted of the appropriation of their character from various historical 

paintings, and the insertion, juxtaposition, and layering of these figures within the 

narrative’s landscape. The assembled elements were brought together through collage, 

painting and surface sanding. The integration of collage and painted surfaces allowed 

for a free-flowing crossover between recognisable subject matter, figures, landscape, 

and architecture, and otherworldly places and spaces that were reminiscent of the 

landscapes depicted in Iteration 1. Depending upon the degree of manipulation of the 

collage images, these could be read as known or unknown narratives. The layering of 

images and the variety of surfaces—matte, glossy, thin, thick, transparent and opaque—
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contributed to a complex expression that facilitated new readings of the female figure. 

Finally, sanding back the paper and acrylic surfaces that made up the characters and 

landscapes resulted in the thinning out, stripping bare of the figures, sometimes to the 

wood underneath, giving them a translucent, less substantial state as if returning to the 

essence of nature.  

 

  
Figure 32 Lucienne Fontannaz  
The Power of Thrones 2017  

Figure 33 Lucienne Fontannaz  

The Will of Power 2017 

 

 I sometimes applied gold paint as a reference to the extensive use of gold in religious 

iconography being the domain of patriarchal power (figure 33), yet I also wanted to 

challenge the limitations of these stereotypes and to use gold to explore a transcendental 

and spiritual space which included women. My use of gold paint in association with the 

mythological, historical, or contemporary context of its content emphasised the nature 

of the narrative, be it about subjugation, empowerment, or spirituality. This offered the 

possibility for a female imaginary that reflected maturity, dignity, and strength.  
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Figure 34 Lucienne Fontannaz Mélusine Revisited 2017 

    

Exploring the incongruous collisions of subject and painterly qualities further, I found 

that a narrative is well conveyed when one episode is literally building upon another. I 

experimented with the re-assemblage of parts cut from larger paintings. This worked 

best with the final arrangement being disciplined to vertical panels, set side by side, 

story-book like, representing diverse, sometime related, sometimes contrasting scenes 

(figure 34). The juxtaposition of distinctive elements created complexities of meaning 

through association and multiple rather than stereotypical interpretations of women and 

their roles. 

 

The stabilising, formal three-dimensional ‘sculptural’ wooden bases attached to most of 

the works in this series successfully anchored the painterly image to a physical and 

symbolic ‘tradition’, addressing the religious, political, and institutional settings of the 

unfolding narratives. These bases were effective devices that are metaphorically 

suggestive of containment and solidity, permanence and security. This may be 

interpreted variously as a desirable foundation for the female or a weighty constraint, in 

the context of patriarchal institutions.  

  

In the making of later paintings (2018) for this series, I used similar processes, media, 

and techniques as described above. These paintings presented female archetypes from 

Greek mythology who lost credibility after the advent of a dominant patriarchy. The 

works addressed objectification through the ‘Gaze’, that of Medusa, a serpent related 

archetype, whose powerful stare has been the subject of significant studies, and perhaps 
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paradoxically, the male gaze. Susanna, Andromeda, and Pandora,276 also referred to the 

subjugation of women through the building of narratives and institutions that have 

favoured male-centric visions of enterprise, participation, and power. These later 

paintings further addressed such issues—but in even grander contexts—because I 

became clearer about them, and hoped therein to discover aspects of a female 

imaginary. 
 

 
Figure 35 Lucienne Fontannaz Knowledge of the Graces 2017 

 

An example in the later series is the work Knowledge of the Graces (figure 35). The 

appropriated female figure images were placed in a layered context, which established a 

strong interrelationship between them. This relationship was punctuated by vessels, 

which were metaphoric of women and their knowledge. In the near vista in red—the 

colour of blood—is a phallic shape. The more mature woman gesturing to the younger 

one can be interpreted as the relationship of history to the present, of experience to 

 
276 Examples are nineteenth-century salon paintings; a section of the 1610–11 painting Susanna and the 
Elders by Artemisia Gentileschi; a section of the 1504 engraving Adam and Eve by Albrecht Dürer to 
feature the Greek archetypal Andromeda; and a section of the 1550 painting Eva Prima Pandora by Jean 
Cousin l’Ancien to depict the figure of Pandora albeit in a different context. 
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youth, while the camouflage pattern on her body reveals her fighting spirit. The 

repeated frames suggest transfer and continuity, as well as the passage of time. They 

focus on the upper body, the heart, and mind. The mature women offer council and 

knowledge to the younger one who is part accepting, part resisting. The cut-out figure at 

the back of the younger woman refers to the ancestry she is part of. Such concepts were 

not premeditated, rather I discovered them through the process of making the painting, 

and critically reflecting upon them once completed. 

                       

   
Figure 36 Lucienne Fontannaz 
Susanna 2018 

Figure 37 Lucienne Fontannaz 
Andromeda 2018 

Figure 38 Lucienne Fontannaz 
Pandora 2018 

 

Further examples of specific Greek mythological characters are explored through the 

technique of extreme distortion of appropriated images. Susanna, originally a Hebrew 

figure who is mentioned in Greek mythology, is depicted in an equivalent scenario to 

those advanced in the current #MeToo movement. In Susanna (figure 36) the figure's 

head is bent into the threshold to freedom through an arch. The white shape above—a 

symbol of purity but made heavy—hides the assaulting person, a reference to the cover 

ups that #MeToo is addressing. The red paint splash alludes to the assault as a stab, a 

wound, or pain. All landscape elements and figures are floating between sky and water, 

without a defined horizon, intimating that the incident might never be grounded, might 

never be made known. In Andromeda (figure 37) the female figure is not in a safe place. 

