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Panel 1: Popular historical fiction. Chair: Christopher Hogarth 

Leanne Bibby, Teesside University: ‘A Brittle Sense of History: Contemporary 
Women’s Historical Novels’ 

Megan Henesy, Bournemouth University: ‘“A Place of Women”: Herstory and Female 
Agency in Kiran Millwood Hargrave’s The Mercies and A.K. Blakemore’s The 
Manningtree Witches’ 

Orsolya András, Babeș-Bolyai University, Romania: ‘The Hangman’s House by 
Andrea Tompa: An Intersectional Feminist Reading of Transylvanian History’ 

Leanne Bibby 

Title: ‘A Brittle Sense of History: Contemporary Women’s Historical Novels’ 

This paper examines the role of contemporary women’s historical novels with feminist 
themes in developing a new, shifting and ‘brittle’ sense of historical knowledge. I will 
look closely at recent, well-known novels by A. S. Byatt (The Children’s Book, 2009), 
Kate Atkinson (Transcription, 2018) and Nadifa Mohamed (The Fortune Men, 2021), 
authors whose works are connected by a notably brittle sense of historical knowledge 
of twentieth-century events such as wars, migration and associated social change, 
and their impacts on women’s lives. By ‘brittle’ historical knowledge, I refer to the 
fragile knowledge that emerges as the twentieth century passes out of recent memory 
and becomes what is thought of as ‘history’. Importantly, this term will also denote 
knowledge that often emerges from non-professional or controversial sources such as 
amateur historical research and other historical fictions (a form produced 
predominantly in popular novels and by women authors). These novels’ depictions of 
key twentieth century events suggest that this brittle historical knowledge, although 
profoundly disputed and changeable, is also hugely influential in wider understandings 
of those events, and in turn indicate unconventional configurations of knowledge and 
power. I contend that these authors’ literary production and its central interest in 
personal issues within wider political and social shifts play a pivotal role in tracing 
emerging definitions of history as time passes. In making these arguments, the paper 
draws on feminist studies of historical fiction and Hayden White’s interdisciplinary 
notion of ‘the practical past’ in understanding history and historical knowledge’s 
relationship to literary and other cultural practices (2014). I also expand on recent 
critiques of popular historical fictions which recognise their historiographic significance 
but have not hitherto looked closely at fictions about the twentieth century specifically. 

Biography 
Dr Leanne Bibby is Senior Lecturer in English Studies at Teesside University. Her 
main research interests are contemporary historical fiction, the relationships between 
literary writing and historical narratives, and feminist literary and intellectual history. 
She is the author of A. S. Byatt: Fictions, Histories, Myths and co-editor with Gina 

https://modernlanguages.sas.ac.uk/events/event/26251
https://modernlanguages.sas.ac.uk/events/event/26251
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Wisker and Heidi Yeandle of Legacies and Lifespans in Contemporary Women’s 
Writing, both under contract with Palgrave. 

Megan Henesy 

Title: ‘“A Place of Women”: Herstory and Female Agency in Kiran Millwood 
Hargrave’s The Mercies and A.K. Blakemore’s The Manningtree Witches’ 

This paper analyses how recent historical novels The Mercies by Kiran Millwood 
Hargrave and The Manningtree Witches by A.K. Blakemore reinterpret the history of 
the 17th Century European witch trials from the perspective of the women who were 
accused, using female voice and agency to present a form of ‘herstory’.  

The Mercies is set on the Norwegian island of Vardø where, on Christmas Eve 1617, 
all the men of the island are killed by a storm while fishing. The women of Vardø are 
left to fend for themselves, taking on the men’s work as well as their own domestic 
tasks, and reshaping the community following their collective tragedy. Eighteen 
months later, the arrival of the newly appointed commissioner of Vardø, Absolom 
Cornet, challenges the women’s new way of life as he launches a period of oppression 
and instigates a witch hunt which leads to trials and executions. The Manningtree 
Witches is set 26 years later in the small English town of Manningtree, Essex, where 
again the society is predominantly female due to the ongoing Civil War, and the arrival 
of Matthew Hopkins (the real self-appointed Witchfinder General) instigates a culture 
of mistrust, accusations of witchcraft, trials, and executions.  

The real events that inspired these novels place them as examples of 
‘herstory’. Herstories ‘bear witness to and speak out about traumatic experience’, 
while also challenging ‘official versions of patriarchal history’ (Pellicer-Ortin and 
Andermahr, 2013: 4-5), and these novels do so through their presentation of 
recognised feminist themes such as female resistance, female sexuality, patriarchal 
violence, and religious tyranny.  

This paper aims to explore how these novels generates empathy in the reader by 
considering them as examples of traumatic and affective herstory. It will consider how 
Millwood Hargrave and Blakemore play with concepts of storytelling and language to 
remind us that these historic events were documented by men of letters, not the 
illiterate women who fell victim to these trials, and how reading imagined versions of 
these women’s experiences allows us to see uncanny echoes of oppression in the 
present.  

Works cited 
Pellicer-Ortin, Silvia, and Andermahr, Sonia (2013). Trauma Narratives and Herstory. Basingstoke: 

Palgrave Macmillan. 

