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Abstract

This research paper analyses and compares the myth of Medusa in ancient and modern times, through
literature, art, media, pop culture and psychoanalysis to determine whether the modern reinterpretation of
Medusa’s story is a genuine transformation or merely a repurpose of Medusa’s image without addressing
the deeper issues of gender, power and sexuality. By recasting Medusa into modern feminist narratives,
scholars and philosophers like Freud, Lacan, Cixous and Butler help challenge the patriarchal narratives
and try to subvert traditional gender roles. Through these feminist theories, we are able to overlook the
traditional portrayal of Medusa with a fresh eye. Though there are limitations to interpretations of
Medusa’s image, they are less in comparison to literature that has appropriately used the myth of Medusa
to raise questions about violence and discrimination against women in modern times. The paper challenges
whether modern reinterpretation is seen as Medusa’s “glow up” or “glow down” by examining examples
of literature, art and pop culture.
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INTRODUCTION

The figure of Medusa has undergone a remarkable transformation in cultural representation evolving from
fear of some monster of classical ancient mythology to a symbol of feminist empowerment, traditionally
depicted as a terrifying creature called Gorgon® with snakes for hair and whose gaze could turn men to
stone. Medusa a symbol of beastly and malevolence in classical mythology is given a makeover of
resistance, power, and reclamation of female autonomy through a feminist lens. This shift raises questions
regarding whether Medusa’s modern “glow up” is a genuine re-evaluation of her mythological role, or is
society’s way of retroactively correcting historical narratives that have long demonised powerful women.
This research paper will explore the transformation of Medusa’s image examining how and why she has
been reinterpreted and what this says about contemporary cultural attitudes towards gender, power and
mythology. By examining how Medusa’s image has evolved in modern literature, art, and pop culture,
and analysing this transformation through Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalytic frameworks, the paper

'Gorgon, an enigmatic mythic creature, is mainly known as a hideous female monster who was beheaded by Perseus,
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvbj7gjn.23.
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will reveal how Medusa has come to represent repressed fears and desires, particularly concerning the
male gaze and its implications for female sexuality.

MEDUSA IN ANCIENT GREEK MYTHOLOGY

Medusa in ancient Greek mythology and art is depicted as an apotropaic symbol acting “like the modern
evil eye?”. In simple words a figure of danger to ward off enemies. Multiple ancient sources, such as
Homer, Hesiod and Pindar have created fables surrounding Medusa.

But the most commonly believed legend illustrated by Ovid goes as follows, among the three daughters
of Phorcys and Ceto, Medusa turned out to be a beautiful mortal, unlike her sisters who were immortal
Gorgons from the time of their birth. Upon becoming a maiden in Athena’s temple. She caught the
attention of the great sea God, Poseidon who couldn’t resist temptations and forcefully assaulted Medusa,
impregnating her in the sacred temple of Athena. Infuriated the virgin Goddess transformed Medusa into
a Gorgon like her sisters with a mass of venomous snakes for hair, boar-like tusks protruding, a tongue
hanging between her sharp fang-like teeth, her hideous presence and cursed her so that anyone who looked
directly at her would be petrified. Meanwhile, Polydectes, King of Seriphos, eager to get rid of Perseus,
sent him on a quest hoping this would be his final days. Perseus reaches the lonely island of Sarpedons
after persuading various Greek gods and goddesses to help him kill Medusa. He finds her sleeping in a
cave. He uses Athena’s bronze shield’s reflection to avoid looking directly into her eye, and he manages
to behead her. Upon Perseus severing Medusa’s head, she bore two children Chrysaor and Pegasus, who
sprung out of her neck.® Perseus escapes the wrath of other Gorgons by using the Cape of Hades given to
him by Hermes. The story of Medusa doesn’t end here. Her head played a crucial role in turning Polydectes
and the islanders into stone, saving Princess Andromeda, and eventually, Perseus returned Medusa’s head
to Athena as an offering, which she set on Zeus’ aegis*. Medusa’s remaining blood was used by Asclepius
to kill enemies and at times used as a cure, for example when Athena used it on her stepson Erichthonius.
Athena set aside Medusa’s hair lock, which was passed on to Hercules and then Cepheus to protect the
hometown of Tegea. Ovid’s version of Medusa’s backstory in Book 4, Metamorphosis, is from the point
of view of Perseus and not Medusa. It speaks about the heroic triumph of Perseus, portraying Medusa as
a prize earned and a weapon of protection. Perseus upon describing the story of beheading Medusa says,
“worthy thing to narrate”®. Ovid does not give Medusa the agency to narrate her own story but allows her
Killer to narrate instead of her hence silencing her voice.

