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ABSTRACT

MATRIARCHAL VOICE, MYTHIC CHOICE
in Hébert, Yourcenar and Desvignes

by Carole Brooks Platt

This dissertation discusses the historical and social
aspects of myth to point out the earlier maternal subtexts
beneath patriarchal myths. Matriarchal myth permits us to
redefine an empowered "feminine" for application to literary
texts. The early and persistent worship of female deities
in France has led to the periodic resurgence of matriarchal
consciousness in French literature; namely, in courtly love,
romanticism, and surrealism. In twentieth-century women's
work in French, this matriarchal choice may still exist,
although in conflict with a discordant patriarchal choice.

Because of the historical situation of women in Québec,
her French heritage, and strong female models in her youth,
Anne Hébert produces a “mothered," matriarchal text in
Kamouraska. Her overly gynocentric narrative universe leads
to an unbalanced view of the feminine and gender
polarization. Hébert empowers women at the expense of men.
The resultant prototype of feminine dominance ultimately
resembles male mythic images of witches and vampires.

Marguerite Yourcenar's exclusive upbringing by her
father and her family myth of the mortal danger of
childbearing influence her "fathered" text: L'Oeuvre au
noir. Over-identification with the father engenders a
disdain for the feminine seen in reductive female portrayal.
However, while rejecting the feminine and hardening his
rational self, her male protagonist experiences a
compensatory resurgence in matriarchal-style consciousness.

Desvignes's "parented" text, Les Noeuds d'argile,
derives from her balanced childhood in the harmonious
landscape of her native Bourgogne, where vestiges of a
"religion de la terre" still remain. The horror of the
German occupation in her teens also fueled her desire for
reconstruction and balance. Desvignes creates a matriarchal
man with a clear, unrepressed feminine side and a need for
merger with the physical female. However, he eventually
succumbs to the pressures of patriarchal society and pursues
an obsessive masculine ideal which eventually kills him.

Each of these novels sounds a distinctive matriarchal
voice arising from the woman author's personal and national
origins. Whether strident and exclusivistic, camouflaged
and muted, or in harmonious balance, this matriarchal voice
is a mythic choice and a gauge of her vision of gender.
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INTRODUCTION

Ten years ago, a friend introduced me to Adrienne
Rich's seminal study Of Woman Born: Motherhood as
Experience and Institution. I had just completed a Master's
degree in French literature and linguistics and was imbued
with structuralism, psychoanalysis and Marxism as critical
tools. I was also pregnant with my first child. I read the
book with interest, but my new condition predisposed me to
focus on Rich's comments on her own pregnancy and
motherhood. Her striking contrast of the feminine principle
exalted in the ancient matriarchal religions and the
devalued feminine in modern patriarchy failed to take hold
in my consciousness. I buried my newly acquired knowledge
of the ancient goddess cults just as they had for centuries
lain dormant before their scholarly revival in the modern
era.

More recently, during my doctoral studies at Rice, my
thesis director introduced me to Merlin Stone's book, When
God Was a Woman. Stone describes the powerful female deity
who was worshipped before conquering cultures with their
patriarchal god(s) suppressed her. I immediately connected
the prototypical mythical female Stone describes with Anne
Hébert's protagonist Elisabeth in Ramouraska. In order to
devise a new "specifically feminine" critical tool, I
decided to research goddess myth extensivelvy. I felt that

by understanding and restoring the female-centered myths of



prehistory one might better interpret works by and about
women created consciously or unconsciously under the earlier
myths' aegis.

My sister, another dévotée of myth and folktale,
suggested I read Robert Graves's thorough account of goddess

theory in The White Goddess. Graves's impressively compiled

historical, linguistic, archeolegical and literary evidence
for an archetypal triple goddess proved invaluable to my

study. In his two volume work, The Greek Mytks, Graves

disentangled the well-known Greek myths from what he
speculates were matriarchal origins. He identifies the
shifting emphases in the myths from supreme goddess worship
to conscious propagandizing for a patriarchal cause.
Specifically, his unconventional version of the Oedipus myth
leads us away from the Freudian interpretation toward an
earlier sacred rite which required the 0ld King's (Father's)
death and the New King's (Son's) union with the Queen
(Mother) for the cyclical rejuvenation of nature to occur.
Another variant on this same mythic theme depicts the Son
annually dying and resurrecting through the agency of his
Goddess lover/mother. The Oedipus myth and, with even
greater clarity, the Orestes myth express the tension
between a matriarchal and a patriarchal familial and
religious perspective in Greek society.

