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Władysław Pasikowski (1991-) and 
Dorota Kędzierzawska (1980-2012) are 
both highly acclaimed Polish direc-
tors educated at the renowned Łódź 
Film School, but where Pasikowski 
is known for his action packed and 
often violently male-centered cinema 
such as the Psy trilogy, Kędzierzawska 
is known for her dramas focused 
around deeply lonely women and chil-
dren, such as Time to Die and Nic. 
Despite the immense differences in 
their styles and genres, the experi-
ences and characterization of women 
in both Pasikowski’s Psy (Dogs) and 
Kędzierzawska’s Wrony (Crows) high-
light the ethical dilemma in which 
women must choose between duty, 
whether real or constructed, whether 
to themselves or to others. Despite 
the extensive research on female rep-

resentation in Polish cinema, none 
specifically draws attention to the 
complex similarities of these films or 
examines the ethical questions placed 
on their female characters. By ana-
lyzing  selected scenes from Psy and 
Wrony, I will demonstrate how these 
films portray and prescribe roles to 
women that  perpetuate historical, 
cultural and social constructs. 

Wrony centers the moth-
er-daughter relationship of a young 
girl and her mother living in an 
unnamed Polish city. Wrona, the tit-
ular character, is a very lonely nine 
year old girl , who desperately needs 
parental support. Wrona’s father is 
never seen in the film, and her mother 
is seen only a handful of times, char-
acterized as vain and uncaring in 
every instance. The audience sees 
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Wrona’s mother forget to feed her, 
ignore her while a romantic interest 
is at the apartment, and consistently 
show a lack of initiative in supervis-
ing her. This portrayal problematizes 
the sense of duty a mother ought to 
have to her child, leading the audi-
ence to utilize their (unfounded) 
assumptions to place judgment on the 
mother despite not having access to 
the entire picture. Wrona’s mother is 
characterized as the antithesis to the 
archetypal  Polish Mother: a woman 
who sacrifices everything for her chil-
dren, and in turn, instills an undying 
commitment to the motherland in her 
children. In contrast, Wrona’s mother 
solely focuses on fulfilling her own 
needs at the expense of her child, and 
the sanctity of her nation or society is 
of no concern to her. Wrona’s moth-
er’s infrequent appearance on-screen 
and her resultant inability to defend 
herself against the judgments of the 
audience and Wrona,, her duty is seen 
as going unfulfilled. 

Wrona, not receiving the atten-
tion and care only a mother’s love can 
provide during 
a crucial period, 
internalizes an 
idea of mother-
hood based on a 
seemingly func-
tional and lov-
ing family. This internalized  image is 
based on a family Wrona sees eating 
dinner together while walking through 
a different neighborhood. She later 
returns to the neighborhood and kid-
naps the very young daughter of this 

idealized family, telling the younger 
girl that she is her mother. 

Throughout the singular day the 
film takes place in, Wrona becomes 
frustrated with the implications of 
motherhood’s responsibilities, but 
still has care, tenderness and com-
passion for the younger girl. Wrona 
and the young girl meander around, 
somehow getting all the way to the 
coast, and traveling back by the eve-
ning. Wrona tries to reconcile simul-
taneously being a child and a mother, 
without having a mother who exem-
plified these foundational qualities 
herself. By the end of the film, she 
returns the kidnapped child, sacri-
fices her role of motherhood, and 
abandons her search for escape, which 
makes her more similar to the Polish 
Mother. Wrona had absorbed a soci-
etal understanding of motherhood 
and the caretaking it requires without 
understanding any of the enormous, 
intricate  stresses, responsibilities, and 
labor that accompany being a mother. 
The maternal care she never received 
instilled in her a lack of direction and 

agency, thereby 
impelling her 
to become what 
she needed her 
mother to be. 
The reality of 
being a child and 

needing love never disappears though, 
and the film ends with Wrona plead-
ing with her mother to be held. She 
is asking her mother to fulfill her 
socially and historically assigned duty 
of motherhood. 

