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This paper aims to explore Miroslav Krleža’s recycling and revision of the femme fatale myth and its masochistic connotations in his best-known novel, The Return of Philip Latinowicz. The femme fatale’s incarnation here contains, as it always does, a strong dose of gender and sexual anxiety. In contrast to the myth’s Western European version, however, it acquires overtones linked to national identity. Krleža, as we will see, extends the ambivalence his hero feels toward the typical femme fatale character (Bobočka Raday) not only to his own mother, but also to his Eastern European mother country, Croatia.

As Larry Wollf has shown in Inventing Eastern Europe: The Map of Civilization on the Mind of the Enlightenment, Eastern Europe had been consistently portrayed as the opposite to progress, culture, and enlightened rationalism since the 18th century. If we accept this value judgment, the mother country possesses the devouring, engulfing characteristics which interfere with the hero’s positive development in a manner typically attributed to the femme fatale. Yet in Krleža’s masterpiece his artist-hero decides to risk returning to his Pannonian swamp after twenty-three years in Western Europe. I will attempt to show that even if we encounter various more or less metaphorical marshes in this novel, they are all intrinsically interconnected. They feed off each other, increasing their power exponentially, since they all come down to one common denominator: Philip’s traumatic childhood. On the other hand, they present a certain antidote against Philip’s recent artistic impotence. Just as the notorious brothel visitors exhausted by a life of sexual excess, rumored to require flagellation to perform at all, Philip seeks a masochistic position in order to fulfill his life’s mission: artistic creation.  