Realizing that Graves alone may not be considered

authoritative enough as a methodological base, I include
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throughout the dissertation references to other mythologists
whose views parallel or complement Graves's. Joseph
Campbell's series of books on mythology and Erich Neumann's
The Great Mother were particularly useful references.

When I probed beyond the writings of the male
mythologists, I found that many women writers of the 1970's
and 1980's had‘also discovered matriarchal myth and were
applying it with a vengeance to their women-centered
writings. Although these writers differed in their
orientation towards goddess study--whether through the lens
of popular psychology, post-~Freudian feminist theory, neo-
Jungian theory, the history of religions, anthropology,
poetry, the novel or literary criticism—-they shared the
common goal of re-—-evoking and re-sacralizing a truly
feminine archetype, untainted by patriarchal prejudice. By
activating a positive, autonomous model for womanhood
inherent in the notion of a once reigning feminine
principle, these writers sought to inspire modern women
individually and collectively toward strength and
independence. Almost across the board, however, these
goddess theorists tended to ignore the dual aspect of the
Goddess who, along with her creative aspect, possessed a
destructive side. In their efforts to revivify the potent
female forces behind the ancient goddess religions, most
matriarchal revivalists were ignoring the highly significant

fact of the Goddess's insatiable need for mal: ~-~~>3ifice.
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My goal in this dissertation is to clarify matriarchal
myth, to identify its importance in French literary
consciousness, and to use it as a tool for understanding
three works by women authors in French. I begin by
establishing a theoretical basis for matriarchal myth and
situating it within the Fren~h literary context. I show how
literary characterizations that adopt a mythic viewpoint
must inevitably choose between contrasting mythic gender
visions, the matriarchal and the patriarchal. Portrayals
which kill off the sexually active or powerful woman assuage
male psychic fear caused by both the engulfing biological
mother and the man-killing archetypal female deity. I
briefly trace literary expressions of this psychic and
societally-perpetuated fear in French male~authored
literature from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century.
In Chapter Two I attempt to redefine the "feminine"

by gleaning its aspects from ancient myths and archetypes
and by pointing out the positive characteristics of
matriarchal consciousness: the interconnectedness of all
living things, the unity of opposites, the cyclical nature
of time, and the holiness of sex. The resultant
redefinition provides a more powerful, nuanced viewpoint
lacking the prejudice of patriarchally-defined femininity
(darkness, passivity, weakness, etc.). I analyze Simone de

Beauvoir's anti-matriarchalist vision in the Deuxiéme sexe

to show how France's foremost theoretician on the feminine
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disregarded the positive, nonspecifically-tellurian aspects
of Great Goddess worship. I see Beauvoir's stance as
conditioned by contemporaneous societal attitudes toward
femininity and her own negative feelings about the
institution of motherhood.

In contrast with Beauvoir's repudiation of matriarchal
myth, I pursue the ideas of its major theorists, Bachofen
and Briffault, and those of its Socialist supporters, before
demonstrating its function in the writings of Freud and
Jung. Each of these writers embraced the idea of matriarchy
and used it for his own theoretical ends. Many other
writers in the modern era have denied the existence of true
matriarchies, based on anthropological and archeological
evidence. I suggest that whether or not women actually
ruled in early societies is irrelevant. The term
"matriarchal" myth as I employ it does not refer to actual
social power of women even though their increased social
power sometimes has led to a resurgence of society's
perceived value of the feminine. I use the term
"matriarchal” to describe a mythical belief system in which
a female deity reigns supreme and possesses the ultimate
creative and transformative powers of the universe. That
the feminine principle once reigned in female-centered
religions seems to me incontrovertible.

Elucidating the perpetuation of matriarchal myth on

French terrain is the aim of Chapter Tunree. A trail of
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precedents of matriarchel consciousness in France is pursued
from courtly love to nineteenth~century Romantic poetry to
surrealism.