Jean Pierre Vernant’s work in Myth and Society in Ancient Greece® offers a rich analysis of Greek myth
and its social functions, including the role of Medusa. Vernant explores how myths reflect and shape
societal values, fears, and dynamics. Medusa, according to Vernant appears lethal gaze, embodies the fears
and anxieties of the ancient Greeks. She represents a form of chaos and destruction that threatens the
ordered world of humans and gods. She is also often depicted as the ultimate “Other,” a figure who is
radically different and thus terrifying. Vernant suggests that her monstrous form and the myth surrounding
her reflect the Greeks’ anxieties about the unknown and the boundary between civilisation and barbarism.

2Glennon, Madeleine. “Medusa in Ancient Greek Art.” In Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History.

3Glennon, M. “Medusa in Ancient Greek Art | Essay - The Metropolitan Museum of Art”. Met
Museum,https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/medu/hd medu.htm. Accessed 23 August. 2024.

4Zeus’ aegis - The shield of Zeus, sometimes lent it to Athena, worn over a garment for protection,
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0063:entry=aegis-cn

S0vid. Metamorphoses. Edited by R. J. Tarrant. Oxford University Press, 2004. Oxford Classical Texts.

SMyth and Society in Ancient Greece. By Jean-Pierre Vernant. Translated by Janet Lloyd.
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In Vernant’s view, myths like that of Medusa are not just stories but are deeply intertwined with social
and psychological realities. Medusa’s role as a figure of terror is linked to broader themes of power, control
and societal order.

“What did it mean to be manly or masculine in ancient Greece?”’, says Scott Rubarth. In traditional ancient
Greece, masculine traits like courage, boldness, independence and power in women were unacceptable for
the society and the nature of gender. Female masculinity was tied to sexuality in Greek literature®. Man
and masculinity are identified as two different concepts one being “biological sex”® and the other acting
as “performative gender role”'? as identified by Scott Rubarth in his paper on ‘Competing Constructions
of Masculinity in Ancient Greece’. We do not find female voices and perspectives in traditional ancient
Greek literature as it was penned down by male authors. We learn about female masculinity in studies that
focus on women in Greek antiquity. Rubarth says, “male authors and critics saw the feminine gender as
problematic and in many cases dangerous™!!, indicating femininity as problematic when compared to
masculinity which was considered very evident. In his paper, Rubarth tries to showcase masculinity which
has different focus points in different cultures and claims that masculinity is not rigid but rather flexible
and he does this by analysing three cultures, Athenian, Spartan and Stoic.

