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performing her song “Run This Town” in her 
dream. This beginning sequence showcased 
her dressed in all black, singing bold lyrics 
including the line “I’m gonna rock this town,” 
directly juxtaposing the gentle, hopeful yet 
docile song that occurred near the start of 
the 1950s movie about waiting for a dream to 
IXOƮOO�LWVHOI��%\�FRQWUDVW��.DWLH�WRRN�LQLWLDWLYH�WR�
realize her career aspirations. Surreptitiously 
slipping her CD demo into the record 
producer’s suitcase in hopes of jump-starting 
her career, Katie made evident her sense of 
independence and strong will to the audience, 
HƬHFWLYHO\�GLVSURYLQJ�<ROHQoV�VWDWHPHQW�WKDW�
more contemporary versions of Cinderella 
contain weaker females. Throughout the 
rest of the movie, Once Upon a Song further 
distinguishes itself from Disney’s original 
characterization of Cinderella. At one point, 
Katie found herself literally wearing nothing 
but a doormat, but soon wound up wearing a 
blazer over the mat, metaphorically asserting 
her superiority over the complacent Cinderella 
archetype. Additionally, the movie’s last 
song “Bless Myself” contained the following 
lyrics: “look inside not around,” “there’s no 
need for someone’s help,” “there’s no one to 
save you but yourself,” and “I have blessed 
P\VHOI�q�7KHVH�ZRUGV�HƬHFWLYHO\�FULWLFL]H�
and undermine the dependence on a Fairy 
Godmother for success presented in Disney’s 
original, sharing a similar perspective to The 
Three Gowns. The 2011 narrative more closely 
aligns with today’s perspective on gender 
equality, a direct contrast to 1950s feminist 
Betty Friedan’s outlook on gender roles. As 
response to the 1950s cultural landscape, 
Friedan boldly commented on the state of 
suburban housewives in America, drawing 
attention to “a sense of dissatisfaction, a 
\HDUQLQJ�WKDW�ZRPHQ�VXƬHUHG�LQ�WKH�PLGGOH�

of the twentieth century in the United States” 
(Friedan 1). With her book The Feminine 
Mystique, Friedan highlighted an underlying 
discontent shared by suburban women who 
wanted a life beyond tending to the family and 
taking care of the house, thereby galvanizing 
PLOOLRQV�RI�VXEXUEDQ�ZRPHQ�WR�ƮJKW�IRU�WKHLU�
ULJKWV�DQG�HƬHFWLYHO\�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�WKH�VHFRQG�
wave feminism in America. Once Upon a 
Song’s emphasis on a woman’s professional 
aspirations, over a high school love interest, 
UHưHFWV�DQG�YDOLGDWHV�WKH�VRFLDO�SURJUHVV�
made as a result of Friedan’s movement, and 
in doing so refutes Yolen’s claim. Katie’s talent, 
grit, and drive culminated in her getting signed 
by a famous music producer and ditching her 
wicked step family for a bright future in the 
music industry. 
 Rosa, Cinderella, and Katie are 
p&LQGHUHOODVq�IURP�WKUHH�GLƬHUHQW�WLPH�SHULRGV��
yet all three successfully earned their “happily 
ever afters” through their own actions. Rosa 
escaped her father, killed a lion and adopted 
it as a disguise, and sought out the prince, 
eventually revealing herself on her own 
terms. Cinderella remained kind, tolerant, 
hardworking, and hopeful (which arguably 
demands great mental strength) in the midst 
of domestic abuse until she was ultimately 
rewarded by her Fairy Godmother. Katie used 
her talent, drive, and willpower to pursue her 
career aspirations, resulting in her very own 
record deal. 
 Though Yolen dismisses or 
condescends subsequent Cinderellas after 
The Three Gowns, particularly the 1950’s 
Cinderella for not actively embarking to win her 
happiness, this perspective fails to consider 
WKH�VRFLRORJLFDO�FRQWH[W�WKDW�GLƬHUHQWLDWHV�
each protagonist’s success. The Disney 
Cinderella, an extension of the American public 

post 1945, had already chosen to withstand 
so much misfortune that she was entitled to 
a Fairy Godmother. Therefore, her passivity 
should not be disrespected or misunderstood 
as weakness or lack of action/decision/
strength. The salient sense of feminism in 
Once Upon a Song, expressed through Katie’s 
ƮHUFH�SHUVRQDOLW\�DQG�DPELWLRQ��LQ�DGGLWLRQ�WR�
the symbolism of Disney’s Cinderella), is yet 
another counter to Yolen’s original claim. 
All three “Cinderellas” are inspirational in 
their own right; all three underwent a Hero’s 
Journey (though some journeys look more 
conventionally “heroic” than others with 
the idea of strength manifesting itself in 
GLƬHUHQW�ZD\V��DQG�VXFFHVVIXOO\�VHFXUHG�WKHLU�
happiness. Consequently, Rosa, Cinderella, 
and Katie all represent the type of underdog 
we can identify with, seek comfort in, and 
utilize to propel our own dreams of happiness. 
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American Abject: A Psychopolitical Reading of The 
Comedian