The question of writing and sexual difference has
intrigued me for a number of years. For this reason, Part
II of my dissertation is dedicated to a study of the mythic
substructure of several contemporary women's texts written
in French. I wanted to determine how these authors use
mythic patterns in their character and plot development as
well as in their figurative language. I sought to recognize
in their texts matriarchal mythic patterns which would
contrast with the prevailing patriarchal patterns of Western
culture. Myths invariably contain strong opinions about
both appropriate and inappropriate gender behavior. Knowing
this, I hoped to gain insight into the woman writer's
attitudes about gender by analyzing her mythic choices.
Using biographical data obtained both from published sources
and direct correspondence with the two living authors, I
show how the varying family and historico-cultural origins
of the authors predispose their mythic orientation which, in
turn, reflects the visions of gender arising in their works.
Each author learned indelible lessons from her family life,
social environment, and personal experiences which formed a

private folklore inevitably shading her view of the world.

I chose to study Kamouraska by Anne Hébert, L'Oeuvre au

noir by Marguerite Yourcenar, and Les Noeuds d'argile by




Lucette Desvignes, based on the excellent literary quality
of their texts as well as on the epic scope of their
narratives. The density of their texts, the rich
psycheclogical complexity of their characters, and the
vastness of the narrative landscape lent themselves
particularly well to mythic interpretation. These three
writers are also interesting for comparative purposes since
their national origins differ (French/Canadian,
Belgian/French, Burgundian/French respectively), despite
their common language. Hébert adheres the closest to the
matriarchal mythic paradigm in her female-centered story due
both to her French heritage and to her specifically French-
Canadian origins. Yourcenar and Desvignes are strongly
affiliated with mainstream (patriarchal) French culture and
literary tradition. Their main protagohists are men.
Nonetheless, owing to their national origins, filtered
through their male protagonists we witness evidence of
matriarchal consciousness.

My approach to women's fiction is neither to
psychoanalyze the author through her works nor to view her
text as an ex nihilo production or the vital child of a dead
author. 1Instead, I situate the author's writings in her
personal context as well as in her geographic specificity.
Her protagonist inevitably finds him/herself at the
crossroads of self and society, presented with choices and

constraints. As Elizabeth Long states, "Novels are an



especially fruitful mode of access to the subjective
dimension of collective life in part because they explore
the meeting-places of self and society, of inner desires and
external constraints. . . .™

In my analysis, I explain the protagonist's turmoil in
terms of conflicting mythic choices which dictate his or her
behavior. Working at counter-purposes to the major mythic
nominator I identify a secondary mythic choice, a sort of
mythic denominator. I view the protagonist's contradictory
impulses as deriving from the conflictive position of the
individual in society which provides the dramatic tension of
the text.

Anne Hébert, an author highly sensitive to the female
condition, situates Kamouraska, as well as most of the
corpus of her work, in a gynocentric universe where the
female body and the problematics of the female condition
predominate. As stated above, Hébert's French-Canadian
origins, with its entrenched cultural myth of the strong
woman ("la femme forte"), influences her primary mythic
choice. Nonetheless, heir protagonist, Elisabeth, is
anchored in patriarchal society. In the "meeting-place of
self and society," Elisabeth finds herself ambivalently torn

between her inner self molded in a matriarchal family and

! Elizabeth Long, The American Dream and the Popular
Novel (Boston, London, Melbourne and Henly: Routledge &
Kegan Paul, 1985) 4.




the constraining roles of femininity available in the
patriarchal societal script.

Marguerite Yourcenar's exclusive upbringing by her
father and her family myth of the mortal danger of
childbearing influence her male-identified writing and her
primary patriarchal mythic¢ choice. Her over—identification
with the father engenders a certain disdain for the
feminine. Her portrayal of women is more often than not
reductive and she is unable to create leading female

protagonists. L'Oeuvre au noir, despite a full complement

of female characters, presents few flattering images of
women.

Paradoxically, through Yourcenar's male protagonist, a
healthy respect for matriarchal consciousness shows through,
representing both her protagonist's deviance from
patriarchal societal norms and his increasing compliance
with the demands of his feminine unconscious mind. His
conscious withdrawal from women and his development of an
excessively cold, rational self is compensated by an
unconscious resurgence of the "feminine" (matriarchaily
defined). To satisfy the conflicting demands of his
unconscious, he will adopt self-affirming activities based
on matriarchal-style consciousness. Of the three
protagonists of the novels under consideration, only Zénon
will positively resolve his inner conflict. But the

resolution occurs in death where he is transfixed in a
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solitary dimension beyond the world of duality.