MEDUSA AND THE MALE GAZE

Over time, Medusa’s image has been interpreted and reinterpreted in various ways, often influenced by
the cultural context of those interpretations. One prominent modern perspective on Medusa is through the
lens of the male gaze, a concept in feminist theory. The term male gaze was coined by film theorist Laura
Mulvey in her 1975 essay, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”*2, It refers to the way visual arts are
structured around masculine viewers. The male gaze often objectifies women, presenting them as objects
of male pleasure and desire rather than as subjects with their own agency. The male gaze shapes how
women are depicted in media, often highlighting their appearance and sexuality over their personality or
intelligence. This can reinforce gender stereotypes and power dynamics where women are seen primarily
through a sexualised, male perspective. In Greek mythology, Medusa’s transformation and the fear she
evokes can be interpreted as a reflection of the patriarchal fear of female power and sexuality. The male
gaze traditionally demands women to be passive and beautiful. Medusa’s power to turn men to stone with
her gaze subverts this dynamic, making her a figure of fear, repression and dominance rather than desire.
Medusa’s monstrous appearance is emphasised in many artistic depictions, and her story is framed as a
cautionary tale about the dangers of female beauty and power. Her beheading by Perseus is often
celebrated as a heroic act, symbolising the subjugation of female power by male dominance. In
contemporary feminist thoughts, Medusa has been reclaimed as a symbol of female rage and
empowerment. Her gaze is seen not as a curse but as a symbol of resistance to patriarchal control. Some
feminists view her story as a narrative of victim-blaming and the punishment of female sexuality. They
argue that Medusa’s transformation into a monster is a metaphor for how society demonises women who
are victims of male violence.

’Competing Construction of Masculinity in Ancient Greece by Scott Rubarth

8Penrose, Walter Duvall, 'Female masculinity and courage in ancient Greek thought', Postcolonial Amazons: Female
Masculinity and Courage in Ancient Greek and Sanskrit Literature

9Competing Construction of Masculinity in Ancient Greece by Scott Rubarth

10Ccompeting Construction of Masculinity in Ancient Greece by Scott Rubarth

Competing Construction of Masculinity in Ancient Greece by Scott Rubarth

12| aura Mulvey, Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema
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A psychoanalytic perspective by Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan

Female monster who turns onlookers into stone has been a subject of fascination and fear for centuries.
One of the most compelling lenses other than the feminist one is the psychoanalytic perspective,
particularly through the theories of Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan. This analysis examines Medusa’s
representation in terms of sexuality, power, and the male gaze.

Freud, the father of psychoanalysis, wrote about his perspective on Medusa in his essay called “Medusa
Head” (1922). He interprets the Gorgon’s head as a symbol of castration anxiety3. According to Freud,
the image of Medusa’s head, with its serpents for hair and petrifying gaze, evokes the fear of castration in
the male unconsciously. The serpents are seen as phallic symbols and Medusa’s terrifying power is tied to
the fear of losing potency or masculinity. For Freud, castration anxiety stems from the fear a young boy
feels upon realising the anatomical differences between the sexes, particularly the absence of a penis in
females. This fear is projected onto the image of Medusa, whose head embodies the ultimate threat of
castration (symbolised by the beheading by Perseus). Freud suggests that the petrification effect of
Medusa’s gaze is a metaphor for sexual arousal and the subsequent paralysis caused by the fear of
castration. The act of turning to stone can be interpreted as a defence mechanism against overwhelming
fear and desire. Interestingly, Freud also notes that Medusa’s head was used as a protective amulet or as
apotropaic in ancient times. In this context, the image serves as a way to ward off evil and danger,
embodying the very fear it incites. Freud interprets this dual role as part of the ambivalence inherent in
human sexuality and power dynamics.

Jacques Lacan, a French psychoanalyst who extended Freud’s theories, developed the concept of the gaze
within his framework of psychoanalysis. For Lacan, the gaze is tied to the formation of the self and the
realisation of being an object of others’ perception. This realisation often leads to a sense of alienation and
a search for identity. Lacan introduces and discusses the concept of the “mirror stage”** in his 1949 essay
called, “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the I Function as Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience” which
is also found in “Ecrits: A Selection”. His theory of the mirror stage describes a development phase when
an infant first recognises itself in a mirror. This recognition marks the beginning of the formation of the
“I” and introduces the idea of the self as both subject and object. The gaze represents the moment of
realisation that one is seen by others and is not in control of their own image. Medusa’s gaze can be seen
as a manifestation of Lacan’s concept of the “Real” - the unfiltered, unmediated truth that is too
overwhelming for the conscious mind. The horror evoked by Medusa’s face represents an encounter with
the “Real”, a moment when the constructed order of reality is shattered. Lacan’s work on the gaze has
been interpreted in feminist theory as describing how women are objectified and controlled through the
act of looking. Medusa, with her petrifying gaze, subverts the traditional male gaze by turning it back into
the onlookers, Instead of being an object of desire, she becomes a subject of terror and danger, subversing
the power dynamics and challenging the notion of the passive female and the active male observer. Lacan’s
theory of “Lack” describes the idea that human desire is rooted in a sense of incompleteness or absence -
is also relevant to the Medusa myth. The fear associated with Medusa’s gaze is a fear of confronting one’s
own lack, symbolised by castration. In this sense, Medusa represents the ultimate confrontation with the
lack inherent in human existence and the boundaries of the symbolic order.

