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Twice upon a Time: Maternity, Subversion and (Re)Birth in Contemporary Fairy Tales

From Petunia Dursley to Ellis Grey and Cersei Lannister, contemporary popular culture is full of examples of terrible mothers. Their continued appeal in the face of contemporary female empowerment suggests that (step)mothers might in fact be the true enemy of feminist literature.

The estrangement of mother figures from and by contemporary feminist revisionism is all the more striking when considering the fairy-tale genre, as good and wicked maternal characters are very often intrinsic to the plot. In this respect it is, however, necessary to underline a gradual divorce of literary and onscreen depictions of antagonistic (step)mothers: whereas in the first, malevolent mothers are almost systematically alienated and silenced by contemporary retellings, the latter displays a much greater range of ambivalent and multifaceted female villains, as evidenced by works such as the Maleficent film franchise (2014; 2019) and the television series Once Upon a Time (2011-18).

However, despite the increased interest of contemporary media in villainous mother figures, little attention is given to the existing hierarchy subordinating non-biological to biological forms of mothering. At most, this prevalent -and deeply problematic -fairy-tale trope is alluded to in passing or turned into a dramatic plot device, as within the first season of the Chilling Adventures of Sabrina (2018), in which the eponymous protagonist exclaims, while arguing with her aunt, 'And you're not my mother, Zelda, so stop acting like you are!' 1 The recurring presence of this structural dichotomy is nevertheless particularly significant in a social context distinctly shaped by the multiplication of alternate forms of mothering, such as blended families, surrogacy, homo-and coparentality, as well as polyamorous households. 2 Furthermore, the continued presence of the wicked stepmother trope in contemporary fairy tales has been proven to negatively impact real stepmothers to this day, as demonstrated by a study conducted by Anna Miller, Claire Cartwright and Kerry Gibson in 2018. [START_REF] Miller | Stepmothers' Perceptions and Experiences of the Wicked Stepmother Stereotype[END_REF] Wicked (step)mothers are therefore left with no choice but to (re)write themselves and their stories within the contemporary fairy-tale canon. This desire is actually explicitly stated in Danielle Teller's 2018 retelling of 'Cinderella', All the Ever Afters: 'I do not set out to write the princess's history, but my own, the only tale I have the authority to tell. … As for fables about good and evil and songs about glass slippers, I shall leave those to the minstrels. They can invent their own tales about Cinderella.' [START_REF] Teller | All the Ever-Afters: The Untold Story of Cinderella's Stepmother[END_REF] By turning maternal antagonists into fairy-tale narrators and focalisers, writers such as Teller -as well as Margaret Atwood, Emma Donoghue and Robert Coover -explore and encourage the (re)birth of the prototypical wicked stepmother, a phenomenon which this article proposes to examine through the dual prism of motherhood and daughterhood.

Maternal Violence and (Un)birthing the Daughter

The motif of maternal violence in fairy-tales must be regarded as an intrinsic, structural element of the literary canon. Thus, if the distinction between original mother and stepmother only emerged during the 19th century, witches, evil queens and wicked (step)mothers were always amongst the most popular antagonists of the genre. However, the depiction of motherly violence in classic fairy tales does not merely reveal the anxious fantasies surrounding maternity within patriarchal literature: though hyperbolic, the acts of malevolence traditionally perpetrated by the bad mother often reflect the social realities associated with becoming a mother at the time of writing. In this respect, Torborg Lundell remarks that the term 'wicked mother' was initially coined to refer to infanticide and, more specifically, to the act of smothering a child. [START_REF] Lundell | Fairy Tale Mothers[END_REF] Building upon this claim, she underlines the impact socioeconomic living conditions often had on the quality -and sometimes the very possibility -of mothering. Among other examples, she points to the frequency of death in childbirth as well as the economic strain created by feeding large families as possible causes for the neglect and abandonment of children. [START_REF] Lundell | Fairy Tale Mothers[END_REF] Garrison Keillor directly alludes to these elements in his apology for wicked stepmothers, titled 'My Stepmother, Myself': Nowadays, we tend to forget that famine can be a very difficult experience for a family. For many parents, ditching the kids was not only a solution, it was an act of faith. They believed that ravens would bring morsels of food in their beaks, or that wolves would take care of the kids, or a frog would, or that the fairies would step in. [START_REF] Keillor | Happy to Be Here[END_REF] Though corporal punishment might seem less striking than abandoning a child in the woods out of necessity, one must, however, note that this practice was never restricted to the realm of fiction, and was actually considered an intrinsic part of domestic and social education in most of the Western world up until the early 20th century. The systematic resorting to physical and moral violence as a means of punishing the undisciplined child might therefore explain the recurrence of maternal abuse in fairy tales, especially in the case of daughters:

[When] a mother is made responsible for the shortcomings of her daughter, there arises in her a terrible inner conflict between the emotional instinct to love, help and protect, and social propriety and identity of self, which has no legitimate outlet or place. The goals of mothering become confused, as they are in the mother who beats her daughter instead of helping her. [START_REF] Lundell | Fairy Tale Mothers[END_REF] Though maternal violence and abuse has all but disappeared from contemporary fairy-tale retellings, I argue that the (step)mother's prototypical wickedness now stems explicitly from her alienating and defective relationship with the experience of motherhood. Thus, if the motif of cannibalistic consumption in classic fairy-tales -typically associated with witches, ogresses and mothers -once epitomised the anxious and uncanny relationship phallogocentric literature has with maternal and pregnant bodies, [START_REF] Sellers | Myth and Fairy Tale in Contemporary Women's Fiction[END_REF] it now translates the desire of literary (step)mothers to subvert and reject the reproductive potential of their bodies. Simone de Beauvoir declared that 'often it no longer seems marvellous but rather horrible that a parasitic body should proliferate within [a mother's] body; the very idea of this monstrous swelling frightens her', [START_REF] De | The Second Sex[END_REF] which is directly echoed by Lee's White as Snow (2000), in which the protagonist describes her unwanted pregnancy in the following terms:

Inside her belly was a black bowl, and in the bowl a red apple, but the heart of the apple was white. The flesh of the apple was a white serpent coiled there. … Her first scream was of terror. Only the second scream demonstrated pain. … Kill it, she shrieked in her mind, kill it as it kills me - [START_REF] Lee | [END_REF] In fact, many contemporary fairy-tale writers attribute tokophobia -as well as subsequent maternal hatred -to sexual assault and rape resulting in unwanted pregnancies. In 'She Sleeps in a Tower', for instance, Lee retells the story of 'Rapunzel' as one in which the past sexual exploitation and abuse of the heroine leads her to normalising -and even encouraging -the prostitution of her own underaged daughters. 'My daughter had survived, though she bled for a week. She was cheerful, however, and boasted to the other girls that she'd been clever. Then they wanted to do it too.' [START_REF] Lee | [END_REF] As a consequence of these traumatic experiences, fairy-tale mothers and stepmothers wittingly choose to twist or negate their patriarchally assigned role as nurturers by turning maternal gestures violent and destructive. As Shuli Barzilai explains, 'the old nurturing gestures -be it grooming or feeding -are threatening. Mother always smothers, as when "[she] pulled the lace so tight that Snow White's breath was cut off and she fell down as though dead".' [START_REF] Barzilai | Reading "Snow White": The Mother's Story[END_REF] This subversion of maternity and its codes is particularly visible in Donoghue's 'The Tale of the Apple', in which the very act of poisoning carries distinctively maternal undertones: 'She used to feed me fruit from her own bowl, each slice poised between finger and thumb till I was ready to take it. Though I never trusted her, I took delight in what she gave me.' [START_REF] Donoghue | Kissing the Witch 46 16[END_REF] In modern fairy tales, the villainous mother is therefore the one who mutilates, poisons and devours her daughter, both metaphorically -by smothering and imprisoning her -and literally -by dismembering and feeding on her. As Barzilai suggests, 'the unnatural mother is therefore seen as desiring to eat rather than to feed her child. … It represents a preemptive strike: she wants to eat (leave) me; I will eat (make her leave me) first.' 16 In her paper, however, Barzilai overlooks a fundamental aspect of maternal violence within the fairy-tale genre: the vilification of non-biological mothers as opposed to original genitrixes. Thus, I argue that, in the case of non-biological stepmothers, the motif of daughterly consumption must also be interpreted as an attempt to artificially emulate -and thus (re)appropriate -the experience of biological mothering. In this respect, Katarina Labudova argues that, 'as [the stepmother] is not [the children's] biological mother, eating them might be seen as a metaphorical wish to become pregnant with them, integrate them into her body, so they would be inseparable. She attempts to recreate the mother's power over the infant.' 17 Thus, more than a deliberate attempt to subvert patriarchal conceptions of maternity, violence against fairy-tale heroines might epitomise a misguided desire to experience 'those edenic days when mother and daughter were still an intermingled and undifferentiated unit'. [START_REF] Barzilai | Reading "Snow White[END_REF] The blurring of boundaries between motherly love, cannibalistic consumption and uterine (re)absorption is a recurring trope in contemporary fairy tales, as evidenced by the reunion of mother and daughter in Lee 