Finally, Lucette Desvignes's Noeuds d'argile presents

an androgynous primary choice modeled on a paradisiacal
vision of the myth of Adam and Eve before the Fall. Eve's
nurturance and the close interrelatedness of the couple
ensure that Eden is indeed a paradise. Desvignes's vision
derives from her balanced childhood in the harmonious
landscape of her native Bourgogne, where vestiges of a
matriarchally-based "religion de la terre" still exist in
folk practices and beliefs. Threatened in her teens by the
discordance and horror of the German occupation, an
authentic aspiration toward reconstruction and a profound
belief in the need for tenderness between individuals inform
her work. Desvignes creates a male protagonist, Marrain,
who both exemplifies the androgynous ideal and depends on
symbiotic merger to attain individual happiness. However,
Marrain will succumb to the pressures of society and pursue
in Herculean fashion an obsessive masculine ideal which will
eventually kill him.

Analyzing both the theory of matriarchal myth and its
practice in the writing of three women authors of the late
twentieth century helps to clarify our vision of the
feminine and its usefulness in our daily lives. With the
advent of women writers writing from a position of strength,
nyth becomes reality. The empowered feminine ceases to be

an exclusive inspiration to the male poet, as in the
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Gravesian formula?; it henceforth serves the female author
toward different ends. By uncovering the differing mythic
foundations in these authors, we see how mythic choices
allow each to speak in a variety of voices, both masculine
and feminine or, otherwise stated, patriarchal and
matriarchal. Our goal is to identify these choices and to
contribute a new perspective to the idea of feminine voice—-
a voice necessarily at odds with the dominant male societal

ethos.

2"Woman is not a poet; she is either a Muse or she is
nothing. This is not to say that a woman should refrain
from writing poems; only, that she should write as a woman,
not as if she were an honorary man." Robert Graves, The
White Goddess: A historical grammar of poetic myth (1948
New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 1982) 446-7.



PART I

MATRIARCHAL MYTH
THEORY AND FRENCH CONTEXT
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The Great Goddess

The Mythical Text: Historical and Social Aspects

Are there objects which are inevitably a
source of suggestiveness, as Baudelaire
suggested about Woman? Certainly not:
one can conceive of very ancient myths,
but there are no eternal ones; for it is
human history which converts reality
into speech, and it alone rules the life
and death of mythical language. Ancient
or not, mythology can only have an
historical foundation, for myth is a
type of speech chosen by history: it
cannot possibly evolve from the "nature"
of things.!

—-— Roland Barthes

In sharp contrast to Jung and Freud, for whom myth
bears universal significance, Barthes declares myth void of
essential truth. The language of myth transforms history
into nature to serve a social purpose: "myth has the task of
giving a historical intention a natural justification, and
making contingency appear eternal."2 For Barthes, myth does

not explain, it only "empties" reality by reducing "the

! Roland Barthes, "Myth Today," A Barthes Reader (New
York: Hill and Wang, 1982) 94.

2 Barthes 130-1.
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complexity of human acts" to "the simplicity of essences."?
Barthes was not a mythologist, yet his percéptive
description of the historical, social, and linguistic bases
of the mythiiaking process aligns his thinking with that of
many whose specialty is mythology. Joseph Campbell, well-

known for finding one hero's face beneath a thousand
mythical images, nonetheless agreed that myths and rites
arise from a specific historical context, albeit filtered

through the "general psychology of the species":

[A]Jthough the rites certainly have a psychological
function and must be interpreted in terms of the
general psychology of the human species, each local
system itself has a long history behind it of a
particular sort of social experience and cannot be
explained in general psychological terms. It has been
closely adjusted to specific, geographically determined
conditions of existence, and comprehends, furthermore,
certain archaic notions cf cosmology that have been
derived from millenniums of meditation on the
recognized natural order of the living world . . .