Biography 
Dr Megan Henesy is a Senior Lecturer in Media, Culture and Communication at 
Bournemouth University. Her research looks at narratives around politics, identity and 
female experience found in literature, TV, and film. 

Orsolya András  

Title: ‘The Hangman’s House by Andrea Tompa: An Intersectional Feminist 
Reading of Transylvanian History’ 

Andrea Tompa is one of the most successful contemporary Hungarian writers. Her 
work is inspired by the history of her native region, Transylvania, especially by events 
that can be considered traumatic for both communities and individuals. She focuses 
on the experience of women, as well as that of ethnic and religious minorities, 
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representing the perspectives which usually remain invisible in historiography, and 
mirroring the multicultural environment of Transylvania.  

Her first novel, The Hangman’s House, was published in 2010, and since then has 
been re-edited five times, becoming a popular book about the last years of communist 
dictatorship in Romania. It tells the story of a teenage girl and her family, which is 
embedded into the historical context.  

The rhythm of memory and narration are based on the perception of everyday details 
and embodied experience. The focus on everyday life makes the living environment 
of women (responsible for the reproductive work) more visible. The novel also deals 
with the brutal restriction of reproductive rights, the precarity of 1980s Romania, while 
presenting the creative solutions found by women to make life liveable under the harsh 
conditions. 

The Hangman’s House is a feminine coming-of-age story in which growth and 
development are closely linked to the immersion into the past and the protagonist’s 
search for her roots. The novel questions the shifts of gender and family roles that 
have occurred in the 20th century in Eastern Europe.  

Each chapter of the novel is a single sentence, creating a lively and absorbing rhythm, 
and also suggesting the nearly obsessive need to express everything that was 
silenced earlier by political oppression. Despite the narration of traumatic events, the 
novel is still able to use humour and suggest a profound love and joy of life. 

Biography 
Orsolya András is a PhD student at Babeș-Bolyai University, Romania. She has a B.A. 
in German and Slavic studies from the same university (2013) and an M.A. from 
Philipps University Marburg (2015). Her research interests include comparative 
literature and women’s writing.  

She has taught in foreign language centres in Mexico and Hungary and since 2012 
has translated poetry, short stories, essays and journalistic texts from German, 
Romanian, English and Spanish into Hungarian. She completed a creative writing 
course and attended translation workshops. Currently she is working on her thesis 
about novels written by female authors from Romania, processing the period of 
communist dictatorship (Herta Müller, Alina Nelega, Andrea Tompa). 
 

Panel 2: Feminist messages yesterday and today. Chair: Emily 

Jeremiah  

Mónica Ganhão, University of Lisbon: ‘Writing Women for Nineteenth-century 
Readers and Reading Women Today: The Case of Herança de Lágrimas (1871) by 
Ana Plácido’  

Eman Abed Elkareem Hijazi, Al-Aqsa University: ‘Feminist Narrative Discourse 
Analysis in Sahar Khalifeh’s Muthakirat Imra’atin Gheiru Waqea’atin (1986)’  

Gareth Wood, UCL: ‘A Feminist Writes the Abusive Woman: La carne (2016) by Rosa 
Montero’ 

Mónica Ganhão 

Title: ‘Writing Women for Nineteenth-century Readers and Reading Women 
Today: The Case of Herança de Lágrimas by Ana Plácido’ 

Ana Plácido (1831-1895) was a Portuguese female author who lived in the shadow of 
her lover and husband Camilo Castelo Branco, one of the most famous Romantic 
writers in Portugal. Her work, though almost forgotten and rarely read, is invaluable to 
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the study of the Portuguese nineteenth-century novel and the female figure so 
frequently portrayed in it. Herança de Lágrimas, her biggest work, focuses on the love 
life of the daughter of a woman who lost everything for adulterous love. Branca’s life 
story serves as an example meant not only to prevent Diana, her daughter and reader, 
from making the same mistakes that she did (such as believing in the loyalty of a lover) 
but also to deter readers from falling into similar traps. By centering the plot around 
women, their love life and their feelings and thoughts, Plácido places first-hand female 
psychology as the main concern of her work, allowing for a different perspective from 
that used by contemporary male authors and encouraging women readers to reflect 
about their own lives and condition, possibly changing some of their life choices and 
beliefs. Sadly fallen into oblivion, this novel has recently had a proper non-facsimiled 
edition, thus resurfacing Plácido’s controversial stance on marriage and adultery and 
bringing to the attention of 21st century readers the fact that 19th century Portuguese 
female writers were not as conservative as we commonly believe them to have been.  

Biography 
Mónica Ganhão is registered for a PhD in Portuguese and Romanic Studies at the 
School of Letters of the University of Lisbon, benefiting from a scholarship from FCT 
(the Portuguese national funding agency for science, research, and technology) while 
developing a project and dissertation related to nineteenth-century women writers. Her 
interests include female authorship, the representation of women in literature and, 
specifically, in Portuguese literature, and the relationship between female and male 
writing before present times. She has also done research and a master’s dissertation 
on the Portuguese author Eça de Queiroz and shares interest for Lusophone African 
Literature and authors such as João Paulo Borges Coelho and Mia Couto. 