Wicked Voices and (Re)telling the Tale

These previous considerations lead to the question of whether literary stepmothers are inherently wicked, or whether contemporary fairy-tale revisionism might be able to develop narrative strategies to reclaim the voices of maternal antagonists the way they often do with those of fairytale heroines. In this respect, Christy Williams argues that: Feminist retellings of fairy tales in literature and popular culture often try to subvert what have been perceived as narrowly defined roles for women in the popular tales. Rather than creating 'new' feminist fairy tales, these retellings seek to reclaim the figures of women …

[that] are constructed in less than flattering ways: from passive objects of male desire to powerfully evil figures working from selfish motivations. [START_REF] Williams | Who's Wicked Now? The Stepmother as Fairy-Tale Heroine[END_REF] Indeed, though the antagonistic dimension of fairy-tale mothers is only rarely subverted, many contemporary revisions of classic tales are interestingly centred on the character of the wicked stepmother and set out to explore and recontextualise her most violent actions. Thus, writers such as Margaret Atwood, Robert Coover and Danielle Teller turn the wicked stepmother into the protagonist of her own fairy-tale, often providing her with metatextual consciousness of the constructs and constraints of her prototypical narrative role. In Atwood's 'Unpopular Gals', for instance, the stepmother addresses the reader directly when she declares: I stir things up, I get things moving. … It's perverse, but it works. … Whereas all I get is the blame. … You can wipe your feet on me, twist my motives around all you like, you can dump millstones on my head and drown me in the river, but you can't get me out of the story. I'm the plot, babe, and don't ever forget it. [START_REF] Atwood | Good Bones[END_REF] Similarly, in 'Snow, Glass, Apples', Neil Gaiman doesn't shy away from exploring the theme of extreme maternal violence, as evidenced by the narrator unapologetically declaring: 'If it were today, I would have [the princess's] heart cut out … But then I would have her head and arms and legs cut off. I would have them disembowel her … And I would not close my eyes until the princess was ash, and a gentle wind could scatter her like the snow.' [START_REF] Gaiman | Snow, Glass, Apples', Smoke and Mirrors[END_REF] However, Gaiman presents these destructive desires as necessary and justified by the monstrous nature of the heroine, who poses a direct threat not only to the queen's power, but to the survival of the entire kingdom. [START_REF] Gaiman | Snow, Glass[END_REF] Albeit with less vehemence, Coover and Keillor similarly strive to reframe and justify the wicked (step)mother's violent actions. In Keillor's Stepmother (2004), the eponymous character only exerts power and wickedness when attempting to save one of her adoptive (step)daughters from her canonical fate: How many I've seen go this way, daughters, stepdaughters, whatever … I know where they go: to be drowned, hung, stoned, beheaded, burned at the stake … dragged down the street in barrels studded on the inside with nails … Their going always sickens me and the deep self-righteous laughter of their executioners causes the bile to rise, and for a time thereafter I unleash a storm of hell, or at least what's in my meager power to raise … 25 Conversely, in 'My Stepmother, Myself' it is the stepdaughters who set out to contextualise and defend the actions of their respective stepmothers: 'The story the press told was that I [Snow White] was in a life-threatening situation as a child and that the primary causal factor was my stepmother's envy. I can see now that there were other factors, and that I didn't give her much reinforcement.' [START_REF] Keillor | Happy to Be Here[END_REF] Atwood's 'There Was Once' similarly questions the many patriarchal constructs implicitly dictating traditional fairy-tale narratives, amongst which the overrepresentation of malevolent (step)mothers within the genre: 'I am so tired of negative female images! And stepmothers -they always get it in the neck! Change [the story] to stepfather, why don't you? That would make more sense anyway, considering the bad behaviour you're about to describe.' [START_REF] Atwood | [END_REF] As for Lee, she relies on the motif of the magic mirror to portray (step)mother and (step)daughter as reflections of one another, both physically and morally. Thus, not only do Arpazia and Coira take turns in narrating the story, but their violent encounters are always justified by the mutual desire for matrilineal reunion and reconciliation which pervades the entire narrative:

She's smothering me, Coira thought. Her arms round my waist, my neck, her long dusty hair, snow-white now; all over me, in my mouth. I can hardly breathe. …

Let her smother me. I want her to. What else is there for me? 28 Another theme explored by Lee in White as Snow is that of parental ambivalence, which she presents as an intrinsic dimension of the mother/daughter bond. Interestingly, the social and literary unacceptability of maternal ambivalence directly ties into the emergence of the wicked stepmother archetype. In fact, up till the publication of the Grimms' Children and Household Tales in 1812, maternal antagonists in fairy-tales were biological mothers; wicked stepmothers only emerged in order to help dissociate representations of abuse and cruelty from the institution of motherhood.

Building upon this idea, Bruno Bettelheim explains in The Uses of Enchantment (1976) that the narrative presence of opposed maternal archetypes in fairy-tales serves to help children cope with ambivalent displays of parenting by encouraging them to split their own parental figures into

Manichean opposites:

The typical fairy-tale splitting of the mother into a good (usually dead) mother and an evil stepmother serves the child well. It is not only a means of preserving an internal all-good mother when the real mother is not all-good, but it also permits anger at this bad 'stepmother' without endangering the goodwill of the true mother, who is viewed as a different person. [START_REF] Bettelheim | The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales[END_REF] Maternal splitting is depicted explicitly in White as Snow, in which the protagonist, Coira, tussles 'with [the] two images: the loving, golden, kind mother; the chill, dark, uncaring mother who avoided her always. Perhaps, after all, the dark witch-queen was not her mother.' [START_REF] Lee | [END_REF] However, it must also be pointed out that maternal splitting implicitly attributes deficient mothering to a lack of 'natural' (biological) bond between mother and daughter. It therefore comes as no surprise that several contemporary fairy-tale retellings keep the biological status of the female antagonist deliberately ambiguous throughout the entire story. Besides, as underlined by Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar in The Madwoman in the Attic, the narrative conflict opposing stepmother and heroine often stems from a patriarchal voice -be it that of the father, the lover, or the magic mirror -pitting them against each other:

[The father's voice], surely, is the voice of the looking glass, the patriarchal voice of judgment that rules the Queen's -and every woman's -self-evaluation. He it is who decides, first, that she must be replaced by his angelically innocent and dutiful daughter, a girl who is therefore defined as 'more beautiful still' than the Queen. [START_REF] Gilbert | The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination[END_REF] In Donoghue's 'The Tale of the Apple', the reconciliation of female characters is only envisioned in the wake of the magic mirrors' destruction, and the subsequent silencing of the dead King's oppressive voice: 'We said not a word of what was past. She said, I keep breaking mirrors. ' 32 Twice Upon a Time: Queering the Maternal On the subject of matrilineal relationships in literature, Adrienne Rich declares that the 'cathexis between mother and daughter -essential, distorted, misused -is the great unwritten story'. [START_REF] Rich | Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution[END_REF] Though this claim initially appears to be directly contradicted by the fairy-tale genre, one must nonetheless note that the prototypical fairy-tale maternal plot is unequivocally centred on violence, alienation and mutual destruction. Therefore, if not quite unwritten, the mother/daughter plot is at least 'the great miswritten story'. Consequently, many fairy-tale retellings -amongst which Coover's