!"#$%&'$(#$)

 Alan Moore’s Watchmen uses 
its characters to present a dark vision of 
mid-twentieth century America. Of these 
characters, one of the more memorable is 
Edward Blake, also known as the Comedian. 
Indeed, the most recognizable symbol in the 
graphic novel1 is Blake’s pin. Blake is such 
a notable and puzzling character because 
amongst the cast of erstwhile, would-be, and 
anti-heroes, Blake is almost (if not entirely) 
villainous. The enigma posed by this character 
can be reduced to a single question: If all 
of the Comedian’s brutality and cruelty is a 
joke, what’s the punchline? By reading the 
Comedian in the context of the “abject”,2 we 
understand that the punchline is America itself.
 To understand the function of the 
Comedian, it is important to also understand 
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did not coin or use the term himself. In an 
operatic setting, a particular Leitmotif—a short 
musical idea that can be melodic, harmonic, 
rhythmic, or all three—represents and is 
used to identify a character throughout the 
opera. In terms of the Piano Sonata, motives 
like the dotted rhythm or the descending 
augmented triad could be seen as quasi-
OHLWPRWLIV� Although the Opus 1 Sonata is not 
a programmatic piece, in the famous “Open 
Letter” to Schoenberg, written in 1925, Berg 
hinted that he sympathized with program 
music and spoke of a “Romantic” inclination 
(Floros 77). Although any programs that 
were watermarked into his music were left 
concealed, it would behoove the performer 
of the Piano Sonata to examine these motivic 
cells and allow them to guide his performance.
Additionally, Berg makes heavy use of the 
Tristan chord (often spelled enharmonically 
as a half-diminished 7th chord) in the Piano 
Sonata, notably in the development section.  
 Not surprisingly, a Wagnerian sense of 
lyricism also permeates the development. The 
extended buildup of the development lasts for 
two full pages, reaching three progressively 
higher peaks. Theodor Adorno describes the 
expansiveness and climactic buildup of the 
development this way: “the themes, once 
having passed through the discipline of the 
exposition, are allowed to breathe and sing 
RXWfWKH�H[SUHVVLYH�JHVWXUH�RI�WKH�ƮUVW�EDUV�
of the development drifts by with the same 
deathly sorrow as later in the beginning of 
the :R]]HFN interlude, which appears to be 
dawning here even motivically” (Adorno 45).  
Alban Berg’s Piano Sonata, Opus 1, bears the 
LQưXHQFH�RI�VHYHUDO�ƮJXUHV��PRVW�QRWDEO\�KLV�
teacher Arnold Schoenberg. In a 1914 letter 
to Schoenberg, in which Berg dedicates his 
2UFKHVWUDO�3LHFHV��Opus 6, to his mentor, he 

says, “For years it has been my secret but 
persistent wish to dedicate something to you.  
 The works composed under your 
supervision, the Sonata, songs and Quartet, 
do not count for that purpose, having been 
received directly from you” (Schmalfeldt 80). 
The compositional tutelage of Schoenberg 
appears throughout the sonata, most notably 
in Berg’s use of *UXQGJHVWDOW�and developing 
variation. These principles allow him to take a 
succinct idea that is less than four measures 
long and compose a dense and deeply 
emotional Opus 1. The legacy of Wagner, 
one of Berg’s idols, factors heavily into the 
sonata, as well as in the composer’s use of 
operatic lyricism and Wagnerian harmonies. 
Finally, while the work is not programmatic, it 
is of musicological interest to examine a link 
between the sonata’s expressive language and 
Alban’s relationship with his future wife, Helene 
Nahowski. 

Works Cited

Adorno, Theodor W., et al. Alban Berg: Master 
of the Smallest Link. Cambridge Univ., 
1994.

Berg, Alban, and Bernard Grun. Alban Berg: 
Letters to His Wife. St. Martin’s Press, 
1971.