Wrona tries to reconcile simultaneously 
being a child and a mother, without 

having a mother who exemplified these 
foundational qualities herself.
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Similarly to Wrona, Angela, an 
orphan and the main female charac-
ter within Psy, does not have a wholly 
attentive or loving parental figure. 
In Angela’s first 
appearance in the 
film, she is about 
to receive physical 
punishment during a 
class at the orphan-
age she resides in. 
She later alludes to 
sexual abuse perpe-
trated by the male caregiver at the 
orphanage who is more than 20  years 
her senior. Already, the lack of safe 
parental figures has resulted in Angela 
being taken advantage of by the pow-
erful men in her life. 

This pattern of exploitation 
continues after she is “adopted” by 
Franz. Franz, a former secret-police 
member and current regular cop, is a 
protagonist with whom the audience 
is supposed to sympathize. Yet, he is 
another sexually exploitative older 
male figure within Angela’s life. He 
removes Angela from an abusive and 
unhealthy environment only to create 
another, one in which Angela’s food, 
shelter, and hygiene are all provided 
by Franz in return for her relation-
ship to him as a companion and a pos-
session to fulfill his sexual desires. 
Nowhere within this exposition are 
Angela’s desires, motives, or back-
story explored. 

When Angela inquires about 
Franz’s ex-wife and child, he does not 
elaborate beyond the mere statement 
that his ex-wife left “because she was 

a bad woman.” The absence of his ex 
wife or her perspective alongside the 
fact that  female characters are solely 
utilized as sexual objects or images 

of male-idealized 
femininity, provides 
ample opportunity 
for misogynistic 
framing. In essence, 
there is a dichot-
omy in the film’s 
female characters, 
representative of 

the Madonna-Whore complex: every 
woman is either a sexually provoca-
tive prostitute or a pure, family-ori-
ented mother or daughter.  Not a sin-
gle female character is portrayed as a 
complete person with her own nar-
rative, thereby effectively stripping 
every woman in the film of agency and 
an identity separate from her role in 
men’s lives. 

Angela is portrayed as promiscu-
ous and self-serving, rather than as an 
exploited teenager trying to survive. 
She utilizes her sexuality as a means 
of survival to forge her own path and 
ultimately to escape circumstances in 
which she is entirely dependent on the 
support of older men, who do not care 
about her happiness, independence, or 
autonomy. Beyond Angela’s enforced 
submission and servitude to Franz, she 
is further viewed as the cause of any of 
his misfortunes. Instead of ascribing 
the root of the issues to the actions of 
the male characters, including Franz, 
such as their predatory and power-im-
balanced relationships with Angela, 
the film urges viewers to sympathize 

There is a dichotomy in the film’s 
female characters, representative 
of the Madonna-Whore complex: 

every woman is neither a 
sexually provocative prostitute 

or a pure, family-oriented 
mother or daughter.
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with Franz as the protagonist. It paints 
Angela as not properly fulfilling her 
duty as a companion and thus worthy 
of condemnation by both Franz and 
the audience on their perceived moral 
highgrounds. This representation of 
Angela is in line with the hyper-mas-
culine and misogynistic framework 
of the film, in which when women 
are consistently identified as the sole 
cause of the destruction of the male 
paradise. She eventually leaves Franz 
to be with his close friend, Olo, who 
works for a criminal gang. She is not 
depicted as a victim, but rather as the 
perpetrator of harm, for serving her 
own interests and choosing to leave (or 
betray) Franz to be with another man, 
Olo, who she thought would give her 
more money or opportunities. This 
marks her within the “Bitch” category 
as laid out by Mazierska, a promi-
nent academic in the realm of Polish  
cinema, in which women in these 
misogynistic landscapes are illus-
trated as promiscuous and serving of 
interests that harm the male charac-
ters, specifically protagonists. 