Both Freud’s and Lacan’s interpretations point to a fear of feminine power and sexuality. Medusa’s ability

Bcastration anxiety refers to when young boy (coming of age) fear losing his genitalia or sexual potency as a consequence of
having sexual desires for their mother and views their father as a rival.
L acan, Jacques. “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the I Function as Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience”.

IJFMR240528089 Volume 6, Issue 5, September-October 2024 4



https://www.ijfmr.com/

i International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

IJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

to turn men to stone can be seen as a metaphor for the fear that male dominance could be subverted by the
very object of desire. Her image challenges the male gaze by refusing to be passively observed, instead
actively confronting and immobilising the observer. The feminist psychoanalytic approach uses the myth
of Medusa to critique traditional power structures and the objectification of women. Medusa’s story, when
viewed through the lens of Freud and Lacan, highlights the deep-rooted fears and anxieties surrounding
female sexuality, power, and agency. By confronting these fears, feminist theorists aim to deconstruct the
dynamics of the male gaze and advocate for more equitable representations of women in art, literature,
and society.

MEDUSA IN FEMINIST INTERPRETATION

From the figure of a monster to a feminist icon, Medusa’s tale has had a long journey through different
narratives and perspectives since ancient times. In modern times, Medusa has found a place in the works
of feminist thinkers, artists and writers. Medusa’s story has been reimagined and reclaimed, offering a
fresh perspective on Medusa, and transforming her once again for female empowerment, resilience and
resistance against patriarchal oppression. Traditionally, Medusa’s story has been read as a narrative
constructed by men that reinforces patriarchal values: the punishment of female beauty and sexual
autonomy, the vilification of women who transgress male authority, and the celebration of male heroes
and their victories, glamorising their existing and action, who also restores order by subduing threatening
female forces.

Helene Cixous, a prominent French feminist writer and philosopher, published her groundbreaking essay
“The Laugh of the Medusa” in 1975. The essay is a cornerstone of feminist literary theory and is pivotal
in the movement known as ‘Ecriture Feminine’!®, which encourages women to write about women, for
women and to women. She says, “Woman must write for her self: must write about women and bring
women to writing, from which they have been driven away as violently as from their bodies—for the same
reasons, by the same law, with the same fatal goal. Women must put themselves into the text—as into the
world and into history—by her own movement®, she insists on expressing their unique experiences and
identities outside of the patriarchal structures. Cixous challenges traditional representations of women in
literature and myth, including the figure of Medusa, offering a reinterpretation that transforms Medusa
from a symbol of fear and monstrosity into one of liberation, laughter, and empowerment. In her essay,
Cixous famously writes, “You only have to look at the Medusa straight on to see her. And she’s not deadly.
She’s beautiful and she’s laughing.” This statement subverts the conventional narrative, suggesting that
Medusa’s supposed monstrosity is a projection of male fears rather than an inherent quality. Cixous
reimagines Medusa’s laughter as a symbol of feminine power, freedom, and creativity. Laughter, in this
context, is an act of defiance against the structures that seek to silence and control women. By encouraging
women to embrace their own voices and experiences, Cixous uses Medusa’s image to inspire a reclamation
of female identity and autonomy.