Caplin, William E. Classical Form: A Theory of 
Formal Functions for the Instrumental 
Music of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven. 
Oxford University Press, 2000.

Floros, Constantin. Alban Berg: Music as 
Autobiography. Lang, 2014.

Jarman, Douglas. “Berg, Alban (Maria 
Johannes).” Grove Music, 22 Dec. 
2017, www.oxfordmusiconline.
com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/
gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo-

9781561592630-e-0000002767#omo-
9781561592630-e-0000002767-
div1-0000002767.2.

Schmalfeldt, Janet. “Berg’s Path to Atonality.” 
Alban Berg: Historical and Analytical 
Perspectives, by David Gable and Robert 
P. Morgan, Clarendon Press, 1991, pp. 
79–109.

Schoenberg, Arnold, et al. Fundamentals of 
Musical Composition. Faber and Faber, 
1999.

Thompson, Marcus. “Brahms and Developing 
Variation.” Bostonchambermusic.org, 12 
Nov. 2014, www.bostonchambermusic.
org/brahms-and-developing-variation/#.
XBKgt2hKj6Q 

 



https://scholar.colorado.edu/concern/undergraduate_honors_theses/vx021f62v


146 | Honors Journal 2020 147 | Honors Journal 2020

“uncivilized peoples represent the primary 
�SULPLWLYH��RU�XQUHƮQHG�VWDWHV�RI�WKH�KXPDQ�
condition which, depending on how the 
civilized (ruling) classes portray their own 
history, they either avoided altogether or 
passed through at an earlier time” (1997, 21). 

The Odyssey
 With the theoretical and historical 
framework of the creation of the Other now 
established, I turn to examine concrete 
examples of the employment of this rhetoric in 
ancient Mediterranean literature and later 18th 
and 19th century British literature. Over two 
millennia ago people began to explore their 
surroundings, encountering new societies 
and conveying their experiences in the arts. 
Homer’s Odyssey, written some time in the 
eighth century BCE, stands as the primary 
example of burgeoning thoughts about new 
SHRSOHV�DQG�GLƬHULQJ�ZD\V�RI�OLIH��DV�LW�LV�RQH�RI�
WKH�ƮUVW�WH[WXDO�VRXUFHV�WR�HQJDJH�ZLWK�QRWLRQV�
of exploration and colonialism. Being deeply 
embedded in the Western canon, arguably 
the foundation of the entire canon itself, The 
Odyssey works to shape texts and contexts 
that follow, and establish a fundamental 
language for examining and discussing the 
Other.
 The middle sections of the epic engage 
most directly with encounters with the Other 
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implications, and the consequences of being 
female are highlighted rather than dismissed. 
O’Brien’s manipulation of the %LOGXQJVURPDQ is 
a way in which she can showcase her demand 
IRU�ZRPHQoV�VRFLDO�OLEHUWLHV�LQ�,UHODQG�{
Cait’s anxieties at the end of the novel are 
palpable, and her ever-present anxiety 
contradicts the fully-developed character 
that one often sees at the end of the classic 
%LOGXQJVURPDQ� To be a functioning member 
of society a character must experience 
“development of the whole personality...[and] 
WKH�FRQưLFWV�RI�OLIH�>DUH@�VHHQ�DV�QHFHVVDU\�
growth points on the road to maturity.”14 Cait 
KDV�PDQ\�pFRQưLFWV�RI�OLIHq�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�
novel, yet she ends the novel no more hopeful 
than she began it. The last line of the novel is 
indicative of this lack of change: “I came out 
to the kitchen and took two aspirins with my 
tea. It was almost certain I wouldn’t sleep that 
night.”15 At the novel’s beginning she is anxious 
over her father, at the end, Mr. Gentleman. Her 
DQ[LHW\�RYHU�0U��*HQWOHPDQ�LV�TXLWH�GLƬHUHQW��
as she desperately wants to run away with 
him and experience intimacy, actions that 
have a positive connotation for Cait, yet her 
state of being still depends on the presence 
RU�DEVHQFH�RI�PHQ��'HVSLWH�&DLWoV�pFRQưLFWV�
RI�OLIHq�DQG�ưLUWDWLRQ�ZLWK�UHEHOOLRQ��VKH�IDLOV�
to develop in a way that allows her to bypass 
WKH�QHHG�IRU�D�GRPLQHHULQJ�PDOH�ƮJXUH�DQG�
overcome the power that men hold over her, 
a conditioning that has roots in a convoluted 
mother/daughter relationship.
[...]
 To be forced to conform to such a 
role takes away a woman’s sense of identity 
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innocence to maturity…. The scholarship 
on the %LOGXQJVURPDQ�seems muddled, 
as Freese’s analysis centers around mid-
twentieth century novels. Regardless, for 
Esther Greenwood, the presence of social 
cohesion is in question by the end of the 
novel. The novel instead presents “a woman 
struggling to become whole, not a woman 
who ha[s] reached some sense of stable 
self,”21 and one may suggest that to be a 
VWDEOH�VHOI�ZDV�D�SULYLOHJH�DƬRUGHG�WR�PHQ��DV�
)UHHVH�SURSRVHV�LQ�KLV�GHƮQLWLRQ��7R�PLWLJDWH�
the traditional sexism of the form itself, as it 
has been traditionally male-centric, and to 
draw attention to its limitations, 7KH�%HOO�-DUoV�
narrative is fragmented in order to represent 
women’s struggle in society.
[...]
 Traditionally, most women were 
expected to be mothers and only mothers. 
Motherhood is a fate that Esther despises. 
Her introduction to the process of human 
birth is alarming, as she is forced to observe a 
live birth with her boyfriend, Buddy, a medical 
student. Her sole focus during the ordeal 
revolves around the mother’s pain during labor 
DQG�GHOLYHU\��DQG�VKH�EHFRPHV�Ʈ[DWHG�RQ�WKH�
morphine that is used to assuage the pain. 
She remarks on the patriarchal conditioning of 
the drug, stating that it “sounded just like the 
sort of drug a man would invent….[the woman] 
would go straight home and start another 
baby, because the drug would make her forget 
how bad the pain had been.”22 The birth scene 
forces Esther to recognize the reproductive 
priority of a woman’s role in society and she is 
repulsed by the inherent fragmentation of the 
role.
[...]

