Janice Siegel: Abstract for PAMLA 1999 (successful)
Peter Greenaway’s The Cook, The Thief, His Wife and Her Lover and Ovid’s tale of Procne, Philomela and Tereus  (Met. 6.424-674)

The comparison between Greenaway’s CTWL and Ovid’s Procne begins with the similar plot and tangled interrelationships among the principal characters of each text: the Husband (Tereus, Albert), his Wife (Procne, Georgina), one Beloved to the Wife (Philomela, Michael), and the Cookee/Cook (Itys, Richard). In both texts, the Husband perpetrates violence against the Beloved, causing the Wife to enlist the help of the Cook/ee in a revenge scheme. In both texts, the fulcrum of each play is the moment when the disempowered Wife discovers the Husband’s crime. Then a shift in the balance of terror occurs, and the newly empowered Wife deliberates and determines an appropriate response to the savagery, which in each case is a cannibal feast for the Husband, who is left out of the loop after he has committed his crime.


The different artists use similar techniques of characterization in order to draw very different pictures of the husband character. Each husband is a watcher, for example, but Tereus’ watching is predatory; Albert’s is passively voyeuristic. Each husband has a voracious appetite, but Tereus craves sex and food; Albert only eats. Neither husband respects boundaries, but while Tereus breaks familial bonds by raping the sister of his wife, Albert literally breaks down doors that stand in his way of pathologically controlling the personal/sexual expression of his Wife. Each Husband in his own way attempts to control social, sexual and verbal intercourse, but unlike Tereus, whose violence is sexually motivated, Albert’s barbarity replaces his sexual drive. 

Each Wife eventually dethrones her Husband. But it is the Crime of each Husband that precipitates the shift in the balance of power, and each shift is heralded by a Flight/Liberation, a Revelation of past crimes of the Husband, and a final scene of Revenge/Discovery. The Crimes of the Husbands are similar: Tereus cuts out the tongue of the girl he has just raped, and then rapes her again; Albert watches while one of his henchmen stuffs pages of books down the throat of his wife’s lover and then gives the order to suffocate him.  Each man violently silences the threat posed by the one beloved to his Wife, although Albert reveals his true impotency by being unable to effect the punishment himself. Many details of the savagings are similar and stand for the same symbolic disempowerment, and both scenes have a strong sexual subtext. 

The Wife’s cannibal feast is a particularly apt retribution for the crime of the husband, and offers a similar symbolic disempowerment. However it is the nature of the crime that dictates the nature of the punishment in each text, and the contributory guilt of the avenger. Georgina is a hero at the end of the film when she forces Albert to eat the flesh of her dead lover. Her hands are clean of blood. But because Tereus left no body in his wake, and because he is not impotent and must be gelded, Procne seizes upon the idea of feeding him his own child, whom she rejects along with her marriage. Procne and Philomela, even in Ovid’s sympathetic portrait, are eternally marked as killers; in Greenaway’s film, it is much easier to see who stands on the side of Right.