No functioning mythological system can be explained in
terms of the universal images of which it is
constituted. These images are developed largely from
. . . infantile imprints . . . and constitute merely
the raw material of myth. They carry the energies of
the psyche into the mythological context and weld them
to the historical task of the society, where the
symbols function, not in the way of a regressive recall
of the spirit to the joys and sorrows, desires and
terrors of little Oedipus, or of the earlier bambino,
but rather as releasers and directors of the energies
into the field of adult experience and performance.
Mythology, that is to say, is progressive, not
regressive.4

3 Barthes 131-2.

4 Joseph Campbell, The Masks of the God: Primitive
Mythology (1959; New York: Penquin Books, 1988) 91.
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denying that some myths attain "world-wide significance":
"Every hierophany we look at is also an historical fact.
Every manifestation of the sacred takes place in some
historical situation. Even the most personal and
transcendant mystical experiences are affected by the age in
which they occur."s

For his part, René Girard ties mythmaking to real
events, specifically, real collective violence in the form
of ritual killing which was the primitive response to
natural disasters. Girard uses the Milomaki and more
familiar Oedipus legend to exemplify his theory. Oedipus is
exiled, not for his incestuous crimes, but for visiting the
plague upon Thebes. His other crimes are ancillary, proof
of his general malfeasance. Girard concludes that we can
never historically reconstitute the myth, but we are assured
of one thing: the violence actually occurred. In his view,
cults and cultures are founded on the social unity affected

by this collective violence.®

8 Mircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion,
trans. Rosemary Sheed (New York: New American Library, 1958)

2-3.

& René Girard, "Generative Scapegoating," _Violent
Origins: Ritual Killing and Cultural Formation, ed. Walter
Burkert, René Girard, and Jonathan Z. Smith (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1987).
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The anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, who bases his
theory on empirical evidence from field research as opposed
to "armchair" hypothetical reconstruction, provides perhaps
the most useful definition of myth for our purposes: "a
myth or sacred story has to be defined by its function. It
is a story which is told in order to establish a belief, to
serve as a precedent in ceremony or ritual, or to rank as a
pattern of moral or religious conduct. Mythology,
therefore, or the sacred tradition of a society, is a body
of narratives woven into their culture, dictating their
belief, defining their ritual, acting as a chart of their
social order and the pattern of their moral behaviour."?
Without denying the "historical kernel" of the meaning of
myth, Malinowski emphasizes the sociological function of
myth: "The historical assessment of myth, useful as it may
be in many cases, has to be supplemented by the sociological
theory of myth . . . . historical narratives . . . can only
be understood by reference to ritual, ethical, and social
influences of the story on present day conduct."® Like
Malinowski, both Cassirer and Durkheim adopt a functionalist
view of myth.

Joan Bamberger and Gerda Lerner, an anthropologist and

a historian respectively, concur in placing myth in its

7 Bronislaw Malinowski, Sex, Culture, and Myth (New
York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1962) 249.

8 Malinowski 251.



16
historical context. They also add insights into the
practical, sociological uses of myth. Bamberger bases her
ideas on Malinowski's "myth as social charter" theory. She
believes that myths of origins are invented to explain
present realities or societal practices needing
Justification. Using the anthropological evidence of a
male-dominated primitive society still existing in South
America, she shows how the men through their myths
hypothesize an era when women ruled with an abusive power in
order to justify their excluding women from the society's
secret (male) rituals. The myth of the evil powerful woman
works to keep power out of the hands of women and to keep
them submissive.® Myth, in other words, is a script handed
out to society members to ensure compliance with
contemporary standards of acceptable behavior.

Gerda Lerner confirms and extends this hypothesis.io
She demonstrates how myths and rites exist not merely to
explain present society as it is, but to impel its members
to behave ian a manner basically contrary to their nature.
She provides the example of male initiatory rites which

sever the boy child from his exclusive attacliiment to his

9 See Joan Bamberger, "The Myth of Matriarchy: Why Men
Rule in Primitive Society," Woman, Culture, and Society,
ed. Michelle Zimbalist and Louise Lamphere (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1974). Durkheim and Cassirer
also recognize myth's role in promoting social stability.

10" Gerda Lerner, The Creation of Patriarchy (New York
and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986) 45.
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mother in order to align him with the older male warriors.ti!
Societally-prescribed rites, such as Bamberger's example of
the new initiate's stepping on his mother's belly, enforce
anti-feminine feelings and detachment from the mother. Just
as laws are created to rectify proscribed conduct, mythic
stories and rites are devised to rectify penchants in the
psyche considered dysfunctiocnal in a given society.