Near the end of the film, Franz 
kills Olo after claiming Olo slept 
with “my [Franz’s] woman,” Angela. 
In Angela’s final appearance in the 
film, she and Franz are speaking 
through the visiting phones while 
Franz is incarcerated. Angela is seen 
through a light blue plexiglass sep-
arator, which paints her in a dark-
ened, by-gone blue. This murder is 
a crime of passion, as Franz’s best 
friend is also ambiguously revealed 
to be betraying him to the gang, but 

also to be sleeping with his lover. 
This is in contrast to Franz’s and 
Angela’s last conversation, where 
he asks her who she is, and after she 
says her name, leaves the conversa-
tion. This highlights a dichotomy 
between the Angela that Franz sees 
as an object, or “his woman,” and 
the Angela who he comes to know 
in this scene, an actual person. The 
main difference between these two  
versions of Angela is that Angela as 
“his woman” is a nameless woman that 
is loyal to him, sexually permissive, 
and does not interfere or cause any 
strife within his life, whereas Angela 
as an actual person possesses inde-
pendent thoughts, desires, and free 
will. Angela’s choices, with or with-
out intention, granted her freedom 
from the orphanage, and ultimately, 
from both of the older, predatory 
men with whom she had relation-
ships within the film. Her companion 
and sexual partner duties to Franz or 
the other men in her life could have 
perhaps saved Olo’s life or changed 
Franz’s fate, but ultimately serving 
duty to herself saved her own life. 

In the cases of both Wrona and 
Angela, their choices were deeply 
impacted by their circumstances and 
environments. The lack of stable 
parental figures, assumption of adult 
roles, and “otherness” prescribed 
to them by society created roles for 
them which they cannot fit, or cause 
them harm. Both women lacked caring 
and attentive parental figures, which 
pushed Angela into sexual abuse and 
caused her to use her sexuality as a tool 
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for escape, whereas Wrona adopted 
the role of mother to fill the void of 
love and attention in her life. Both of 
these characters are children, albeit 
at different ages and stages of devel-
opment. Angela is an orphan, Wrona 
is a neglected child, and both are not  
fulfilling either of their idealized 
roles as well behaved young women 
who are benefitting society. This  
otherness isolates them, but also 
frees them from complete despair or 
dependence on societal validation.  

One of the main differences 
between Wrona and Angela is their 
pattern of return. Whereas Wrona 
eventually returns to her mother and 
her regular life, asking for love, and 
hoping for change, Angela returns 
to different men, first leaving the 
orphanage (and the caregiver) with 
Franz, and then leaving Franz for Olo, 
and eventually ending up alone. These 
returns (or even-
tual lack thereof ) 
can be understood 
in the context in 
which these char-
acters exist. Angela has no parental 
figures to return to, and has faced 
exploitation and abuse from all of 
the male authority figures in her life, 
whereas Wrona can still return to her 
mother and has hope for improving 
her situation. 

The dilemma of these charac-
ters, whether to betray their lover/
adoptive caregiver or continue moth-
ering a different family’s child to fill 
the void of love, are both entrenched 
in a desire for agency. Both of these 

characters serve themselves, Wrona 
through the kidnapping and adven-
ture as well as ultimate return of 
the child and Angela through her 
pursuit of independence using the 
resources of the men in her life and 
the sexual favors, gratification, and  
companionship they provide. 
Nonetheless, although Wrona and 
Angela make choices that seemingly 
arise from a duty to themselves, 
both of the roles they fulfill actually 
serve others, those of. mother and 
sexual partner. Despite the differ-
ences amongst these characters and 
their choices, they are tied together 
through the lack of a strong mother 
and an adherence to societal prescrip-
tions of femininity, either through 
female sexuality or motherhood.

 Ultimately, through the use 
of historical, social, and cultural 
constructs, such as the idea of the 

Polish Mother, 
and misogynistic  
framing, Psy and 
Wrony portray the 
ethical dilemmas  

between duty to oneself or to oth-
ers within the female experience. 
From assuming motherhood, to  
leaving a much older man for another 
much older man, Angela and Wrona 
are women whose narratives were 
impacted by their environments, men, 
and gendered norms of womanhood, 
but who also chose their own paths, 
and presented, whether problematic  
or not, representation for young 
women within the Polish cinematic 
tradition.