Eman Abed Elkareem Hijazi  

Title: ‘Feminist Narrative Discourse Analysis in Sahar Khalifeh’s Muthakirat 
Imra’atin Gheiru Waqea’atin’ 

Narrative is a major mode of discourse in everyday life. Through narratives, we make 
sense of our experiences while sharing them with others depending on our negotiation 
efficiently. Halliday and Hasan (1976) stated that a well-formed narrative that rests on 
the skillful use of linguistic forms in functionally appropriate ways to achieve a coherent 
text expressed in a cohesive fashion linguistic forms that range from grammatical 
morphemes and lexical items to complex syntactic structures, and among the textual 
functions. This study can be considered as the first study tackling the novel from a 
linguistic feminist perspective. It investigates the narrative discourse aspects found in 
the selected novel, examining how the novelist employs characters, characterization, 
the chronological sequence of events ‒ Time ‒, and focalization. Some elements of 
narrative discourse from Gargesh’s (1990) narrative theory have been adopted, 
focusing on how the protagonist narrates her painful story relying on the interior 
monologue. The results show that Khalifeh innovatively employed elements of 
narrative discourse, such as focalization, from a feminist perspective and how she 
introduced the clash between her and the outdated conventions and her family’s 
members.  

Biography 
Eman Abed Elkareem Hijazi is a Lecturer in the English Department of Al-Aqsa 
University, Gaza, Palestine. She obtained an MA in Linguistics and Translation from 
the Islamic University, Gaza, Palestine in 2021. She has published on Sahar Khalifeh, 
Layla Al-Atrash, and Adnan Adel. 
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Gareth Wood 

Title: ‘A Feminist Writes the Abusive Woman: La carne by Rosa Montero’ 

This paper explores the ambiguities in Rosa Montero’s novel La carne (2016). Montero 
has been at the heart of Spain’s cultural life since the mid-1970s, when she joined the 
staff, and then the editorial team, of the newly founded newspaper, El País. The latter 
became a mouthpiece for the Spanish centre-left during the transition to democracy, 
after 36 years of Franco’s dictatorship, and remains the country’s best-selling left-wing 
newspaper. As a novelist, Montero’s popularity has endured over many decades, due 
in no small measure to her focus on populist genres – stories for children and young 
adults, historical fiction, and sci-fi. Her novels that address the experiences of 
contemporary women have earned her a reputation as a feminist; however shy she 
may have been of that label. Her 2016 novel, La carne, was something of a departure, 
not least because the author sought to exercise considerable control over how it was 
consumed. Montero was determined that plot-spoilers would not mar the reading 
experience for her audience, since the novel hinges on an unexpected turn in events. 
It portrays a complex middle-aged woman and her association with a male prostitute 
nearly half her age. Narration is focalized exclusively through the perspective of its 
protagonist, Soledad, about whom information is drip-fed to the reader. With each 
revelation comes fresh insight into the motivations of someone whose conduct would 
meet the legal definition of stalking, which became a specific crime in Spain the year 
before Montero’s novel appeared. Is Soledad empowered by her ability to contract 
professional sexual services or belittled by her reliance on them? How might one 
square the novel’s portrayal of female coercive and controlling behaviour targeted at 
a man with Spain’s continuing epidemic of violence against women? How do 
Soledad’s professional interests ‒ she is curating an exhibition on writers dogged by 
misfortune, among them several female authors whose careers were blighted by 
misogyny – reflect the novel’s wider concerns? And in a novel which depicts with 
admirable frankness a woman’s sexuality in later middle age, why is there no mention 
of female pleasure?  

Biography 
Dr Gareth Wood is Senior Lecturer in Modern Peninsular Spanish Literature at UCL, 
where he is also currently head of the programme in Spanish, Portuguese, and Latin 
American Studies. He has written on a number of modern and contemporary writers 
from Spain, particularly Javier Marías, Almudena Grandes, Lucía Etxebarria, Miguel 
de Unamuno, Benito Pérez Galdós. He is currently writing a book about one of Spain’s 
first thorough-going feminist writers, Emilia Pardo Bazán. 
 

KEYNOTE 1. Serena Todesco. Chair: Adalgisa Giorgio 

‘A Ferrantean Legacy? Contemporary Italian Women’s Narratives, or How to 
Turn Literary Feminism into “Pleasure”’ 

Biography 
Dr Serena Todesco holds an MA in Comparative Literature and Cultural Studies from 
the University of Limerick (2008) and a PhD in Italian Literature from University College 
Cork (2013). She is a literary translator and an independent scholar of Italian literature 
and gender studies.  

Her research interests include female identity and (self) subjectification in relation to 
gendered and/or cultural otherness in the South and the relationships between 
philosophies of sexual difference, motherhood, and women’s literature in 
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contemporary Italy. She regularly participates in international conferences and has 
held seminars on Italian Southern women writers at several universities.  