The fundamental idea that rite prefigures myth brings
together the ideas of the theoreticians we have examined
thus far: the rite is the social practice and the myth is
its justification. As Stanley Hyman clearly states, "the
nyth tells a story sanctioning a rite."!2 Furthermore, and
of greater importance for the purposes of this dissertation,
revised mythical language reflects changing societal views
and practices. The transition from a matriarchal to a
patriarchal mythic orientation is a prime example of
changing mythical language, as we shall see in the

following section.

11 Tn a modern scenario, girl children may be said to
be acculturated to passivity and dependencs on the male
through the "Prince Charming" type fairy tales.

12 Stanley Edgar Hyman, "The Ritual View of Myth and
the Mythic," Myth and Literature: Contemporary Theory and
Practice, ed. John B. Vickery (Lincoln: University of
Nebraska Press, 1966) 54.
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The Maternal Subtext: Oedipus and Jocasta

When the classical Greek myths are voided of universal
content and reduced to moralizing discourses, we are better
able to view them as literary products emanating from a
particular period of history. The principles that Patrick
Brady has applied to first-person narration in fictional
texts are equally valid when analyzing a mythical text. As
he so eloquently states, "Ultimately, the essential
character of first-person narration resides in the fact that
it presents us not with a reality, not even a veiled
reality, but merely witﬁ layer upon layer of veils; and the
task of criticism must be to focus on these veils and to
analyze them with a delicate scepticism which leaves them
intact - if we tear them asunder to f£ind the Truth, we shall
find nothing, for the Veil is the Truth: there is no Truth
or Reality beyond the Veil."!3 The mythical story is like a
veil through which we must interpret reality. Beneath the
veil of the Greek myths that are so familiar to us, another
veil lies hidden providing an alternate interpretation to
reality tied to a more ancient social organization.

A number of mythologists, including J. J. Bachofen,
Robert Briffault, Joseph Campbell, Robert Graves and Erich

Neumann, have exposed the matriarchal origins of myth in

13 pPatrick Brady, Structuralist Perspectives in
Criticism of Fiction (Bern, Frankfurt am Main, Las Vegas:
Peter Lang, 1978) 74.
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their works.!4 Many contemporary American feminist writers
have attempted to strengthen modern women by appealing to a
powerful mythical past. Strong female mythic models
effectively counter the deprecating vision of women in
patriarchal myth (Eisler, Hall, Harding, Millett, Pratt,
Rich, Stone, Walker).

Robert Graves has delineated the parameters of

matriarchal myth in his densely detailed works The White

Gcddess and The Greek Myths. Some theoreticians consider
Graves's assertions about matriarchal myth speculative and
excessive. Thoroughly convinced of his theory, Graves
indeed found evidence to support it in many wide and varied
mythical and literary sources. Whether or not he overstated
his case, a pattern of reverence for a central life-
perpetuating goddess figure undeniably existed in many early
religious beliefs. When a god appears in later mythologies,
he is typically the son/lover or brother/lover of the
goddess. He must pass annually through a cycle of birth,
love of the goddess, self-inflicted or rival-dealt death,

and resurrection (as in the myths of Isis and Osiris, Cybele

14 Malinowski, it must be noted, was staunchly opposed
to the idea of a universal stage of matriarchy that preceded
patriarchy. He concluded through field observation that
mother-~right and father-right existed simultaneously.
"[Tlhere is no such thing as pure mother-right or father-
right, only a legal over-emphasis on one side of kinship,
accompanied very often by a strong emotional, at times even
customary, reaction against this over-emphasis."

Malinowski, Sex, Culture, and Myth 155.
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and Attis, Ishtar and Tammuz, Astarte and Adonis) .1®
According to Graves, the Oedipus myth can be viewed in
line with other Mother-goddess/Son-lover myths, with the
difference that it underscores a transitional clash between
a matrilinear and a patrilinear social and religious
organization in Greece. Traditionally, critics have

interpreted the myth as it appears in Sophocles' Oedipus the

King as man's insurmountably tragic destiny. Freud's long-
accepted "family romance" relies on this mythic story-

line.'® 1In Graves's matriarchally-inspired version, Oedipus

19 Sir James Frazer likewise perceived this pattern. He
concludes his analysis of oriental religions in the west
deploring the early Europeans' millennia-long worship of the
oriental Great Mother of the Gods and her son/lover. The
close of the Middle Ages, for him, "marked the return of
Europe to native ideals of life and conduct, to saner,
manlier [emphasis added], views of the world." The Golden

Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, abridged ed. (1922;
New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1963) 415.