Here, at the mercy of Poseidon, Andromeda’s face is splashed, she tips off balance like 

a stiffened gigantic doll, as she is about to be attached to the mythical rock, another 

image of subversion and hopelessness. In Pandora (figure 38) I introduced solid 

architectural features, which contrast with the lightness of the background and floating 
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figures. Pandora’s body is both material—fashioned out of clay as on the left of the 

painting—and immaterial like an apparition, as on the right.  

 

Most of the works in Iteration 2 were shown in two successive 2017 exhibitions, one at 

the Janet Clayton Gallery, Sydney, where I also gave a presentation that was attended 

by the general public, artists, writers and art critics; and the other at the White Box 

Gallery, QCA, Brisbane. I was intrigued by numerous visitors commenting on the same 

two works: The Power of Thrones (figure 32) and Sleep of Awakening (figure 39). 

Regarding the first, I had superimposed a negative cut-out of the sculpture of Moses by 

Michelangelo onto an upside-down landscape image. This by chance gave Moses more 

female-like features, so it was interpreted that this ambiguity signalled the emergence of 

a contest in gender roles and power. Regarding Sleep of Awakening (figure 39)—where 

a woman is shown lying down with part figurative, part abstract shapes stacked above 

her—commentary suggested that the sleeping woman was awakening from the weight 

of a hostile history.277 

 

  
Figure 39 Lucienne Fontannaz  

Sleep of Awakening 2018 
Figure 40 Lucienne Fontannaz  

Transgressing 2018  

 

 
277 Janet Clayton Gallery277 (Sydney September-October 2017 Iteration 2—43 works) and The White 
Box, QCA, (December 2017, Iteration 2—16 works and Iteration 3—6 groups of 2 to 6 works.  
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The exploration of ideas and associated processes within Iteration 2 resulted in steady 

progress, typically ‘two steps forward, one step back’ in trying to realise these 

interpretive visions. I experimented with a combination of visual language elements that 

would best express my ideas about the representation of female archetypes in history 

and the need to formulate a new female imaginary for the twenty-first century. In terms 

of addressing my research aims, this series was important in enabling a review of key 

women in history. These originally male determined images, and their prescriptive 

messages about women, were able to be subverted, resulting in alternate pictures of 

women that were original and credible.  

 

4.3 Iteration 3: Taking up Arms: Female Warriors 
 

The artworks in Iteration 3 emerged from a specific exploration of female archetypes in 

battle. This series of paintings features the Amazon Atalanta, Joan of Arc, and 

contemporary Kurdish women fighters.  
 

  
Figure 41 Lucienne Fontannaz 

Women Fighters and Paradise 2017 

Figure 42 Lucienne Fontannaz History 

Painting 2017  
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To refer to war or to the serpent woman deity’s skin, I painted camouflage patterns or 

collaged camouflage print textiles. To refer to patriarchy and religious power, I used 

gold—as in previous works of Iteration 2. Compositionally, the rectangular formats in 

this series—with a base—were complemented by images composed of irregular, free-

form components made mostly of painted thin metal. For the free forms to have a 

maximum impact, I created all-black silhouettes that contrasted with the white walls of 

exhibition spaces As a significant variation, these free-form works were displayed in 

various arrangement groupings on the gallery wall.  
 

 

  

Figure 43 Lucienne Fontannaz  

The Gatekeepers I 2017  

Figure 44 Lucienne Fontannaz  

The Gatekeepers II 2017 
 

Mythological and historical female archetype figures have mostly been subjects for the 

male gaze, exhibiting passive and or seductive qualities. Consequently, in making this 

series of works, I wanted to investigate images of women portrayed in more typically 

male roles who are consequently acting in unfamiliar locations vis-à-vis time, space and 

circumstance. I chose a range of female figures across history: the amazon Atalanta, 

Joan of Arc, and twenty-first-century Kurdish female fighters. Each was characterised 

by immersion in battle, with the outcome resulting in either life or death for them as 

individuals and their greater cause, which is evidenced in Women Fighters and 

Paradise, and History Painting (figures 41and 42). Perhaps not surprisingly, such grave 

responsibility was effectively represented via graphic energy and clarity. This radical 
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behaviour was further expressed by breaking out of the traditional painting frame, by 

displaying individual components of each story in a more chaotic energetic manner, and 

through creating freestyle compositions from the components stretching across the wall.  

 

For the artworks in Iteration 3, I first created a series on rectangular boards, 

appropriating and painting over media images of Kurdish women fighters. Because of 

the way “the women are portrayed in the media dehumanizes female anti-ISIS fighters 

just as much as it claims to do the opposite”,278 further contrast and contradiction were 

incorporated into the works by the use of camouflage patterns, along with collaged 

camouflage print textiles. While clearly linked to contemporary Kurdish women 

fighters, these patterns contained ambiguity about the role of gender in war, alluding as 

they do to the serpent’s skin, to the ubiquitous presence of the serpent woman deity who 

may have returned to ‘support’ these warrior women and their fight for a homeland. 

These works attempted to express the fighters’ imaginary and agency regarding their 

mission to deny ISIS of a significant reward in death to join with virgins in Paradise. 

 

However, I soon felt that the rigidity and conventional nature and shape of support 

materials I had used so far—rectangular boards with bases or frames—were too 

enclosing and restrictive for some of the ‘breakout’ works I was about to create. I 

engaged in specific experiments and investigations, creating a repertoire of more 

flexible, varied and dynamic shapes that could be brought together in free form. In this 

way, the artwork could grow from an aggregation of components, creating a more 

complex picture, responding to the continuum of space and time considerations. I 

adopted new materials to achieve these qualities, experimented with shapes primarily 

made out of thin, malleable sheet aluminium that could be assembled in various ways, 

producing alternate narratives. The malleable sheet was embossed to produce surface 

images in low relief. I manipulated these flat or lightly formed shapes so that they could 

be freely assembled and interchanged according to the nuances of the stories being 

investigated. Placed floating within the wall space, they could reach out to represent 

aspects as diverse as the universe or a single isolated and lonesome figure.  