She is the author of Tracce a margine. Scritture a firma femminile nella narrazione 
storica siciliana contemporanea (Pungitopo, 2017) on the memory of women in 
literature in the work of Sicilian women writers of the 1990s and the 2000s and 
of Campo a due. Dialogo con Maria Rosa Cutrufelli (Giulio Perrone, 2021), a 
conversation with feminist activist and author Maria Rosa Cutrufelli on women’s 
writing, feminism, and gender culture in Italy. She has co-edited two online volumes: 
(with Daniela Bombara and Milagro Martín-Clavijo) La Sicilia a firma femminile: uno 
sguardo diacronico e sincronico dal XV al XXI secolo (Rivista di Studi Italiani, 1, 2020) 
and (with Daniela Bombara) Fantastika! Terrore, soprannaturale, fantascienza, utopia 
e distopia a firma femminile (ISSA, University of South Africa,1, June 2021). She has 
published several articles and book chapters on gendered thematisations of the South 
and motherhood and daughterhood in Elena Ferrante, Michela Murgia, Anna Maria 
Ortese, Maria Rosa Cutrufelli, Nadia Terranova, Maria Attanasio, Giuliana Saladino, 
Maria Occhipinti, Viola Di Grado, and Slavenka Drakulić. For a complete list of 
publications, see https://ucc-ie.academia.edu/SerenaTodesco 
 

Panel 3: Engaging with readers’ affects. Chair: Milena Romano  

Cécile Lebleu, Tulane University: ‘The Feel-good Novel or the Anguish of Happiness’  

Rebecca Walker, University of St Andrews: ‘Feeling Bad: The Feminist Potential of 
Negative Affect in Elena Ferrante’ 

Cécile Lebleu 

Title: ‘The Feel-good Novel or the Anguish of Happiness’ 

Over the last ten years, the French literary landscape has seen the emergence of a 
new genre: the feel-good novel. Although often despised and disparaged as 
middlebrow or feminine writing, the feel-good novel has much to offer, especially in its 
often-crude representation of French society and particularly of the contemporary 
French woman.  

Since de Beauvoir, the feminist discourse has lifted the veil on women's political, 
cultural, and social oppression and has denounced inequalities, hitherto overlooked. 
With the feel-good novel, we see this awareness opening up to working class women 
who are neither academic nor intellectual, to women who have internalized this 
inequity and who are unable to find the cause of their malaise.  

In my presentation, however, I intend to show that the feel-good novel remains a 
double-edged sword. Since it must necessarily have a positive end, the solutions it 
proposes are only temporary and palliative. They fail when it comes to critically assess 
the roles expected of women and the standards by which we measure their success 
and ‘happiness’.  

Although it highlights the dysfunctions of a society that has become alienating and in 
which it is difficult to flourish as an individual, the feel-good novel contributes, through 
the happy ending of its protagonists, to the same dysfunctions that it identifies and 
denounces. The desire to have as perfect a life as possible, or at least to reflect it, 
stems from the idea that the recognition of others is one of the factors necessary for 
‘happiness’. This desire, which is often nourished and encouraged in the feel-good 
novel, is just as distressing and alienating. The ‘feel good’ in this case is no longer 
happiness, but a reinforcement of social pressures.  

https://ucc-ie.academia.edu/SerenaTodesco
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Biography  
Cécile Lebleu is a PhD student at Tulane University. She earned a Master's in French 
from the University of Arkansas in 2017. Her dissertation explores how the 
contemporary feel-good novel reflects a modern capitalist ethos that subsumes feeling 
good to desiring and consuming a fabricated social ideal, exacerbated by Facebook, 
Instagram, and other social media platforms. 

Rebecca Walker 

Title: ‘Feeling Bad: The Feminist Potential of Negative Affect in Elena Ferrante’ 

In one of Elena Ferrante’s reflections collated for publication in Incidental Inventions 
(2019), she states that ‘I have learned that bad feelings are inevitable; if we want to 
be honest with ourselves, we have to confess them. It’s a matter of discipline’ (69). 
Throughout her literary production from the 1990s onwards, negative affect – bad 
feelings – are an extraordinarily powerful force, drawing her female protagonists and 
those around them to speak and act in ways which expose the seething ambivalence 
of emotional life in a world dominated by cycles of mental, physical, and verbal 
violence. Her deeply introspective first-person narratives communicate with a 
resonance which has brought her international recognition what it is like, particularly 
for women, to feel bad, and the shattering consequences which this can have for self, 
other, and world.  

With particular reference to the Neapolitan Novels (2011-14), and to her most recent 
title La vita bugiarda degli adulti (2019), this paper examines the modes by which 
Ferrante sutures her readers into empathetic identification with her protagonists, 
zooming in on those visceral and painful aspects of emotional life such as anger, 
shame, jealousy, and self-loathing which we are encouraged to suppress, but which 
are necessary for transparent and authentic self-expression. In this sense, to give 
voice to the unutterable zones of affective experience is a feminist imperative, creating 
a space from which we can reclaim our bad feelings and harness their creative 
potential.  

Biography 
Dr Rebecca Walker is presently Associate Lecturer in Italian at the University of St 
Andrews. She obtained her PhD in Italian from St Andrews with a thesis on Goliarda 
Sapienza and Elena Ferrante. She continues to carry out research in the field of 
modern and contemporary women’s writing across languages.  
 