One another very influential philosopher and gender studies philosopher, Judith Butler, discusses the
concept of gender performativity in her most groundbreaking book titled Gender Trouble: Feminism and
the Subversion of Identity, first published in 1990. In this work, Butler introduces the idea that gender is
not something one is, but something one does—an ongoing performance shaped by societal norms and

SEcriture Feminine when translated means women’s writing by Cixous, Héléne in her essay “The Laugh of the Medusa.”
18Cixous, Héléne in her essay “The Laugh of the Medusa.”
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expectations. Butler argues that gender identity is constructed through repeated actions and behaviours,
which are governed by cultural norms rather than being a fixed or innate trait. This concept of gender
performativity has had a profound impact on feminist theory, queer theory, and the study of identity
politics, challenging traditional notions of gender as a binary and fixed category and is closely related to
modern feminist reinterpretations of Medusa. The modern interpretations of Medusa’s story subvert the
male gaze, much like how Butler’s theory allows for subversion through the performance of non-
conforming gender identities. Medusa’s modern image aligns with Butler’s idea of performativity as a site
of redefinition. In simple words, Medusa’s story acts as a metaphor for the redefinition of gender norms,
highlighting the power of reclaiming one’s narrative and identity. Butler’s idea of gender performativity
is further elaborated in her subsequent work called Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex
(1993).

Medusa as a Victim of Patriarchal Violence

In modern feminist readings, Medusa is often seen not as a monster but as a victim of patriarchal violence
and injustice. Her transformation into Gorgon is viewed as a punishment, not for her actions but for being
violated by a male god, reflecting how women are often blamed or shamed for crimes committed against
them. This reinterpretation shifts the focus from Medusa’s monstrousness to the injustices she suffered,
highlighting themes of victim-blaming and the silencing of women’s voices. The concept of ‘ecriture
feminine’ by Cixous emphasises writing that embodies the fluidity, plurality, and difference inherent in
the female experience. This form of writing stands in opposition to the rigid, hierarchical structures of
traditional (often male-dominated) literature and thought. Cixous encourages women to write their bodies,
asserting that language and narrative should reflect the unique realities of female life. Medusa’s laughter
is a metaphor for ‘ecriture feminine’, challenging patriarchal narratives. By embracing Medusa’s laughter,
women writers can break away from societal constraints, express their desires, and reclaim their power.
Laughter in this sense becomes a form of rebellion against the expectations of society for women to be
passive and demure. Rather than a passive victim, Medusa is interpreted as a figure of formidable strength,
capable of defending herself against a world that seeks to control or harm her. This perspective aligns with
the broader feminist movement, which encourages women to reclaim their anger and use it as a source of
empowerment rather than suppressing it to conform to societal expectations of passivity and docility.
Medusa and Empowerment through the Gaze

Feminist theorists have also explored Medusa’s story in the context of the “male gaze,”*’ a concept coined
by Laura Mulvey, she uses this term to describe how women are often depicted in media from a male point
of view that objectifies and sexualises women. Medusa’s gaze, which turns onlookers to stone, subverts
this dynamic by reversing the power structure. Instead of being an object of the gaze, Medusa becomes a
subject whose gaze holds power. Her ability to petrify men is interpreted as a rejection of being objectified,
challenging traditional gender roles and power relations between men and women. This reinterpretation
invites a reconsideration of how myths shape cultural attitudes towards women and challenges the binaries
of beauty/ugliness, life/death, and power/submission.

17As I have mentioned in the section ‘Medusa and the Male Gaze’ of this paper.
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MEDUSA’S REPRESENTATION IN CONTEMPORARY CULTURE, MEDIA AND SOCIAL
MOVEMENTS

Medusa as a Symbol of Feminist Art

Modern artists have reimagined Medusa as a symbol of feminist empowerment. For example, she is often
depicted not as a hideous monster but as a powerful, beautiful woman who embodies the complexities of
female identity. Artists like Judy Chicago'® and Audrey Flack'® have portrayed Medusa in ways that
emphasize her strength and agency rather than her monstrosity, challenging viewers to reconsider the ways
in which female power is perceived and represented.