 

 
 278Bilal Ahmed, “Sex and the Peshmerga”, Souciant, 6 October 2014, http://souciant.com/2014/10/sex-
and-the-peshmerga/. 
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The clear materiality of free-form shapes was a powerful, indisputable element within 

their ‘reading’. It also enabled a concentration on a particular character within an 

otherwise complex field of activity, action or narrative-scape. The ability to single out 

and prioritise a distinctive individual led to my decision to choose individual characters, 

Joan of Arc, or a Kurdish woman fighter as archetype heroine. Once I was working with 

free shapes, the idea of making images of shields emerged in relation to the figure of 

Joan of Arc. While such emblems are clearly a direct and strong metaphor for a 

courageous and belligerent woman, her vulnerability behind the shield is also 

recognised—vulnerability present (hence the need to be on guard) when any subjugated 

person, claims and has to fight for their rights. 

 

The Gatekeepers I (figure 43 and 44) was a breakthrough for me and is typical of the 

heuristic explorative process and its relationship to innovation. I had gathered much 

‘circumstantial evidence’ and had it scattered around my studio and thereby within 

reach of my thoughts and concerns. After many possible (trial and error) combinations 

of ideas, then drifting towards, and making an all-black silhouette of a Kurdish woman 

fighter, I ‘discovered’ the graphic and representational impact this image could have. I 

attached it to an entirely different scene, stylistically, that depicted a woman sleeping, 

perhaps dreaming, at the foot of an explosive landscape featuring a checkerboard 

pattern which in this instance became a metaphor for an orderly world. The 

vulnerability, complexity and diversity of elements inherent in women’s roles in 

militarised violence, is seen as being plausible in this representation. In relation to the 

heuristic process, it appears that the broader the initial information, evidence and 

experience gathering is, the more insightful the image outcomes can be. 

 

With the free-form works, I confirmed that the process of assemblage allows one to 

venture into mythological and historical subject matter and produce original 

interpretations. In terms of future developments with free shapes, I recognised the 

advantages of their flexibility to respond to opportunities and constraints of the 

exhibition spaces of particular venues. The ‘portability’ of the pieces (even when larger 

in size) is relevant to the subject—as involving nomadic warrior women—but also 

practical in terms of facilitating the transport, set up, and display of works. However, 

the free, more sculptural shapes also challenged an easy suspension of disbelief that 

occurs within a picture, framed as it already is and thereby alluding to be of another 
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world. Further, even in this series of free and floating shapes, I unfortunately remained 

captive of the conventions of working with predominantly horizontal and vertical 

placements, resulting in predictable figure-to-ground readings. Also, disappointingly, 

the spaces between the painted and embossed aluminium remained doggedly negative 

spaces of a gallery wall, rather than standing for the vastness in which theoretically and 

cosmically the characters played out their actions, being what I had hoped to convey. 

These remarks were also made in relation to an exhibition of my rectangular and free-

form works of Iterations 1, 2 and 3 during a 2017 Studio Critique in the QCA White 

Box, as well as after my 2018 confirmation presentation.279 A number of academic staff 

commented that the illusionary effects I achieved in the earlier artworks of rectangular 

format effectively framed a limitless world, whereas the free-form works were, 

surprisingly and disappointingly, located spatially within the bounds of the surrounding 

wall surface. After much reflexion upon the series of free-form outcomes, I decided to 

return to working on rectangular wooden boards, albeit of larger sizes for Iteration 4.  

 

4.4 Iteration 4: The Vesica Piscis and a Female Imaginary 
 
 
Iteration 4 comprises thirteen larger paintings, which are the chosen works for my DVA 

exhibition. These works, mostly advanced in parallel, refer to: mythological female 

archetypes who are serpent women deities; historical warrior women; and female 

archetypes considered as having an inherent potential for badness. Each of these 

paintings are featured in the Appendix of this exegesis. Six significant studio outcomes 

can be identified across these paintings. They are: the incorporation of the vesica piscis; 

mythological and historical narratives; key figure imagery by collage and tracing; 

combined abstraction and figuration; inverted imagery; and the use of gold paint. 

 

The thirteen paintings in Iteration 4 further develop themes from Iterations 1 to 3. 

Myths and the role they play in bringing archetypes to life evolve over time, across 

centuries as these complex narratives ebb and flow. I was therefore interested in 

 
279  In my exhibition and Studio Critique, QCA White Box, December 2017, the display comprised 
seventeen rectangular mixed media works on wood, varying in size from 20 x 25cm to 30 x 73cm, and six 
groups of two to six free-form works, mixed media works on sheet aluminium, varying in size from 30 x 
20cm to 30 x 50cm. In the QCA HDR student group exhibition, Moment and Method, July 2018, POP 
Gallery, Fortitude Valley, my works included three mixed media works on sheet aluminium, varying in 
size from 60 x 30cm to 30 x 20cm. 
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creating images in which the figures would emerge, float, travel through time, giving a 

sense of their presence, indeed permanence, within the universe. To achieve these 

qualities, I thought it useful to experiment with the creation of a hallucinatory 

juxtaposition of abstract and realistic elements. 

  

 
   Figure 45 Tiepolo  The Treppenhous fresco  1750-53 

 

I was aware of the ceiling frescoes of eighteenth-century Italian painter Giovanni 

Battista Tiepolo. Within his depiction of grand narratives, his notion of space fascinated 

me, so much so that while I was in Europe in 2018, I travelled to Germany to see his 

work on the ceiling of the Treppenhaus in the Residenz at Würtzburg (figure 45)280. 