Stepmother, Donoghue's Kissing the Witch and Lee's White as Snow -set out to both denounce and palliate this literary gap. To do so, many of these narratives borrow elements from Greek mythology -and, more specifically, from the myth of Demeter and Persephone -to construct contemporary alternatives to the canonical mother/daughter narrative tragedy. According to Marianne Hirsch, the myth of Demeter and Persephone: is indeed a mother-daughter narrative, not only the story of the intense mother-daughter attachment and separation, but also the story of both the mother's and the daughter's reactions and responses. Its motifs -the pre-existence of timeless bliss vaguely identified with a matriarchal past, … the idealization of maternal power, the resolution of plot in cyclicity -carry a particular resonance for modernist writers. [START_REF] Hirsch | [END_REF] The most overt retelling of this myth within a fairy-tale context is certainly Lee's White as Snow, in which the heroine's identity progressively merges with that of Persephone until she is eventually renamed 'Persapheh' by her rapist and captor, Hadz. 35 As I previously alluded to, Lee describes the eventual reunion of Coira and her (step)mother Arpazia in very intense terms that border on the erotic, thus directly relating to Rich's description of the mother/daughter bond as one of potential 'passion and rapture': 36 "You're my beauty", said Arpazia, "the most beautiful in all the world. Skin like snow and hair like ebony and your lips red as a rose. Oh, you're mine." … Coira's ears sang, too, like the sea. She breathed in tiny shallow gasps and her heart pounded, rattling her breast. But she was happy. So happy at last. She had not lost her love.

All love was here. She did not need to trust, only give in. 37 Coira's experience of motherly violence appears not to have irreversibly damaged her own conception of maternity. Thus, the novel closes on Coira engaging with pregnancy and potential motherhood in a constructive manner -an inverted reflection of Arpazia's destructive prenatal anxiety: 'I felt the child's life in me, its breath, its heartbeat. It's curled up inside me -it's mine -it's me -another me, myself born again in flesh, yet new and unlike and changed -I'm not a grave -I can give it the world. And I want my child. My motherhood. I want that.' 38 Therefore, although the reconciliation of mother and daughter remains fleeting and ambiguous, the narrative of White as Snow eventually does mend the mother/daughter plot: Coira's experience of her own, impregnated body -devoid of violence and anxiety -thus presents motherhood as an ambivalent yet desirable experience.

Though in White as Snow, Lee only hints at the queer potential of intergenerational relationships between women, contemporary fairy-tale revisionism often acknowledges and exploits the subversive potential of the wicked stepmother archetype from a feminist and a queer perspective. Indeed, in the absence of biological filiation, it becomes possible to explore marginalised and silenced female bonds, be they romantic or not. In Of Woman Born, Rich declares relationship, it's not incest) or walk away (because she has no authority over you). Being notmother-and-daughter lets all sorts of interesting emotions in.' [START_REF] Interview With Donoghue ; Apolline | [END_REF] In Donoghue's work just as in Lee's, it is the (step)mother's wickedness -as evidenced by her rejection of patriarchal ideals of femininity -as well as her unapologetic disinterest in traditional maternity that eventually attracts the heroine. Thus matricentric narratives have been subversively reborn within contemporary fairy-tale revisionism.