Medusa in Popular Culture

Medusa’s story has found its way into various forms of popular culture, from novels and films to fashion
and advertising. In many of these representations, Medusa is recast as a figure of empowerment,
independence, and even liberation. For instance, in the fashion world, her image has been used to
symbolise strength and defiance. The Italian fashion house Versace, which uses Medusa’s head as its logo,
embraces her as a symbol of allure, power, elegance, and seduction, reinterpreted to convey luxury and
confidence.

Literary Reinterpretations

Writers have also explored Medusa’s myth in new ways. In poetry and fiction, Medusa reclaims her voice,
which allows her to tell her own story rather than being defined solely by the male gaze or patriarchal
narratives. For example, Medusa by Jessie Burton??, Stone Blind by Natalie Haynes?!, and The Shadow of
Perseus by Claire Heywood??. This shift in literature gives Medusa a sense of agency and reframes her as
a character with depth, dignity and diction.

Medusa and the #MeToo Movement

The #MeToo movement?®, which seeks to address and combat sexual harassment and assault, has drawn
on Medusa’s imagery to symbolize the strength of survivors and their ability to confront abusers. Medusa’s
narrative of being punished for a crime committed against her resonates with many women’s experiences
of not being believed or being blamed for the violence they endure even today. By reclaiming Medusa as
a symbol of empowerment, survivors can challenge the stigma surrounding their experiences and assert
their rights to speak out and seek justice.

Medusa in Discussion of Body Positivity and Gender Identity

Medusa has also been embraced as a figure of body positivity and a challenge to conventional standards

18Chicago, Judy’s work “The Dinner Party” includes a place setting of Medusa along with other female mythical creatures,
depicting resilience and strength. https://judychicago.com/gallery/.

19Bronze sculpture of Medusa by Audrey Flack. https://www.meiselgallery.com/artwork/colossal-head-of-medusa-a-p-1-2/
2OMedusa a young adult feminist retelling of the tale of Medusa, a deviation from Ovid’s popular version, focusing on Medusa
as an 18-year-old cursed and exiled on a rocky island with her sisters. The story begins when Perseus, a young man lost at sea,
arrives on the island. Both Medusa and Perseus find themselves connecting and sharing their emotions and stories. Medusa
conceals her identity and her snake-adorned head to not petrify Perseus as feelings develop between the two. The novel critiques
societal beauty standards, rape culture and victim blaming. Throughout the interaction between them, Medusa finds her own
voice, learns self-acceptance, and embraces her identity, realising her worth without needing external validation.

21stone Blind focuses on Medusa as a victim of her parent’s rejection, Poseidon’s assault, Athena’s wrath and Perseus’ mission
to kill her. Yet, through these wounds, she managed to come out strong.

22The Shadow of Perseus, is about the myth of Perseus through three women who know him the most: his mother Danae, his
wife Andromeda and his victim Medusa

23Me Too. Movement is a social movement which began in 2006 to raise awareness about sexual harrassment and assault,
particularly in the workplace. The movement is to power survivors, challenge societal norms around harassment, and advocate
for changes in policies and attitudes regarding sexual misconduct.
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of beauty as articulated in the book by Jessie Burton?*. Medusa’s transformation from a beautiful maiden
into a Gorgon can be seen as a sign of rejection of superficial beauty norms imposed by patriarchal society.
In this context, Medusa represents the idea that beauty is multifaceted and that power and worth are not
tied to physical appearance. Moreover, Medusa’s fluidity and ability to defy categorization resonate with
contemporary discussions around gender identity and expression, offering a symbol of resistance against
binary and restrictive gender norms.

CRITIQUE OF MODERN APPROPRIATION OF MEDUSA’S TALE

The modern feminist reinterpretation of Medusa can both challenge patriarchal norms and sometimes fall
short by merely repurposing her image without fully addressing deeper issues of gender and power.
Whether these interpretations genuinely subvert patriarchal structures or merely repackage Medusa’s
image for contemporary feminist discourse depends on how deeply they engage with the underlying social,
cultural and political dynamics.