Viewing the original fresco was an inspirational experience and there was much to 

observe and learn in terms of his painting of space. Tiepolo explored in his preliminary 

studies a range of representational devices that he was then able to combine in the 

ceiling frescoes to remarkable effect including: his treatment of delicately graded light 

 
280 Svetlana	Alpers	&	Michael	Baxandall,	Tiepolo	and	the	Pictorial	Intelligence	(New	Haven:	Yale	
University	Press)	1994,	110. 
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that was transferred from sketch to enormous ceiling area;281 his use of shadows 

offering ‘not so much depiction as information’;282 the use of rotational rather than 

bilateral symmetry to indicate movement in the figures;283 the convincing 

foreshortening viewed from any position on the floor below; and his notable 

‘device…to mimic in the painting what lies behind the wall’,284 a means to create layers 

which I wanted to examine thoroughly. 
                                                  

 
Figure 46 Tiepolo Sketch for the Holy House of Loretto 1743-44285 

 

The overall shape of the ceiling at the Residenz is rectangular albeit with rounded 

corners created by clusters of actual three-dimensional figures. However, a number of 

Tiepolo’s oil sketches and ceiling frescos are painted within an oval shape. The 

continuity of the curved frame as well as the global nature of the symmetrical space in 

which the image appears, is highly conducive to an illusion of deep space, with 
 

281 Alpers & Michael Baxandall, Tiepolo and the Pictorial Intelligence, 84. 
282 Alpers & Baxandall, Tiepolo and the Pictorial Intelligence, 82. 
283 Alpers & Baxandall, Tiepolo and the Pictorial Intelligence, 128. 
284 Alpers & Baxandall, Tiepolo and the Pictorial Intelligence, 127. 
285 Alpers & Baxandall, Tiepolo and the Pictorial Intelligence, 67. 
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characters floating, whether in the centre or implying a realm stretching far beyond the 

curved surround. 

 

 
   Figure 47 Lucienne Fontannaz The Vesica Piscis and a Female Imaginary 2019 

 

After much consideration, I realised that although I was aiming to introduce a wider 

vision, a cosmic dimension into my artwork—acknowledging the vastness of primeval 

landscapes, being the abode of prehistoric female deities, and the more structured but 

still immense world of their historical successors—I nevertheless needed to incorporate 

a centralising structure into each painting. Such a structure would ideally express at 

once a personal and universal experience of life on earth, being within the greater 
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cosmos. To achieve this, it seemed that the vesica piscis, a foundational and timeless 

geometrical form directly related to the intimate ancestral female—and a metaphor for 

the birth of the universe—might be the symbolic form and structure capable of 

expressing these multiple scales and dimensions.  I hoped that the curved symmetrical 

space of the vesica piscis would allow me to realise the illusion of a near limitless space 

within, as in Tiepolo’s ceiling frescos.  I guessed that at times, elements of the narrative 

may overflow the borders of the geometrical shape, which in my work would mean over 

and onto the surface of the larger rectangular painting surface surrounding the vesica. 

The vesica piscis became central to the composition of all artworks in Iteration 4.  

 

 
  Figure 48 Lucienne Fontannaz, The Virgin and the Whore: Expulsion of Self  2020 
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Historical narratives have been an intrinsic component of my work. The visual reporting 

and representation of these narratives could be described as ‘interpretive historical 

documentary’. That is, the theme of each painting is an epic story, with its chapters, 

episodes and key moments overlapping and interrelating. This range of entry points 

hopefully allows the viewer to connect with them on a more personal level. Propositions 

made are not literally illustrative, but open to consideration and interpretation, as in the 

painting of the Virgin and the Whore (figure 48) which began with the appropriation of 

an image of hell from a medieval manuscript.286 I re-presented what was the figure of a 

queen as the Virgin Mary. She became a complex figure entwined around one border of 

the vesica piscis, as if in a partly sacred and partly profane space. As the painting 

progressed, I inverted it so the whore, a large figure resting at the bottom, would 

dominate the scene from above, albeit with her naked body gently enclosed in a 

protective bubble, alluding to a purity she is traditionally denied.  

 

 
286 The Last Judgement, image in Henri de Blois’ Winchester Psalter c 1150. 
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   Figure 49 Lucienne Fontannaz Mélusine: Good deeds and Punishment 2019 

 

The relationship between figurative and abstract components in each painting is a 

notable aspect of this research, and is clearly demonstrated in the painting representing 

Mélusine (figure 49). Drawing from mythology and history led to appropriation and 

juxtaposition of figurative elements which, when interpreted, involved emotional 

responses. These responses are alluded to through abstract imagery—that is, through the 

insertion of symbols, shapes, colours and lines that are themselves highlighted or partly 

erased. These features, as well as their particular positions within an image, allude to 

notions of irregular, unknown space, place, condition and time. The chosen figure of 

Mélusine, initially figurative—although distorted—becomes more ambiguous as her 
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abstracted tail reveals a wonderland of her story, of swirling masses and a quiet, central 

place of sanctuary.287 

 

 
   Figure 50 Lucienne Fontannaz Medusa and the Ultimate of Betrayals 2020 
 

In Iteration 4, the appropriation and juxtaposition of historical representations remained 

intrinsic to conveying the narrative. Some of the appropriated figures were applied 

through collage, although increasingly I employed an alternative process—tracing an 

intended image insertion onto mylar and then projecting it onto the painting via an 

overhead projector. The resulting figures or objects were enlarged to a desired scale and 

