








which will be referred as ‘‘the quest of the female hero,” the
female protagonist is conversely ‘‘masculinized’’ in order to
accommodate the conventional masculine-centrism of the mythic
paradigm. While both of these stages depend on patriarchal
notions of gender identity and, consequently, reinscribe what we
have seen to be the patriarchal narrative structure of the quest
myth, the third stage will entail a rejection of this binary
paradigm, as the protagonist travels toward a non-gendered
variety of identity in a movement which will be referred to as
“feminist quest.”” Although the ‘‘genderless’” Joana is certainly
the exception rather than the rule among Lispector’s numerous
and often quite “‘feminine’ female protagonists, the three-step
typology suggested by her joumey away from patriarchal
conceptions of gender will, it 1s hoped, suggest directions for
reading Lispector’s later female-centered quest fictions.

The Quest of the Heroine

Part 1 of Perto do Coragcdo Selvagem comprises an
exploration of the ‘“feminine side’” of the patriarchal quest
narrative. How does it feel to be an ‘“‘Other’’? And, critically,
what is the ‘“‘story”’ behind the identification of woman with
otherness?® Alternating between Joana’s childhood and married
life, the chapters from “O Pai’”’ to ‘“‘Otévio’’ reveal the journey by
which the female protagonist relinquishes her own inclinations
for subjectivity and quest, in order to play the role of the
feminine other in the quest of a masculine hero.

Drawing on the one/other structure of the word pair
hero/heroine, we will refer to this story as the ‘‘quest of the
heroine.”” Woman, writes Beauvoir, ‘‘is defined and differentiated
with reference to man and not he with reference to her (xix).”
Similarly, the “‘quest of the heroine’’ does not make sense on its
own termos, but only as a sub-narrative of the hero’s quest for his
feminine other. ,

In the opening chapters of Lispector’s novel, we learn that
Joana has a propensity for ‘‘quest’ in general and for ‘‘heroic”
quest in particular. Oddly detached from the objects, people,
ideas and words of which her environment is comprised, Joana
betrays, already, a curiosity about the relationship between
gender and language, and an intimation of the possibility of
genderlessness: ‘““Nunca’ € homem ou mulher? Por que ‘nunca’ nao
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séria. . . Mal respira. . . Sobre 0 mesmo corpo que
adivinhou alegria existe 4gua — 4gua. Nao, ndo. . . Agita-se,
procura fugir. Tudo — diz devagar como entregando uma
coisa. . . E essa palavra € paz. . . (69)

In the view of Olga de S4, this passage represents ‘“‘uma metéfora
do ritual da fecundagéo, da iniciag@o para a vida, tangfvel agora,
na alegria da puberdade (267).” Yet if this is a scene of
‘“‘initiation,”” it is also one of violation. So unpleasant is the
sensation of being ‘‘invaded’ by the “tide’’ of her bath, that
Joana puts up verbal and physical resistance. If following such
struggle she does seem to give way to the invading water, finding
‘“‘peace” in the word “‘tudo,” even this moment of acceptance
contributes to the impression that the over-all experience has been
one of loss, of sacrifice, for it involves an ‘‘entregando,’” which,
upon Joana’s emergence from bathtub, is revealed to comprise a
surrender of identity itself: ““Quando emerge da banheira é uma
desconhecida que né@o sabe o que sentir. . . Enxuga-se sem amor,
humilhada e pobre . . . (69-70).” Stripped in this way of her
previously heroic sense of selfhood, Joana is well-positioned to
assume the role of patriarchy’s passive, otherly, and, above all,
selfless, woman.

As the humiliated protagonist departs from the bathroom to
‘“‘slide”” through the “‘dark,’” “‘red’’ and ‘‘discreet’” corredor (70),
the joint connotations of birth and of menstruation signal that she
is undergoing a process of rebirth, and, in particular, that she is
being reborn as a woman (S4, 268-69). From the meditative
episode in which this rebirth culminates, furthermore, it is clear
that Joana’s new ‘“‘womanhood’ is defined in patriarchal terms.”
Emerging from the corridor into her tiny bedroom, Joana’s
subsequent contemplation of rain and stars through a window
amounts to an experience of ‘‘awakening’ and “‘opening’’ milder
than, but analagous to, her violation in the bath: “A chuva e as
estrelas, essa mistura fria e densa me acordou, abriu as portas de
meu bosque verde e sombrio, desse bosque com cheiro de abismo
onde corre 4gua (70).”” Whereas Joana began by resisting the
invasion of the bath water, an invasion by which she felt her very
self to be corroded, she has learned to welcome the sensation of
being traversed by the water which, on the basis of its function in


















