Otto Rank views primal mother worship and its
resurgences just as negatively: "The father-God has been
put in the place of the primal mother charged with anxiety
and desire, in order, in the Freudian meaning of 'Totemism,
to create and to guarantee social organization. Every
relapse to the veneration of the mother, which can only be
accomplished sexually, is therefore anti-social and is
rersecuted with all the horror of so-called religious
fanaticism." The Trauma of Birth (New York: Harcourt, Brace
and Company, 1929) 126. Rank fails where Graves succeeds in
recognizing resurgent, albeit desexualized, mother worship
in the Virgin Mary.

18 R. W. Connell who adamantly opposes the idea of
masculinity and femininity as essences comments on Freud and
the Oedipal drama: "The crucial point is that no one
pattern of development can be taken as universal even within
the specifical social context Freud studied. Researches
like Anne Parson's work on southern Italy have documented
alternative 'nuclear complexes', and this point has to be
applied within cultures as well as between them. The
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invades Thebes, overthrows the old king (Laius), and marries
his queen Jocasta. As the new king, he tries to substitute
the Corinthian custom of patrilinear laws of succession for
the existing matrilinear laws. Jocasta commits suicide to
protest against this "patriarchal revoluticnary"!? and the
loyal Thebans finally banish him from their city. Graves is
obviously convinced that his version of the myth is prior,
reflecting an earlier social organization. The cornerstone
of psychoanalytic theory for him derives from a "perverted
anecdote,"'® the classical Greek version of the Oedipus
myth, not his more "historically" accurate variant.

In The White Goddess, Graves divulges what he considers
the "history" of Goddess religion in Europe and its tenets:
In Europe there were at first no male gods contemporary
with the Goddess to challenge her prestige or power,
but she had a lover who was alternatively the
beneficent Serpent of Wisdom, and the beneficent Star
of Life, her son. The Son was incarnate in the male
demons of the various totem societies ruled by her, who
assisted in the erotic dances held in her honour. The
Serpent, incarnate in the sacred serpents which were
the ghosts of the dead, sent the winds. The Son, who
was also called Lucifer or Phosphorus ('bringer of
light') because as evening-star he led in the light of

the Moon, was reborn every year, grew up as the year
advanced, destroyed the Serpent, and won the Goddess's

Oedipal drama is constructed in quite specific situations.
Not only are there multiple pathways through childhood, the
routes can and do change as_gender relations change in
history" (emphasis added). Gender and Power: Society., the
Person and Sexual Politics (Stanford: Stanford University
Press, 1987) 206.

1?7 Graves, The Greek Myths, vol. 2, 15.

18 Graves, The Greek Myths, vol. 2, 13.
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love. Her love destroyed him, but from his ashes was
born another Serpent which, at Easter, laid the glain
or red egg which she ate; so that the Son was reborn to
her as a child once more.1l9

The Serpent rival is not considered the father of the Star-
son (primitive peoples,'Graves felt, were ignorant of the
role of the father in procreation); nonetheless, we perceive
the pattern of the son killing the father for the love of
his mother who in turn destroys him only to give birth to
him again.

The earliest Greek creation myths confirm this pattern
where the son in league with the mother kills the father.
Gaia and Cronos castrate Uranus and overthrow him. Rhea
hides Zeus from Cronos, whom he later fights and defeats.

As our earlier argument regarding the historicity of myth
and the primacy of rite over myth would suggest, mythic
language of this type would seem to justify a king's annual
ritual sacrifice by his royal replacement.2? The myth of
the emasculation of Uranus, for example, "records the annual

supplanting of the o0ld oak-king by his successor" per

i9 Graves, The White Goddess 387-88.

20 We find confirmation of ritual regicide in Sir James
Frazer, Joseph Campbell, and other mythologists. Marie
Delcourt, on the French side, recounts the "mariage sacré
[qui] unit a4 la Terre-~Maére un jeune homme qui la féconde,
qui est ensuite sacrifié, son cadavre dépecé et répandu sur
les champs." Oreste et Alcméon: Etude sur la projection
légendaire du matricide en Gréce (Paris: Société d'Edition
"Les Belles Lettres," 1959) 11.