 
287 Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres’ Roger Delivrant Angelique (1819). 
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then traced either subtly or boldly across the picture surface, typically allowing the 

ground they occupied to be revealed between these lines. Such images were then partly 

sanded or superimposed with additional elements to coalesce, altogether expanding the 

layering of shapes, scenes and figures, resulting in an aggregated image that revealed 

the complexity of the unfolding narrative. For the story of Eve (figure 52), I first used 

the collage process to apply a figure from Jacopo della Quercia’s Creation of 

Eve (1430-1434), then painted over it trying to retain the low-relief qualities of the 

original work. As this was unsuccessful, I sanded the collaged image down to the 

painting background featuring a paradise landscape. I then traced and projected the 

image of Eve from Adam and Eve (1528) by Lucas Cranach the Elder, allowing my 

original background to remain visible. In Medusa (figure 50), the heads of the three 

female robots were collage applications, while the standing figure of Athena, borrowed 

from the nineteenth-century sculpture The Athena Column by Leonidas Drosis, was 

applied via tracing and then projected to the desired place and size.  
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 Figure 51 Lucienne Fontannaz Kurdish Female Fighter: Women and/as Property 2019  

 

In Iteration 4, the acts of regularly inverting the paintings during their development was 

a means to ensure that components of the images would float as freely as possible in 

space. This process of inversion is evident in Kurdish Female Fighter: Women and/as 

Property (figure 51). What were at first free shapes in warm and earthy colours soon 

became a landscape of desert lands, villages and buildings. The artwork was turned 

upside down and back again many times, either favouring the placement of the female 

fighter on top or at the bottom of the image, and the ISIS fighter with the row of virgins 

alternately at the top or bottom. Both an aesthetic judgement and a logical decision 

regarding this narrative led to the Kurdish female fighter being at the base of the image, 
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appearing to carry the weight of a falling landscape and a troubled culture on her 

capable shoulders. However, such victorious outcomes gained in war can easily turn in 

its aftermath, and security—even life—can be threatened anew.  

 

 
  Figure 52 Lucienne Fontannaz Eve in the Garden: A paradise of the Sun 2020 

 

As the paintings advanced, so gold became an indispensable ingredient in each as it 

appeared to carry a positive influence—even a resolution—to each narrative. In the 

early stages of engaging with this final series of paintings, I had commenced by 

applying very dark tones, with an abundance of black areas, particularly outside the 

borders of the vesica piscis and even out onto the shoulder framing each artwork. I was 
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understandably representing the ill fate and resulting deep regret surrounding each 

female archetype examined in this research, as well as the troubling repercussions this 

has had for women today. While acknowledging this position of near hopelessness, I 

nevertheless was persistently searching for a means to positively intervene, to take over, 

to find and express an affirmative imaginary. I wanted to reverse the narratives’ 

outcomes, reinstating the power of their assured beginnings. Consequently, my aim was 

to transform and transpose rather than reflect what appeared to be so many regressions 

into darkness. For example, the story of Eve, and its association with the downfall of 

humanity, would predictably inspire one to express a state of gloom, yet this historical 

negativity was exactly what I wanted to contest in my artworks. 

 

To model the intended escape from darkness, a shift in colour and tone seemed 

appropriate. The tenebrous past needed to be illuminated, so as to be constructive when 

read in the present. Drawing on the findings of the previous iterations of artwork was 

pertinent in regard to the further exploration of the use of the colour and sheen of gold. 

As well, I recognised that the symbolism of gold is highly relevant for women, linked as 

it is to renewal and regeneration in alchemy. Gold is also traditionally associated with 

wisdom, health, prosperity: each of these qualities was originally attributed to serpent 

women deities. Gold is also related to courage, success, achievement, and these values 

have clearly been demonstrated by female warriors. On each the thirteen paintings of 

Iteration 4, I first applied an old-gold surface to pertinent elements of the picture, then 

progressively added a brighter tone, light gold, to more areas, including finally to the 

entire surrounding frames—following up on previous experimentation in Iteration 2. 

The gilding within each painting and onto the frames had an impactful unifying effect 

across the whole series of artworks, conferring to each painting a particular radiance. 

This ‘illumination’ acted as a revelation, its brilliancy resonating both visually and 

emotionally. Through this process, the luminosity and splendour symbolically, and by 

way of affect, offered a possible reconstitution of the fundamental dignity and 

spectacular power of these exemplar women. This was manifested in my final studio 

outcomes. 

 

During this research, artworks were created progressively in a staged manner through 

four cognate iterations of my studio methodology. In the first iteration, primeval 

landscapes represented visually and metaphorically the positive and creative powers of 
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ancestral female divinities. Studio experimentation in the second, third and fourth 

iterations addressed the emergence and then dominance of patriarchal cultures and its 

consequent detrimental effect on the status of these early archetypes, and of women 

from all ages ever since. Images from the second iteration concentrated on the figure of 

Eve and her downfall, as well as on other significant mythological and historical female 

archetypes whose lives and histories were abused. Images from the third iteration 

concentrated on the rise and demise of female warriors such as early Amazons, the 

medieval heroine Joan of Arc, and twenty-first-century Kurdish fighters. Images from 

the fourth and final iteration, while exploring further the figures addressed in previous 

iterations, included female archetypes such as the Virgin and the Whore, witches as well 

as the medieval tale of the Mill of Old Wives. Utilising processes such as appropriation, 

juxtaposition, collage and painting, I was able to achieve image outputs that, in part at 

least, showed the original identity, power and imaginary of these archetypes. This last 

body of work saw a significant development in the representation of archetype qualities. 