Psy and Wrony portray the ethical 
dilemmas between duty to oneself or to 

others within the female experience.
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Across different time periods and 
countries, two men write two stories: 
a Greek god rapes a beautiful woman 
in a temple; a man degrades a vivacious 
woman with physical and emotional 
abuse until she becomes hollow. Both 
Greek mythology’s Medusa and Ivan 
Turgenev’s Zinaida Zasyekina from his 
short story “First Love” are female char-
acters constructed to serve the male gaze, 
which stands in for the paradox of male 
fear and desire. Turgenev’s “First Love” 
tells the story of a lively, intelligent young 
girl surrounded by older male suitors—
including the narrator. By the end of the 
story, however, it is revealed that Zinaida 
has been engaging in an affair with the 
narrator’s father, an affair that ultimately 
strips her of her autonomy, boldness, and 
power. In this essay, I will explore the 
sovereignty available for female charac-
ters in nineteenth century Russian litera-

ture through their construction under the 
male gaze. My argument will be situated 
in contrast to Medusa, who reflects clas-
sic or archetypical portrayals of the male 
gaze. Depending on the historical con-
text, Medusa is either a victim or villain. 
But to what extent does she claim power 
through her victimhood? In this paper, 
I will use Medusa to explore Turgenev’s 
Zinaida Zasyekina from “First Love.” 
Ultimately, I will demonstrate how an 
actualization under the male gaze allows 
female characters to redeploy male desire 
for their own self-interest. 

The male gaze produces a female 
character and works to subjugate her 
through that production. She is produced 
to serve male desire and imprisoned by 
these expectations. Both Medusa and 
Zinaida are constructed by the male-
gaze. Upon first reading, both characters 
crumble under this actualization: Medusa 

Redeploying The Male Gaze: 
A Feminist Mythological 

Reading of 
Turgenev’s “First Love”
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doomed as both monster and temptress 
and Zinaida doomed as both virginal 
bachelorette and faithful maiden. Yet 
both women defy these impossible expec-
tations by seizing emancipatory opportu-
nities. It is because of their production 
under the male gaze, and not in spite of 
it, that each character is able to weaponize 
male desire for her own power and control. 
Medusa and Zinaida redeploy male desire 
in the three distinct realms of the phys-
ical, the emotional, and the intellectual. 
In each realm, both 
characters use their 
manufacturing under 
the male gaze to claim 
agency. Ultimately, 
an actualization under 
the male gaze enables 
Zinaida to reject victimhood. Turgenev 
employs the male gaze to challenge the 
process of fictionalization: he has created 
a fictionalized character with the ability 
to reject the grounds of her creation.

Medusa weaponizes her physical 
body, attractive to the male gaze, to reclaim 
her power. Susan Bowers’ academic proj-
ect, “Medusa and the Female Gaze,” cites 
academic Annis Pratt’s views on the process 
through which the male gaze dehumanizes 
Medusa: “Myths in which heroes conquer 
dragons and gorgons and snakes and other 
monstrous figures are essentially stories of 
‘riddance’ in which the beautiful and pow-
erful women of the pre-Hellenic religions 
are made to seem horrific and then raped, 
decapitated, or destroyed.” The need to 
conquer women compels Greek myth to 
produce Medusa as monstrous as means 
of justifying violence against her. Yet 
Medusa uses this urge to create a lustful 
paradox by maintaining both her beauty 
and her horror. Bowers defines Medusa as 

both “feminine and fragile,” maintaining a 
“juxtaposition of her extraordinary beauty 
and her horror.” By infusing beauty with 
horror, Medusa makes herself irresistible. 
She targets both male lust and the male 
need to conquer to attract her enemies. 
It is Medusa’s production under the male 
gaze that enables her to redeploy male 
desire for her own physical power. 