Genuine Challenges to Patriarchal Norms

One of the most influential modern feminist interpretations of Medusa is written down by Helene Cixous
and other scholars, who recast Medusa as a victim of sexual violence and male aggression. These
reinterpretations bring to light issues like victim-blaming and the punishment of women for male actions,
highlighting ongoing problems in how society treats women, particularly in cases of sexual violence. By
focusing on Medusa’s victimisation and subsequent dominance and control over women’s bodies. By
portraying Medusa not as a monster but as a powerful figure capable of resistance, modern
reinterpretations subvert traditional narratives that depict women as passive, docile, fearful, submissive
and demure. This transformation again aligns with the concept of gender performativity by Judith Butler,
where Medusa’s defiance becomes a performative act of resistance against the cultural scripts that dictate
how women should behave. This challenges the binary gender roles and offers an alternative view of
female power that is not about compliance but about self-assertion and empowerment. The use of Medusa
as a symbol of feminist empowerment-such as in art, literature, and popular culture—also serves to reclaim
women'’s narratives and voices. This reclamation process is itself a form of resistance, as it seeks to rewrite
the cultural scripts that have historically defined women as either virgins or monsters. By asserting that
Medusa’s gaze represents a reclaiming of agency, feminist reinterpretations can disrupt the “male gaze”
and challenge the objectification and commodification of female bodies, which are central to patriarchal
control.

Potential Limitations of Reinterpretation

Critics argue that merely repurposing Medusa’s image as a feminist icon without deeper engagement with
the systematic issues of power, gender, and inequality can lead to a superficial or tokenistic use of her
image. Without addressing the structures that perpetuate patriarchy—such as economic inequalities, legal
systems, and cultural norms—using Medusa as a symbol of empowerment risks becoming an aesthetic or
symbolic gesture rather than a substantive challenge to patriarchy and the power it holds. For example,
there is a risk of commodification, such as, in fashion for aesthetic purposes, pop culture that depicts
Medusa as a villain, Corporate logos such as Versace that uses Medusa’s head as a mechanism to allure
customers, tattoo art which again is more about the aesthetic appearance than deeper understanding of
issue at hand or as simple as a metaphor for danger. This dilutes Medusa’s tale to a marketable icon rather

24Medusa: The Girl Behind the Myth By Jessie Burton
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than a symbol of resistance. In such cases, the feminist interpretation becomes a trend rather than a
transformative practice. This type of interpretation forgets to address the intersectional aspects of gender,
race, class, and sexuality that shape women’s experiences. Medusa’s story, if not contextualised with these
broader frameworks, risks overlooking how different women might relate to themes of victimisation, rage,
and resistance differently. A more profound engagement with Medusa’s narrative would involve
examining how her story resonates with diverse women’s experiences and how her myth could speak to
intersectional struggles against various forms of oppression.

CONCLUSION

Medusa’s myth has evolved from a cautionary tale of monstrous femininity into a powerful symbol of
feminist resistance, empowerment, and transformation. Modern reinterpretations challenge traditional
patriarchal readings of Medusa, offering new insights into issues of gender, power and identity.
Psychoanalytic perspectives offer insights into the unconscious fears and desires associated with Medusa’s
image. By reclaiming Medusa’s story, contemporary thinkers and artists not only critique the ways in
which they have been historically represented and controlled but also celebrate the strength, complexity,
and resilience of women. Medusa’s enduring relevance in modern culture underscores her power as a
figure who continues to inspire and provoke, challenging us to rethink how we see and understand the
world. In conclusion, Medusa’s evolution from a fearsome monster to a feminist icon is a testament to the
power of cultural narratives and their ability to shape societal attitudes. While her modern interpretations
offer a promising avenue for challenging patriarchal structures, it is essential to remain vigilant and ensure
that these reinterpretations are not merely cosmetic changes but genuine reflections of a shifting societal
consciousness towards gender equality and empowerment. While the reinterpretation of Medusa can be a
powerful tool for challenging patriarchal norms, it is crucial to avoid superficial appropriation and engage
with the deeper issues of gender, power and inequality.
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