I increasingly used gold as an effective device to reveal and at the same time redress the 

deadening weight of historic falsehoods. Working further with the creation and 

integration of golden light culminated in the realisation that radiance had to be extracted 

from the characters and their narratives, as it was their original and thwarted radiance 

that could now illuminate a path towards a recovered female imaginary for today. 
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Conclusion 
 

 

This studio-based Doctor of Visual Arts (DVA) research was motivated by a perplexing 

question, and progressed to an ambitious aim. The question was: could the artistic 

processes of appropriation, collage, juxtaposition, and painting reanimate powerful 

female mythological and historical identities? And if the task of reanimation was 

possible, then the aim would be to further develop those images into the visualisation of 

an original female imaginary for today. To answer this question meant it was necessary 

to bring history to light.  

 

Chapter 1 introduced these powerful and dignified female archetypes through 

interpretation of the historical and mythological evidence available. This investigation 

constantly revealed the progressive demise of female archetypes within patriarchal 

societies, either through their deeds being corrupted or their motives being undermined, 

resulting in each having diminished, negative or even demonic status. Such a sustained 

onslaught has left women without a meaningful structure through which to identify and 

to be expressive, particularly in terms of their sexuality, spirituality and power. 

Acknowledging such a history, this research nevertheless attempted to extricate a 

positive image and present a strong message from the experience of these women. 

Further in Chapter 1, this history was evaluated within the frameworks of feminist 

revisionist mythology and the female imaginary, enabling alternate readings and 

interpretations to emerge. This re-reading set in place an original interpretation of the 

subject matter that in turn became the initial content for the explorative paintings.  

 

Chapter 2 described the heuristic research and studio methodologies chosen to facilitate 

an image-making process that would enable a deep connection between the artist’s 

present and ancient female stories and their imaginary. This was a crucial link with the 

past, a necessary validation towards enabling a twenty-first-century conception of 

womanhood to be envisioned, appreciated and acted upon in a collective way. To 

convey such a revelatory experience, the visual language needed to achieve high levels 
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of visual acuity—that is, convincing visualisations—adding new understandings to the 

body of knowledge already existing in the field. 

 

Chapter 3 assessed the canon of key artists working over recent times in this area. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, these artists were from different countries, of varied cultural 

backgrounds, of different ages and have adopted varied painting practices, yet each has 

identified and responded to similar challenges regarding freedoms and expressions of 

personality and identity.   

  

Chapter 4 described the four iterations of artworks. The first explored the primeval 

landscapes of ancestral female divinities. The second, third and fourth iterations 

addressed the emergence and then dominance of patriarchal cultures, their detrimental 

effect on the status of these early archetypes, and consequently of women from all ages 

ever since. In iteration 4, the reporting and representation of mythological and historical 

female archetypes—serpent women deities, warrior women and female archetypes 

considered as having an inherent potential for badness—was realised through thirteen 

paintings. The vesica piscis—a sacred geometrical shape considered an elemental 

female symbol and the site of the birth of the universe—was introduced. This re-telling 

was presented as visual narratives, episodes and key moments interrelating within and 

across the paintings. A juxtaposition of macro and micro events made visible the 

repression and demise of the female figures, the legacy of their pain over millennia, and 

yet, the realisation that they can remain effective role models for today and into the 

future.  

 

These representations were not premeditated at any earlier stage of the DVA. They only 

occurred, were only made possible, through extensive studio experimentation, trial and 

error, painting and sanding back, and painting again, sometimes with transparency, 

other times with thick opaque paint poured straight from the container. And, the vesica 

piscis was incorporated in each painting to provide a consistent centralising structure to 

each composition. This structural element allowed for the realisation of both an intimate 

and cosmic dimension as well as the illusion of a near limitless space, while also 

expressing a personal and universal experience of life on earth. The relatively large 

scale of the works and their physical presence in the studio gave them an architectural 

scale that reminded me of the 360-degree viewing of Tiepolo ceiling frescos. This was 
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an incentive to look at evolving iteration 4 paintings either upright or upside down. 

Consequently, the often-inverted imagery allowed key components to float in space. 

Also, the appropriation of significant figures juxtaposed with abstract, symbolic 

elements alluded to real but also mystical experiences. The initial juxtaposition and 

association of imagery through collage, which was inherently dense and determinate, 

gave way to freer, more flexible projections and tracings, that triggered both factual 

comprehension and emotional responses. And finally, as the artworks advanced, loosely 

in parallel to each other, the increasing use of gold paint conveyed a positive quality, 

approaching a resolution to each narrative. The goldenness became a distinct feature, 

signifying the elucidation of history. As well, the reflected light confirmed its alternate 

interpretations. Such ‘illumination’ within each painting, spilling onto the surrounding 

frames, conferred a particular radiance to the artworks. Arguably, this new luminosity, 

symbolically and by affect, offered up the lost dignity and authority of these exemplary 

women and the now transported gift of their inextinguishable female imaginary. 

 

Having completed this DVA project, it is perhaps inevitable that further questions and 

potentialities arise. In regard to the subject of my investigation, I focused on females 

who, as archetypes were typically spectacular in their presence and performance. To 

best understand this phenomenon, I surveyed the field in a chronological manner—a 

journey from the earliest past to the present. Alternatively, I would now like to be more 

focused on today’s subjects and issues, which would inevitably mean addressing the 

coexistence and interrelating of female and male imaginary.  

 

In the studio, I wish to explore further various states of being, achievable through 

contrasts between solidly rendered characters and fluid transparent presences. I have 

become fascinated by the use of metaphoric representations through abstraction. As 

well, I find the use of gold in image making as alluring as it is powerful. Although the 

application of gold paint occurred late in the development of this studio process, I now 

realise that beginning a painting with gold could immediately situate an unfolding scene 

within the transcendental space of a female imaginary. Working early with the light of 

gold might be an effective way of ‘breaking through’ the representational certainties of 

paint, reflecting the levels of complexity and ambiguity encountered in human 

behaviours and perceptions of our multi-dimensional world.  
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Appendix: Exhibited Artworks 
All paintings, mixed media on wood, measuring 123cm x 93cm. 