Zinaida Zasyekina from Turgenev’s 
“First Love” is also able to exert physical 
control over the men around her because 

of her production 
under a physical male 
gaze. Zinaida is pro-
duced by a lustful male 
gaze: “so delicate were 
the features,” describes 
the narrator, “her 

sumptuous golden hair, the pure nape of 
her neck, her sloping shoulders and her 
soft, placid bosom.” Yet, like Medusa, 
Zinaida is imprisoned by a paradox of 
physical lust and physical threat. While her 
charm lures the male suitors to her, it is her 
harnessing of the male need to conquer 
her body that enables her to exert power. 
Zinaida controls her male suitors with 
just a tap of her fingers; “The young men 
offered their foreheads so willingly,” the 
narrator says, “that I nearly gave a cry of 
astonishment and pleasure and would have 
given anything in the world, I believe, if 
only those charming fingers had tapped 
me on the forehead as well.” Zinaida’s par-
adoxical construction of horror and lust is 
most apparent in her spiritual apparition 
that both haunts and attracts the narrator. 
“The image of the young girl still floated 
in front of me,” he says in one passage, and 
in another: “The image of Zinaida con-
tinued to dwell in triumph in my heart.” 
Through her apparition, Zinaida exerts 

It is because of their production 
under the male gaze, and not in 
spite of it, that each character is 

able to weaponize male desire for 
her own power and control.



44 Literary Criticism | THE BIRCH

such a powerful control over the narrator 
that her spirit remains with him even when 
she is corporeally absent.

Zinaida claims agency through her 
understanding of the male desire for 
physical superiority. This securing of 
agency is demonstrated when Zinaida 
uses pain to subjugate one of her male 
suitors, Lushin. The narrator recounts 
that she “occasionally took a particularly 
malicious pleasure in making him feel that 
he was in her hands…‘All right, then! Give 
me your hand and I’ll stick a needle in it 
… !’ Lushin went red, turned away, bit his 
lip, but ended by offering his hand. She 
stuck in a needle and he did start laugh-
ing… and she laughed too, forcing in the 
needle fairly deeply and looking him in 
the eyes, which darted about in a helpless 
way.” By using pain as a humiliation tactic, 
Zinaida exerts physical control. She con-
stantly commands the men: when to meet, 
what games to play, who should have the 
upper hand. “‘Write the ticket, I tell you,’ 
the young princess repeated. ‘Why all this 
rebelliousness? Monsieur Voldemar is with 
us for the first time and so the rules don’t 
apply to him today. No more complaints. 
I just want you to write it out.’ The Count 
shrugged his shoulders, but humbly bowed 
his head, took the pen in his white, ringed-
deck hand, tore off a piece of paper and 
began to write on it.’” The men offer lit-
tle in the way of physical resistance; they 
are putty in her hands. Zinaida targets the 
male relationship between physical lust and 
fear of physical weakness. Ultimately, it is 
her knowledge and subversion of her pro-
duction under the male gaze that enables 
her to exercise corporeal control. 

Additionally, Medusa targets the 
emotional male gaze to exert emotional 
control over her enemies. According to 

Freud, the Medusa-head was constructed 
to represent castration fears. By slaying 
Medusa, as Theodore Reik argues in his 
essay “Modern Medusa,”Greek heroes 
are able to assuage their emotional fears, as 
“decapitation often replaces castration in 
neurotic fears.” By dominating Medusa, 
Greek heroes are able to claim emotional 
control over these castration fears. But 
Medusa is ultimately able to target this 
need to defeat castration fears for her own 
power by emotionally luring her enemies 
to her. Medusa uses the paradox of erotic 
and castration fears to her own advantage: 
“In the Romance of the Rose, for exam-
ple, Perseus arms himself ‘with the mirror 
of reason to resist the dangerously femi-
nine, to neutralize the erotic power that 
threatens to immobilize him.’” Medusa 
understands the power that male desire 
gives her. While her physical control lies 
in the need of men to physically conquer, 
here Medusa targets the male desire to 
emotionally conquer perceived threats to 
his masculinity. It is this emotional drive 
that allows Medusa to lure and ultimately 
petrify her enemies, a further demonstra-
tion of her understanding and subsequent 
manipulation of the male gaze.