Panel 4: The ‘middlebrow’, intersectionality, and the global novel. 
Chair Marie-Lise Paoli  

Christopher Hogarth, University of South Australia, Adelaide: ‘French Women’s 
Movements Down Under: The Burgeoning of Francophone “Middlebrow” Migrant and 
Travel Texts’  

María Fanjul Fanjul, Nottingham Trent University: ‘Rethinking Global Feminism in 
Isabel Allende’s Mujeres del alma mía’  

Daria Forlenza, Research Fellow, LUMSA, University of Rome: ‘Reading the 
Novel Americanah by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie: An Intersectional Analysis’ 

Christopher Hogarth 

Title: ‘French Women’s Movements Down Under: The Burgeoning of 
Francophone “Middlebrow” Migrant and Travel Texts’ 
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In a 2016 work, Subha Xavier examines the case of female-authored Francophone 
migrant texts, in which she finds ‘the experience of migration a wellspring of creative 
possibility—one that allows [them] to contest all forms of fixity, be they based on 
national, cultural, sexual, or racial identities’ (2016: 163). Such narratives have 
become increasingly popular in the 21st century, following on from what Charles 
Forsdick terms ‘The resurgence of an interest – both popular and academic – in travel 
literature in 1990s France’ (2005: 6). Oana Sabo argues that the idea of the existence 
of fixed subfields of the literary marketplace which divide an elite readership interested 
in aesthetically valuable works and a mass market for popular, commercially viable 
ones has collapsed. This accords with Beth Driscoll’s 2014 theory of a ‘middlebrow’ 
literature, which conflates ‘elite’ and ‘mass market’ texts and where ‘literary and 
commercial practices are dynamically interrelated’ (13).  

In this paper, I examine examples of such middlebrow migrant texts by analysing 
works by female writers who represent their migration from France (and Belgium) to 
Australia. I explore the means by which these works contribute to a global French 
literature that collapses distinctions between elite, niche and popular, and between 
centre and periphery. I will also examine the extent to which these works engage with 
or form part of a new feminist discourse, especially within the field of French-Australian 
writing that I am currently exploring more widely. 

Biography 
Dr Christopher Hogarth is Senior Lecturer of Literary Studies and French at the 
University of South Australia, based in Adelaide. He completed his BA (Hons) in the 
UK (University of Bath) and his PhD in the US (Northwestern University). He has 
worked in Australia since 2012. He has published especially on the intersection of 
literature from France, Italy, and Senegal, with a focus on migrant writing and 
transdiasporic identity. While Senegalese literature about migration has long been the 
focus of his study, he also writes about the notion of ‘Afropean’ culture in French, 
Italian and English, as well as the intersection of literature with other forms of media, 
such as film and music. He is currently a Chief Investigator on the Australian Research 
Council-sponsored Discovery Project, ‘Transnational Selves: French narratives of 
Migration to Australia’.  

María Fanjul-Fanjul 

Title: ‘Rethinking Global Feminism in Isabel Allende’s Mujeres del alma mía’ 

Isabel Allende’s prolific literary career has seen 25 books published, 74 million copies 
sold around the world and her works translated into more than 42 languages. In 
Mujeres del alma mía (2020), Allende relishes her readers with a return to feminism 
and its significance for her own life since early childhood. Accompanying Allende in 
her journey with feminism, readers are reminded of the terrible situations that, 
underpinned by violence, millions of women around the world find themselves in. 

Hence, this paper argues that the multiple manifestations of violence experienced by 
women around the world -notwithstanding the differences that may set them apart- 
has brought and should continue to bring them together in their fight against it. 
Allende’s writing therefore does not only act as a reminder of such pervasive violence 
but, more importantly, it functions as a catalyst for reflection and call for global action. 

Biography 
Dr María Fanjul-Fanjul is a Senior Lecturer in Spanish at Nottingham Trent 
University. Born and educated in Spain, she graduated in Modern Languages from 
Salamanca University. She later completed an MA in International Cultural Studies at 
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Nottingham Trent University and was awarded her Ph.D. in 2010. Her research 
interests lie in contemporary women’s writing in Spain and Latin American, reading 
groups and Cultural Studies. She has written on Isabel Allende’s fiction and on issues 
regarding Allende’s reception transnationally. In 2014 she published a monograph 
about Allende’s popularity in Britain and Spain entitled Readers´ Responses to Isabel 
Allende´s Fiction: A Critical Study of Her Cross-Cultural Popularity in Britain and 
Spain.  

Daria Forlenza 

Title: ‘Reading the Novel Americanah by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie: An 
Intersectional Analysis’ 

The theory of intersectionality has made scholars reflect on the exclusion of subjects 
marginalised by feminist theory and the impact that this exclusion has caused in 
practice (Crenshaw, 1989; Nash, 2008). It has highlighted black women’s complex 
subjectivity and the different levels of discrimination that they face on account of race 
as well as gender. Intersectionality lies at the core of sociological-anthropological 
studies which conceptualize women as «subjects of action» or and a «subject in 
becoming» (hooks, 1999). It interprets women’s writing as an attempt to reappropriate 
the idea of what a woman is and can be. The more marginalised a woman is, the more 
she needs to express herself.  