 

 
 
Figure 53 Lucienne Fontannaz Serpent Woman Deity: Time Capsule Planet Earth 2019 
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1. Serpent Woman Deity: the Time Capsule Planet Earth  
 
The vesica piscis, site of the origin of the universe, is a central symbol in this image for 
the representation of the serpent woman deity and her attributes as the Creator. Moons 
cycle above, landscapes are formed, and the colours of blood run in the veins of all 
breeding animals. This image of a powerful serpent entwined around the vesica, as in 
traditional depictions of the ‘cosmic’ or ‘orphic’ egg, reinforces the notion of birth and 
earliest beginnings. The linear female figure, dressed in heels, signifies the continuum 
of female presence over time and space, her smartphone enabling communication with 
and conversation about the entire world. The image implies perpetual transition from 
one state to another, from dark to light, from loss to the recovery of identity and 
authority.  
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Figure 54 Lucienne Fontannaz Eve in The Garden: A Paradise of the Sun 2020 
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2. Eve in The Garden: A Paradise of the Sun 
 
Portrayed within this historic conception of paradise is the earlier positive serpent 
woman deity now dispossessed of her original powers, and the demonised Eve in the 
Garden of Eden. The Serpent’s transcendent presence occupies the central spine of the 
picture. Evoking her potential for positive ruling over life and death, yet upended, a 
gestating human baby enters the organic nature cycle, its red presence alluding to the 
punishment made to all Eves of painful childbirth. Eve remains forever burdened by her 
fatal offering. The sun is the source of light and life on Earth, and the female is the 
child-bearing agent of the human species. The uniqueness of this quintessential role has 
brought forth the wrath of a single male God ascribing to women, for good measure, all 
the evils of the world. 
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Figure 55 Lucienne Fontannaz Adam and the Patriarchal Gesture 2020 
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3. Adam and the Patriarchal Gesture 
 
We become privy to the origins of mastery. Man now dominates nature and all the 
animals of Earth, including female human beings and lesser other men. Adam is 
seduced by the structures of patriarchy, its ability to build and sustain institutionalised 
power. Socialisation—organisation into homogenous groups—amplifies impact and 
discourages divergence and dissent. The original serpent deity is now overrun and 
conquered; only a ghostly skin of the vacated serpent remains. A flattened rigid shape, it 
is contorted into a material thing—a necktie or a noose. Adam stands off-centre but 
secure: his left hand protects yet reveals his phallus, while his broad right hand is held 
out, beckoning an irrevocable welcome to the new but now age-old regime of 
patriarchy. 
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Figure 56 Lucienne Fontannaz Mélusine: Good Deeds and Punishment 2019 
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4. Mélusine: Good Deeds and Punishment 
 
Mélusine the serpent-mermaid, a medieval avatar of the serpent woman deity, looks up 
despondently to the world she has built but was forced to escape, to abandon. Mirroring 
the evolution and complexity of her brilliant life, this image contains memories of a 
fantastic but presently troubled place. Multiple layers coexist of her past—entangled 
figures, burning landscapes and her forced transformation into a dragon. And in the 
midst, a silent transparent chamber reminds us of Mélusine’s creativity, her goodness. 
Having been so successful in the affairs of family, community, commerce and the state, 
she was considered to have had supernatural powers. These powers, when envy reached 
its height, were used against her, cited as the reasons for her humiliation and 
banishment. 
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Figure 57 Lucienne Fontannaz Medusa and the Ultimate of Betrayals 2020 
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5. Medusa and the Ultimate of Betrayals   
 
This image examines the tension between three female character types, each possessing 
the power of the gaze. The delicate shell’s intimate opening is a reminder of the young 
Medusa, raped by Poseidon, god of the sea, in the temple of Athena. As punishment, 
Athena transformed the beautiful Medusa into a hideous and frightening figure, her 
head now adorned by angry serpents. Athena attempted to further destroy Medusa as 
she encouraged her beheading by Perseus. Barely afloat among the waves and watery 
camouflage, Medusa reflects upon this cataclysmic and unjust sequence of events. 
Twenty-first century female robots are generated on demand. Their eyes, within seconds 
of opening, are imbued with the alarm of adult birth, which quickly morphs into 
something between fear, aggression and determination. Thunderbolts crack, reminding 
deities, and humans alike, that they are all subject to the universal dominance of nature. 
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Figure 58 Lucienne Fontannaz Atalanta: Life and Death as the Bow Strings 2020 
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6. Atalanta: Life and Death as the Bow Strings 
 
The fearless Amazon Atalanta indicates that taking action matters. This image explores 
overlapping myth, recorded history, and the interpretation of what would have likely 
been the actual performance of Amazon women—that is, fighting with men to the 
death. Here three women come together as an amalgam of role models, the component 
parts disclosing how tragedy can be etched into values and experience of others. The 
Amazons, women from Scythia, were feared for their lethal warring arts of horse riding 
and archery. Myths tell us how they were eventually defeated by the Greeks. However, 
Amazons remained powerful psycho-sexual symbols for Greek men. Surprisingly, 
newlywed couples would be given vases adorned with images of the heroic Atalanta, 
even though the now married woman would be expected to submit to a life akin to 
domesticated imprisonment.  
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Figure 59 Lucienne Fontannaz Joan of Arc: Great Courage, Grand Adversity 2020 
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7. Joan of Arc:  Great Courage, Grand Adversity 
 