Likewise, Zinaida employs the male 
gaze to exert emotional control over the 
men around her. Zinaida understands the 
emotional implications embedded in her 
identity as single maiden. Her winning 
suitor achieves emotional domination, 
while the losers risk emotional demas-
culinization. Zinaida uses the fear of 
the latter outcome to toy with the men 
around her, wielding humiliating tac-
tics to control her suitor Malevsky. In a 
tense scene, after Malevsky offends her, 
Zinaida orders him to leave. “I’ve never 
given your Excellency the right to be 
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rude and I therefore ask you to leave,” 
she tells him. “‘For heaven’s sake, I hadn’t 
expected anything like this,’ responds 
Malevsky. ‘There was nothing in what I 
said, I think… It didn’t enter my head to 
insult you… Forgive me.’ Zinaida encom-
passed him with a chill glance and chilly 
smiled. ‘Stay if you wish,’ she said with a 
careless gesture of the hand. ‘Monsieur 
Voldemar and I have no occasion to be 
annoyed. You enjoy stinging people, then 
do so to your heart’s content.’” While 
Malevsky apologizes profusely, the nar-
rator remarks “that a real queen could not 
have shown an impudent fellow the door 
with greater adroitness than she did.” 
Zinaida triumphs; Malevsky is humiliated. 

Zinaida, with her “eyebrows lifted 
in amusement”, wields taut emotional 
control over her male suitors. “I’m a 
coquette, I’m heartless, I’m an actress by 
nature,” she tells Lushin. Zinaida leers, 
pouts, flirts, and giggles until each man is 
trapped in a unique chokehold. The nar-
rator recounts his first visit to Zinaida’s 
home, when Belovzorov brings Zinaida a 
kitten: “‘A kitten!’ cried 
Zinaida and, jumping up 
from her chair, threw the 
ball of wool into [his] 
lap and dashed out.”  It is 
this childlike joy, reminiscent of Christmas 
morning frivolity, that specifically targets 
the infantilizing nature of male subjuga-
tion. Zinaida employs the male desire for 
a little girl’s naiveté for her own emotional 
control. She dismisses the kitten just as 
quickly as she coos over it. “Zinaida stood 
up and, turning to the maid, said indiffer-
ently: ‘Take him away.’”  The emotional 
control of this interaction is summed up 
in a few short words by Belovzorov. To 
the princess, he says: “Your word is my 

command.” The narrator describes being 
under a spell, a magnetic force drawing 
him to expose his vulnerability and trust 
Zinaida completely. “I was ordered to 
tell her my secret,” he recounts during a 
game. When Zinaida stabs Maidanov with 
the needle, she tightens her emotional 
grip on him. “You’ll feel ashamed in front 
of this young man,” she says. “You’ll feel 
pain, but still, Mister Truth-teller, you’ll 
laugh!” Zinaida targets the shame of 
demasculinization to subvert her suitors. 
She uses her feminine identity of playful 
game-master to assert dominance. In all 
of these ways, Zinaida redeploys the emo-
tional male gaze for her own self-interest.  