The intersectional focus of Adichie’s 2013 novel Americanah is visible in its 
interweaving of the themes of gender, ethnicity, and migration with the identitarian 
challenges encountered by Africans in the United States. The story is set in Nigeria 
and in the USA. Ifemelu, the protagonist, decides to leave Nigeria for the USA to find 
opportunities for a better life, but she struggles to integrate in the host context because 
of her ethnicity. Adichie constructs a plurality of black women (and men), with different 
roles, beliefs, and desires: Ifemelu, a woman who does not want to depend on men, 
is portrayed alongside Kosi, a more traditional woman who wants to get married. 

Adichie’s aim is to disrupt stereotypes which affect black communities and especially 
black women, and to give a fair representation of what it means to be black in 
contemporary society.  

Works cited  
Adichie, Ngozi Chimamanda (2013). Americanah. New York: Anchor Books.  
Crenshaw, Kimberlé (1989). ‘Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist 

Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics’. The University of 
Chicago Legal Forum, 1: 139-167.  

hooks, bell (1999). Yearning. Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics. New York: Routledge. Translated 
into Italian and edited by Maria Nadotti, Elogio del margine. Scrivere al buio. Naples: TAMU, 2020. 

Nash, Jennifer C. (2008). ‘Re-thinking Intersectionality’. Feminist Review, 89 (1): 1-15.  

Biography 
Dr Daria Forlenza is a Research Fellow at Università LUMSA, Rome. She grew up in 
Naples, where she graduated in Political Science from the University of Naples 
Federico II. She obtained her PhD in Rome, where she currently lives. She conducted 
part of her PhD research at SOAS, University of London. Here she developed a 
research project on ‘Integration and Immigration: The Ethnic Press in the City of Rome 
and London’. She has previously worked as a researcher for a number of Research 
Institutes in Rome, analysing migration patterns. She has also worked on pedagogical 
approaches to teaching Italian and teaches in high school as well as Italian classes 
for non-native speakers. Alongside research and teaching, she has a keen interest in 
writing and journalism. 
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Panel 5: Speculative fiction. Chair: Serena Todesco 

Ilse Born-Lechleitner, Johannes Kepler University, Linz: ‘Female Speculative Fiction: 
Storytelling the “Humane”’  

Marie-Lise Paoli, Bordeaux Montaigne University: ‘Aporetic Feminism in The 
Handmaid's Tale and its Intermedial Avatars: A Refuge from the Patriarchal Hellscape 
of Gilead?’  

Francesca Calamita, University of Virginia: ‘Feminist Issues from Page to Screen: 
Debating Global Women’s Rights in The Handmaid’s Tale and Luna Nera’ 

Ilse Born-Lechleitner 

Title: ‘Female Speculative Fiction: Storytelling the “Humane”’ 

At the end of MaddAddam, Margaret Atwood ‒ perhaps ‘one of feminism's the most 
powerful storytellers’ (Riley, 2018: 159) ‒ infuses hope into her dystopian world by 
having a child of the genetically engineered tribe of the Crakers learn to write, 
emphasising the importance of storytelling for the human race. 

Speculative fiction, as an umbrella term for utopia, dystopia, and science fiction, allows 
female writers to explore the boundaries of gender and possible ways of transcending 
its restrictive, culturally constructed roles. In a setting that makes the everyday seem 
strange as it is (sometimes just a little) ahead of our time, it offers a way to highlight 
female inequality and oppression and the lack of respect for women in present 
society.  

As early as Charlotte Perkins Gilman's Herland, and particularly from Margaret 
Atwood's hallmark The Handmaid's Tale onwards, female speculative fiction has 
explored both what a society based on equality between men and women could look 
like, as well as what it means for women to live in a rigidly patriarchal world. Drawing 
from a variety of examples, for instance Naomi Alderman's The Power, this talk aims 
to show how female writers have pushed the boundaries of gender, while using the 
‘safety’ of the genre, to show its rigid normative categories, while simultaneously 
transcending the feminist concerns to explore what it means to be a human being.  

Works cited 
Riley, Catherine, with Lynne Pearce (2018). Feminism and Women’s Writing. An Introduction. 

Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. 

Biography 
Dr Ilse Born-Lechleitner has recently returned to Literary Studies through the 
installation of a teacher training programme at Johannes Kepler University, Linz, in 
which she teaches courses on English fiction and poetry as well as drama and film. 
Her thesis on Adultery in Elizabethan, Jacobean and Caroline Tragedy, which 
investigates the role of women in 16th and 17th century English society and drama, has 
sparked an interest in feminist theory and contemporary women’s writing.  

Marie-Lise Paoli  

Title: ‘Aporetic Feminism in The Handmaid's Tale and its Intermedial Avatars: A 
Refuge from the Patriarchal Hellscape of Gilead?’ 