This forthright, singular girl holds the standard of France aloft and clutches a dagger at 
her side. Being the only surviving portrait of Joan of Arc to date from her lifetime, it 
exists because a clerk drew it in the margin of a register of proceedings he was charged 
to write up as a record of her trial for treason and blasphemy. This image invites us to 
recognise the euphoric rise of her status, its transience and then her execution, being 
burnt at the stake by authority of the Church for heresy, witchcraft and wearing men’s 
clothes. While Joan of Arc claimed to be directed by the voice of saints, she was most 
likely a spectacularly successful military leader with conviction and courage that 
vanquished the English from France. 
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Figure 60 Lucienne Fontannaz Kurdish Female Fighter: Culture Warriors 2019 
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8. Kurdish Female Fighter: Culture Warriors 
 
The Islamic Kurds are more secure in their religion than they are in their multi-nation 
disputed homeland. Being Muslims, women typically have particular roles to play. 
Uncharacteristically, Kurdish women have become famous as frontline fighting troops 
because of their tenacity and the inherent fear that ISIS soldiers have of being killed by 
a female. These women have transformed themselves from being the carriers of culture 
to the purveyors of death. Successful in their halting of ISIS, they were nevertheless 
betrayed by nervous allies when their local and international advocacy for a homeland 
was foregrounded. The shadow of a woman cloaked in camouflage casts a powerful 
outline against the violence emanating from within the vesica piscis. This is a site of 
experience where everything from traditional flower patterns to high heels go up in 
flames. 
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Figure 61 Lucienne Fontannaz Kurdish Female Fighter: Women and/as Property 2019 
 
  



 137 

 
9. Kurdish Female Fighter: Women and/as Property 
 
The claimed Kurdish homeland to the North overlaps both Iraq and Iran; to the East, 
Turkey; and to the South, Syria. Proposals for a Kurdish homeland and regional 
sovereignty are vigorously rejected by the male presidents of each of these adjoining 
countries. Sunlight, water and soil are the ingredients of all terrestrial property. Land 
and property rights are the ingredients of secure and productive human groups, from 
families to nations. Above the contested land and destroyed buildings, a row of fairy-
like, imagined women are to become an ISIS combatant’s property after death in a 
perverse conception of male paradise. A traditional Kurdish woman watches on, from 
the past to the present where such understandings of women and property are contested 
around the world.  
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Figure 62 Lucienne Fontannaz The Virgin and The Whore: Expulsion of the Self 2020 
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10. The Virgin and The Whore: Expulsion of the Self 
 
The male hierarchy of the Christian Church glorified Mary, the virgin mother of Christ, 
and warns all other women against sins of the body. The Virgin and the Whore 
dichotomy deprives women of their natural selves, declaring that if they are not pure, 
then there is no difference between them and harlots. Related, a common psycho-sexual 
condition results in males seeking out alternate partners who have been degraded. The 
painted image shows a Whore being captured within this judgement along with all other 
sinners in hell, including a wayward king. The Virgin looks on from a split position, 
being part human and part divine. The Whore is contained by the circle of her sins and, 
repentant too late, she joins the descent into darkness. In this image, the vesica piscis 
narrows but inevitably overflows with the weight of life and death and cosmic dust.   
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Figure 63 Lucienne Fontannaz Witches: Hallucinogens and Insights 2020 
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11. Witches: Hallucinogens and Insights 
 
Women who break the norm are scary to men and some other women. Flights of fancy, 
even the demonstration of confident intuition, can be interpreted as aberrant behaviour 
requiring explanation or greater control. The declaration of being a Witch has been used 
to account for a wide range of behaviours, stereotyping women into a dangerously 
subhuman species aligned to the devil himself. This painting shows women identified as 
fantastic beings, inhabiting the night sky, circulating the Earth and returning at dawn to 
its natural waters. The central moon cycles disclose scenes punctuated by 
broomsticks—application rods for hallucinatory potions which facilitate flight. This 
demonstration of female power and activism is noted sternly by men who relish the 
exaltation as much as they connive to destroy the power. 
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Figure 64 Lucienne Fontannaz The Mill of Old Wives and Manufactured Beauty 2020 
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12. The Mill of Old Wives and Manufactured Beauty 
 
Concentration on the body, body image stereotyping and the denial of ageing are central 
elements of this age-old male construct of female worth. Three interpretations of 
women are identified in this painting—an elderly woman from the seventeenth century, 
a Hans Bellmer female doll-like figure, and a twentieth-century truck mud-flap emblem 
of an ideal female travelling companion. As the equally illusionary remaking wheel 
rotates, so the foundation of everywoman covers the Earth. However, an angry eye of 
condemnation now sits at the centre of the grinding mill for old wives, perhaps harking 
forward to the twenty-first century where digital imaging technologies and 
manufacturing processes mass produce life-like female robots. These ‘perfect women’ 
have enough variability to cater to the aesthetic demands and sexual expectations of 
buyers. 
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Figure 65 Lucienne Fontannaz The Vesica Piscis and a Female Imaginary 2019 
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13. The Vesica Piscis and a Female Imaginary 
 
This creation story features female figures floating within mutating time and space, 
actors drifting between hope and dystopia, from the past into the future. The central 
figure, reassuringly real, emerges from primordial waters within the ancestral vesica 
piscis now hatched open. This image attempts to represent the creative journey of 
women, rendering visible the intricacies of their lives and histories. It also identifies the 
scope of realisation and fulfilment made possible by learnt and awakened imaginings. 
 
Images in paint are not definitive; they are illusionary representations. Being 
illusionary, they can convey complex, expansive messages, hold particular meaning for 
each viewer. In these works, the combination of figurative (known) and abstract 
(unknown) imagery refers to the potential of art to construct meaning from the multiple 
sources of myth, history, insight and the imagination.  
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