 More than half a century has passed 
since the publication of 7KH�%HOO�-DU� but it 
remains a novel that is both relevant and 
unconventional. Breaking the %LOGXQJVURPDQ�
form and challenging the realist representation 
of women was revolutionary at the time of 
publication, and the novel is still a jarring text 
that engenders valuable discussion about 
gender normativity and the slowness of 
historical change. Plath’s prose is provocative 
and meaningful, giving it staying power 
DQG�UHVRQDQFH�ZLWK�D�WZHQW\�ƮUVW�FHQWXU\�
audience. Esther Greenwood would be 
delighted to know that today she could 
be both a mother and successful career 
woman but holding both of those demanding 
jobs does not come without biases and 
judgements.
[...]
Conclusion: The Intersection of Culture and 
History
[...]
 The novels are categorized as feminist, 
and with that, the expectation is that men are 
depicted as the source of evil and corruption, 
while women are perfect and the solution to 
the world’s problems. This hyperbolic formula 
is problematic in itself, and the novels in 
discussion recognize that assumption. This is 
QRW�WR�VD\�WKH�PHQ�DUH�GHSLFWHG�LQ�D�ưDWWHULQJ�
light—the majority of them are not. However, 
neither are the women. Cait’s character 
frustrates the reader when she succumbs to 
Mr. Gentleman’s desires, Esther’s behavior 
is immature and problematic at the end of 
her novel, and Anna’s consciousness is so 
blurred that she allows parts of Paul, Ella, Molly, 
7RPP\��DQG�6DXO�WR�LQưXHQFH�KHU�GHFLVLRQV�
and thinking, behavior that is troublesome and 

F*&'"21$)7&9/1:"&'A&&*DNGA&PQ#"-.V3&X.$&W$##&L")&"3&@$;"#$&W/#:=123)5;"17\&'5;$1V3&Y-=:/$37&*FB*7&EEOGN7&EDA
FF&Q#"-.7&Y,#?/"A&FM*HA&X.$&W$##&L")B&"&Z5?$#A&8")6$)7&GGA

should not be emulated. Yet, I would venture 
to say that is the purpose of challenging the 
typical %LOGXQJVURPDQ�Iorm. The simplistic 
nature is not representative of the reality of 
human existence. It is not a straightforward 
trajectory from A to B, but rather a journey that 
goes from A to D to Z and back to A again. 
The account is often messy and not easily 
categorized, but it represents reality—an 
accessible narrative that provides a worthy 
addition to the complicated nature of social 
WKHRU\�{