In The Handmaid’s Tale series Canada looms large as the land of freedom for those 
entrapped in the theocratic dictatorship of Gilead. This paper will use a specific generic 
approach to address the assumption that Canada is a refuge from patriarchal 
oppression in the Atwoodian imaginary: the textual matrix from which the Canada-as-
refuge motif originates will be analysed in terms of ‘ustopia,’ a word coined by Atwood 
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to describe what she calls the ‘dire cartographies’ of her speculative fiction. What will 
be argued is that Atwood’s anti-Manichean stance goes counter to the notion of 
Canada as utopian/feminist haven vs dystopian/patriarchal United States aka Gilead, 
just as the ‘us-’ prefix in ‘ustopia’ is wittily polysemous. Comparing and contrasting the 
narrative and intermedial devices that fabricate a Canada that typifies Foucault’s 
heterotopia as a place of otherness set against the backdrop of hegemonic Gilead will 
also throw light on the metafictional value of the refuge motif: the series focuses on 
Offred's attempted escape only to cliffhang with the delayed resolution of the main 
protagonist’s trials and tribulations, which echoes the initially aborted crossing of the 
border into Canada on which the suspense of the novel relies, its inconclusiveness 
prompting a questioning of all polarities, a transcending of all borders. No wonder that 
the paradoxes of Atwood’s ustopia and its aporetic feminism could also inspire a 
graphic novelist, an opera composer, and a choreographer as well as numerous anti-
Trump ‘handmaid’ protesters to seek asylum if not in Canada at least in (non escapist) 
CanLit. 

Biography  
Dr Marie-Lise Paoli is Associate Professor of English literature at Bordeaux Montaigne 
University, France, and director of a research centre on women’s creativity (ERCIF-
Équipe de Recherche Créativité et Imaginaire des Femmes). In 1998 she was 
awarded the Prize of the Margaret Atwood Society for her article ‘Fertility and Sterility 
in The Handmaid’s Tale: The Waste Land of Gilead’. She is the author of numerous 
articles and book chapters on musicalized fiction, opera, intertextuality and 
intermediality, gender and the rewriting of myth in contemporary British and Canadian 
literature, and the editor of Women and Nature (1999), Women’s Autobiographical 
Writings (2001), Pina Bausch’s Margins and Choreographic Territories (2013), The 
Cause of Women in 18th-Century Europe (2 vols, 2015), Femininity, Liminality, 
Animality (2019). E-mail: Marie-Lise.Paoli@u-bordeaux-montaigne.fr  

Francesca Calamita 

Title: ‘Feminist Issues from Page to Screen: Debating Global Women’s Rights in 
The Handmaid’s Tale and Luna Nera’ 

The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), a must-read feminist dystopian novel by Canadian 
author Margaret Atwood, and Luna Nera (2019) a recent historical-fantasy novel by 
Italian writer Tiziana Triana, present narratives that encourage their readers to 
question traditional models of femininity. Set in in different times, yet in settings that 
are in many ways similar, both narratives describe societies in which women are 
perceived as individuals to be controlled and disciplined. 

Following the rise of right-wing governments and ideologies on both sides of the 
Atlantic and the backlash of the patriarchy against women’s hard-won rights and 
freedoms, Atwood’s Twentieth-century masterpiece has regained visibility thanks to 
its on-screen adaptation as a TV series. Similarly, Triana’s Luna Nera (2020), has also 
recently been adapted as a Netflix’s original TV series directed by Francesca 
Comencini, Paola Randi, and Susanna Nicchiarelli, thus revealing the neglected 
history of witches in Seventeenth-century central Italy to global viewers.  

In my presentation I will explore the links between fiction and present-day socio-
cultural contexts, with particular emphasis on Italy and the USA: how do the two 
countries’ ideologies on femininities intertwine with the portrayal of womanhood in The 
Handmaid’s Tale and Luna Nera? At a time when women’s rights, including 
reproductive rights, are at stake, what can novels and TV series tell us on gender 
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concerns? Building on intersectional feminist theories, I will discuss women’s socio-
cultural issues represented in the novels and their TV series adaptation in the context 
of the current political debates on both sides of the Atlantic. 

Biography 
Dr Francesca Calamita is Associate Professor at the University of Virginia (UVa, USA). 
She is based in the Department of Spanish, Italian and Portuguese, is affiliated to the 
Department of Women, Gender and Sexuality, and is a College of Arts and Sciences 
Fellow in the Engagements. She is also Program Director of UVa in Italy. She holds a 
PhD from Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand (2013) and conducted 
postdoctoral research at the Centre for the Study of Contemporary Women’s Writing 
of the Institute of Modern Languages Research as a Visiting Fellow (2014). Her 
research interests concern transnational feminist issues in women’s writing, cinema, 
and pop culture, with a particular focus on food disorders. She is the author of the 
monograph Linguaggi dell’esperienza femminile. Disturbi alimentari, donne e scrittura 
dall’Unità al miracolo economico (Il Poligrafo, 2015) and co-editor of Starvation, Food 
Obsession and Identity: Eating Disorders in Contemporary Women’s Writing (Peter 
Lang, 2017) and Food and Women in Italian Literature, Culture and Society: Eve’s 
Sinful Bite (Bloomsbury, 2020). She has also published extensively in the area of 
gender equality in second-language acquisition. 
 