Conclusion

The continued presence of maternal antagonists and mother/daughter violence within modern fairy tales does not indicate a lack of feminist empowerment or a triumph of patriarchal constructs within the genre. Rather, the trope of motherly in contemporary tales must be understood as an attempt to subvert the oppressive constructs of motherhood as defined by patriarchal societies and literatures. In narratives centred on non-biological mothering, it also stems from characters' 

  misguided attempts to artificially (re)create emotional and bodily unity between mother and daughter. Many recent revisions also set out to reclaim ambivalent maternal voices within the fairytale canon by turning the wicked stepmother into the teller of her own tale and striving to reframe her violent behaviours as tactics of feminist resistance, subversion and empowerment. Such efforts are mirrored in the characterisation of the contemporary fairy-tale heroine: recent fairy stories thus often explore the mutual desires of reconciliation and kinship experienced by mother and daughter alike. As a result, contemporary fairy-tale revisions aim to construct a feminist countercanon to the traditional mother/daughter plot, centred on reclaiming filial ambivalence as well as on exploring queer and marginalised female desires. Apolline Weibel Notes 1. 'Chapter Nine: The Returned Man', Chilling Adventures of Sabrina, developed by Roberto Aguirre-Sacasa, performances by Kiernan Shipka and Miranda Otto, season 1, episode 9 (Warner Bros. Television, 2018), Netflix, 35:40-35:44. 2. Mark Goldfeder and Elisabeth Sheff, 'Children in Polyamorous Families: A First Empirical Look', The Journal of Law and Social Deviance, vol. 5, 2013, 157-8; Serge Hefez, 'La famille à l'épreuve de la coparentalité', Cahiers critiques de thérapie familiale et de pratiques de réseaux, vol. 47, no. 2, 2011, 56.

  's White as Snow (2000): Her mother would not let her go. She's smothering me, Coira thought. Her arms round my waist, my neck, her long dusty hair, snow-white now; all over me, in my mouth. I can hardly breathe. … Let her smother me. I want her to. What else is there for me? And Arpazia held her as if to press her back inside her body, into the warm oven of her womb. And as if to press herself into the womb of Coira 20

that many 'women have been caught -have split themselves -between two mothers: one, usually the biological one, who represents the culture of domesticity, of male-centeredness, of conventional expectations, and another, perhaps a woman artist or teacher, who becomes the countervailing figure'. 39 This figure, which she refers to as a 'countermother', 40 appears to bear much resemblance to contemporary wicked stepmothers, especially in the way it defines itself against patriarchal conceptions of motherhood and femininity. Thus, in 'The Tale of the Hair', Donoghue explores and subverts the prototypical association of villainous mothers with witchcraft by turning Rapunzel's keeper into an allegory of alternative female power and knowledge:

The woman was my store of knowledge, my cache of … She taught me you only have the right to kill a creature when you know its name and ways. She walked out in all weathers, and never shrank from the cold. Sometimes she spoke of her childhood in a country so frozen that people could walk on water. When she murmured of such things under her breath, it was as if I could see them. 41 The lack of genetic bond between (non-)mother and (non-)daughter is also explored from an explicitly queer perspective in both Donoghue's Kissing the Witch and Lee's Redder than Blood. In 'Snow Drop', for instance, Lee presents hatred and desire as intrinsically entwined and inseparable: the prototypical poisoning of the heroine by the wicked stepmother thus directly follows a consensual sexual encounter between the two. 42 Similarly, 'The Tale of the Hair' -Donoghue's retelling of 'Rapunzel' -culminates with the revelation that the heroine's paramour was not, in fact, a prince, but rather the witch in disguise: 'She guided my hand over the pieces of horn, common horn. The horn was mine, she said. I know I would have no peace till I found you a prince. As she spoke her whisper deepened into a hoarse, musical voice, a voice I knew.' [START_REF] Donoghue | Kissing the Witch[END_REF] Furthermore, 'The Tale of the Shoe' ends with the heroine explicitly pursuing a romantic relationship with an older, pseudomaternal figure:

What about the prince? she asked.

He'll find someone to fit, if he looks long enough.

What about me? she asked very low. I'm old enough to be your mother. … You're not my mother, I said. I'm old enough to know that. [START_REF] Donoghue | Kissing the Witch[END_REF] When questioned on the subject, Donoghue declares: '"You're not my mother" is something you might say to an older woman before you either kiss her (because if there's no mother-child