Lastly, Medusa uses the male desire 
for intellectual superiority to assert 
agency. She understands her construction 
under male morbid curiosity. “The dream 
interests us not only as a modern variation 
of the mythological form of the Gorgon’s 
head, but also as an individual analogy 
to the myth-producing imagination of 
ancient people,” writes Reik. “We con-
ceive of myths as of dreams of the masses, 

of collective produc-
tions of the people in 
which their unconscious 
wishes and fears are 
expressed.” Medusa, 

a “widely-recognized symbol of divine, 
female wisdom” understands that her 
continued replication as a villainous sym-
bol under the male gaze stems from the 
male desire for intellectual understanding. 
She uses this intellectual desire to compel 
her enemies to look. “According to Hazel 
Barnes, ‘it was not the horror of the object 
at it which destroyed the victim but the 
fact that his eyes met those of Medusa 
looking at him.’” By looking, Medusa 
is able to intellectually reconstruct  

Zinaida employs the male desire 
for a litle girl’s naiveté for her 

own emotional control.
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herself; she claims agency by becoming a 
“Looker” along with her enemies. Bowers 
asserts that “The ‘Look’ is so disturbing 
because it constitutes judgment of the self 
outside the self, judgment which can nei-
ther be controlled nor even known pre-
cisely.” Instead of embracing the identity 
of a submissive animal in a cage at the zoo, 
Medusa uses the intellectual male gaze to 
encourage eye contact, thus petrifying 
her victims. It is again her understanding 
of the male gaze from which she was con-
stituted that allows her to redeploy male 
intellectual desire for her own power.

Zinaida, with the same self-knowl-
edge of her construction, is able to exert 
intellectual control over the men around 
her. With her “intelligent half-closed 
eyes,” she uses her education and sharp wit 
to control her suitors’ thoughts. “Listen,” 
she tells the narrator, “‘You don’t know 
me properly yet. I’m the strangest kind 
of person: I always want people to tell me 
the truth… you’ve always got to tell me the 
truth and do what I say” . It is this intel-
lectual assertion that convinces the narra-
tor to do what she says; Zinaida’s orders 
are situated on a strong intellectual foun-
dation. She converses in French with the 
narrator’s father, reads in the garden, and 
meticulously plots her game for control 
and amusement. She compels each male 
suitor to assert his intellectual power. “I 
wanted to show her that she was not deal-
ing with a boy,” the narrator recounts, 
which leads him to adopt  “as far as possi-
ble a worldly-wise and serious look.”

Zinaida is an intellectual puppe-
teer: “she understands everything, she 
sees everything,” and uses it all to her 
advantage. Her intellectual hold is stron-
gest over the poet Maidanov. “He strove 
to assure her,” says the narrator, “that he 

adored her, wrote endless verses in her 
honor and declaimed them to her with 
a kind of natural and yet sincere enthu-
siasm”.  Maidanov’s desire for Zinaida 
urges him to produce intellectual gifts for 
her, his poetry. She not only receives this 
intellectual labor but uses her own edu-
cation to quietly subjugate him. The nar-
rator recounts: “She didn’t entirely trust 
him and, after listening to his outpourings, 
made him read some Pushkin ‘in order to 
clear the air.’” Zinaida wields her educa-
tion as a weapon, using her vocabulary and 
poetic knowledge to convince Maidanov 
to play along with her games. “Maidanov,” 
she commands him, “as a poet you should 
be magnanimous and surrender your ticket 
to Monsieur Voldemar, so that he’ll then 
have two chances rather than one.” Zinaida 
ultimately targets the male desire to be 
intellectually superior for her own power. 

It is in this exertion of intellectual 
power that Zinaida ultimately challenges 
her own fictionalization. Turgenev is 
explicitly aware of the role the male gaze 
has in constructing Zinaida. By confin-
ing her to one perspective, Turgenev 
gives Zinaida the power to reject her own  
construction, or, at the very least, rede-
ploy it for her own self-interest. Turgenev 
does not endorse but instead challenges 
Zinaida’s actualization by the male char-
acters in “First Love,” presenting eman-
cipatory opportunities for a woman in 
a story about the loss of free-will. Both 
Medusa and Zinaida Zasyekina are 
products of male desire, male fear, male 
needs. Yet both women subtly challenge 
their own fictionalization and subsequent 
replication by the reader. By employing 
the male gaze, Turgenev arms his pri-
mary female character with the power to  
challenge her own construction.
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