KEYNOTE 2: Reading & Conversation with French novelist Agnès 
Martin-Lugand and Sandra Daroczi 

Agnès Martin-Lugand is the author of ten successful novels which have been 
translated into thirty-four languages (https://agnesmartinlugand.fr/) 
  

Panel 6: Rewriting ancient myths. Chair: Godela Weiss-Sussex 

Shelby Judge, University of Glasgow: ‘Madeline Miller’s Circe as the Archetype of 
Contemporary Feminist Adaptations of Greek Myth’  

Sandra Daroczi, University of Bath: ‘Spells, Snakes, and Slaves: Rewriting Mythical 
Women for our Times’ 

Shelby Judges 

Title: ‘Madeline Miller’s Circe as the Archetype of Contemporary Feminist 
Adaptations of Greek Myth’ 

‘Popularity’ can be a difficult concept to gauge, but whichever way you quantify it, 
Madeline Miller’s Circe fits the bill. With over 134,000 copies sold worldwide, the novel 
is an international number 1 bestseller (Wood 2019); Circe was shortlisted for the 
Women’s Prize for Fiction and has been commissioned by HBO for an eight-part 
miniseries (Miller Online 2019). It has been met with an overwhelmingly positive 
response, and Miller’s online fanbase continues to grow. This paper will argue that 
Miller’s Circe is the archetype of contemporary feminist adaptations of Greek myth, by 
primarily drawing upon Jungian mythic archetypes and my PhD research into this 
genre. My thesis examines novels by contemporary female authors that adapt Greek 
mythology, analysing the myths they are adapting, recurrent adaptation techniques 
and tropes, and how they can be read through feminist lenses. Specifically, I study 
how these ancient myths can be utilised and politicised to present commentary on 
contemporary society, particularly in terms of feminism. One reiterating theme in the 
novels is the female mythical figures ‘writing back’ against their limited portrayal in 

https://agnesmartinlugand.fr/
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Classical literature, in their newfound voices in these contemporary novels. This is 
certainly the case in Circe, that follows Circe’s journey, as she labours to learn 
witchcraft, and weaves a rich tapestry of life — of which, Odysseus is only one part. 
Miller’s novel, while innovative and original, is not, however, the only one of its kind. 
This paper will argue that Margaret Atwood’s The Penelopiad does much of the work 
in initiating the tone when adapting myths for feminist purposes in 21st Century 
literature. As such, an analysis of Circe’s place in contemporary mythmaking would 
not be replete without a comparison to Atwood’s formative novella. 

Biography 
Shelby Judge is an English Literature PhD researcher at the University of Glasgow. 
Her thesis topic is “Exploring contemporary women writers’ adaptation of myth for 
feminist purposes”. In this thesis, Shelby is researching what impact contemporary 
adaptations of Greek myth can have upon the feminist movement. Shelby’s 
overarching research interests are in feminist and queer theory and contemporary 
British and American women’s fiction. Shelby also runs a PhD-related 
blog: TheShelbiad.blogspot.com  

Sandra Daroczi 
Title: ‘Spells, Snakes, and Slaves: Rewriting Mythical Women for our Times’ 

Under the pens of contemporary women writers, mythical women have found a new 
voice and speaking position, as shown by the recent shortlists for the Women’s Prize 
for Fiction, featuring Pat Barker’s Silence of the Girls (2018), Madeleine Miller’s Circe 
(2018), and Natalie Haynes’ A Thousand Ships (2019). This is not a new tendency, 
especially if we think about Monique Wittig’s Les Guérillères (1969), Christa Wolf’s 
Cassandra (1984) and Medea (1996), Carol Ann Duffy’s The World’s Wife (1999), or 
Margaret Atwood’s The Penelopiad (2005); but it is garnering more and more 
practitioners and readers in the wider public. Therefore, it is essential we ask: How 
have contemporary women writers re-depicted mythological women? How do these 
re-depictions differ from previous ones? Why do these re-depictions matter? What can 
they do for us? 

This paper is part of a wider work-in-progress project aiming to answer precisely such 
questions, by looking at contemporary literary rewritings of mythological women and 
comparing these rewritings to other cultural artefacts such as paintings and sculptures, 
TV and cinema productions, media, and advertising. The three women chosen – Circe, 
Medusa, and Briseis – will allow us to analyse ‘tales as old as time’ from new angles, 
bringing much needed retellings to Western foundational stories. They will also allow 
us to start weaving a ‘theoretical tapestry’ for analysing the (re-)emergence of this 
popular(ised) genre. 

Biography 
Dr Sandra Daroczi is a Lecturer in French Studies at the University of Bath, having 
carried out her doctoral research at the University of Exeter with a project analysing 
the reception of fictional works by contemporary French women writers. She guest co-
edited a special issue of L’Esprit créateur (2018) and has an article on depictions of 
food in Marie Darrieussecq’s work in a special issue of the Journal of Romance 
Studies (2020). She has also contributed to edited collections, with chapters on 
Darrieussecq, Julia Kristeva, and the MLF. She is currently working on a monograph 
examining the reading dialogues put forward by Monique Wittig’s fiction.  


