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Why Wonder Woman?

To many, Wonder Woman is the first, the only
superheroine of note. Why is that?

 


Wonder Woman’s emergence
and success in the 1940s was unparalleled by any other woman in
comic books during that time or since. Her continued success has
defied the odds, though changes in the structure of the comic books
helped to welcome young female readers. By and large, women as well
as men were drawn to the 1970s television series. Since Wonder
Woman’s spectacular beginnings, she has become an icon for female
empowerment, as well as a term for any woman who can multitask with
finesse or show abilities that transcend traditional norms. (Knight
314)

 


Supergirl and Batgirl (however well the former
is doing on television) began as sidekicks. Far too many heroines
like Hawkgirl or Sue Storm were created as girlfriend and female
counterpart. It’s also notable how they all were named “girl,” even
those who were created as equal partners. Diana, created before
them all, is an actual woman. Caroline Preece of The Mary
Sue writes: “Here was a female hero who wasn’t great in spite
of being a woman, but great because she is a woman. Kara
Danvers [TV’s Supergirl] is girly and silly and frets about dating
boys. She is compassionate and understanding and sometimes too
headstrong and idealistic for her own good. Sometimes she’s wrong,
and she makes mistakes.” Wonder Woman offers a new kind of role
model – feminine but indescribably powerful.

The character arrived in comics in 1941, and
continued with barely a break through present day. Even without
this longevity, her comics were remarkably prolific. “With 56
issues of Wonder Woman, 106 issues of Sensation
Comics, and 29 issues of Comic Cavalcade released in the
1940s, no other super-heroine came close to matching Wonder Woman’s
presence on the newsstands,” notes Tim Hanley, author of
Wonder Woman Unbound: The Curious History of the World’s Most Famous Heroine
(26). When her creator, William Moulton Marston, first pictured “a
new kind of superhero, one who would triumph not with fists or
firepower, but with love,” his wife advised, “Fine ... but make her
a woman” (Mandaville, Kindle Locations 4245-4246).

 


In a 1943 article in
American Scholar, Marston stated that “it seemed to
me, from a psychological angle, that the comics’ worst offense was
their blood-curdling masculinity“ In response, Marston pitched a
female superhero to All-American editor Sheldon Mayer to
give young readers an alternative to all of this male-dominated
violence. Marston called her “Suprema the Wonder Woman,” which
Mayer wisely shortened. Marston wrote his comics under the penname
Charles Moulton. (Hanley 13)

 


After Supergirl and Catwoman,
this is the first female dominant superhero film in twelve years
since Elektra (2005). This is also the first female-directed
live-action film to have a $100 million+ budget (of $150 million).
With an opening of $103 million, the film marks the highest US
opening for a female director – unsurprising as there are so few of
them. Director Patty Jenkins adds, “I think the pressures and
responsibilities of making the first Wonder Woman film were already
intense. You know, that’s as big as it gets. I try not to only
focus on the fact that it’s a female character and just make
Wonder Woman a great Super Hero movie” (“Interview: Director
Patty Jenkins”).

Many would say the Wonder Woman film has been
delayed decades too long, with piles of Superman and
Batman, and even obscure heroes from Punisher to
Thor getting in first. Critic Robert Jones, Jr.
concludes:

 


The people who own the
Wonder Woman trademark and brand don’t really have, and haven’t
really had, much faith in the character and her potential. She has
historically played third fiddle to the likes of Batman and
Superman. And I think the corporate types don’t really get her
appeal. That is why they’ve been so hesitant about doing anything
with her. It’s why Green Lantern, a character no one outside of a
few die-hards is checking for, could get a film before her. That’s
why they had to “test” her out in Batman vs.
Superman. They projected their feelings, insecurities,
and ignorance onto an audience and assumed we wouldn’t want a Wonder Woman anything, much
less a movie, because they didn’t
want one. This movie and the reaction to it proved them dead wrong.
(Complex and Jones)

 


Before this, Joss Whedon (The
Avengers), George Miller (Mad Max) and Paul Feig
(Ghostbusters), among many others, all failed to bring the
Amazonian princess to the big screen.

Still, Jenkins celebrates the character’s
universality: “As a woman, to discover such a complex and
compelling woman at the helm of a universal hero’s journey? What a
wonderful gift” (Gosling 6). Robin Wright (Antiope)
celebrates:

 


With headlines as of
late about gender inequality and women having a stronger
voice…it’ll be revolutionary in terms of this new generation. These
young girls and young boys seeing a different perspective, not just
through the lens of “men are the leaders, women are the
subordinates.” (Coggan and Franich 33)

 


The film doesn’t make the women audience
squint through the male gaze but presents competent, athletic (or
more to the point exceptional and near-godlike) women training,
without focusing on their cleavage or rear ends. Women on Paradise
Island have crowsfeet and are played by older actresses, suggesting
wise matriarchs over pretty, eternally young things. It presents a
superheroine who’s clever and determined and never ever listens to
the orders of men who think themselves her superiors.

This book celebrates the feminine symbolism
while pointing out so much fans haven’t noticed – the character
history, the imagery of Diana’s two worlds, issues of empowerment
and how it all integrates into a delightful story. For indeed, the
film thrilled fans – the true triumph here.

 


When Warner Bros.
premiered the first Wonder Woman trailer last July at Comic-Con,
much of what flashed onscreen followed familiar beats: A bad guy
arises with a terrible new weapon. The fate of humanity is
threatened. A new hero suits up for battle. But then, something
unexpected: Steve turns to Wonder Woman and says, “I can’t let you
do this.” She pauses and then calmly replies, “What I do is not up
to you.” The rest of the trailer was completely drowned out by the
sound of thousands of fans whooping for joy.
(Dockterman)

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 



 


 


 


Symbols

 


Crowns

Diana’s crown first appears in the movie as
Antiope’s warrior headpiece, with protective struts over the
cheeks. The struts give her a second, fiercer set of cheekbones,
though they’re removed for Diana to give her a younger look. It
emphasizes the strength and majesty of the best warrior of the
Amazons (and that’s saying something). Tough bronze, low on the
forehead, it’s dignified and warlike rather than perky.

This image has a noble history – the goddess
Athena always wore a helmet, not a crown, as did many
warrior-kings. Further, the English word “helmet” comes from the
Norse goddess of the underworld, Hel, who shared her protective
headgear with her chosen ones on earth (Walker 138). The comic
The Legend of Wonder Woman (2017) has Hippolyta add, “The
Tiara of Athena will build on the strengths of your mind. It will
help you see further, react faster.” She is the goddess of wisdom
and war, lending her strength to the heroine.

After Antiope’s death, Queen Hippolyta gives
Diana her crown, telling her, “This belonged to the greatest
warrior who ever lived.” She has snapped off the cheek pieces, but
its power remains. Thus it’s more armor than princess tiara,
emphasizing Diana’s warrior status and inheritance of Antiope’s
legacy. It shares a bit of the look of the New 52 crown, which is
silver, not gold, and worn low on the forehead.

A crown is a symbol of royalty, but its circle
also represents the energy and power in the head – in ancient
times, the dwelling place of the soul. It also suggests the circle
of time, spinning eternally and offering continuity (Cooper 47). In
the ancient world, accepting a crown meant accepting a new
position, from the Sacred Marriage to hospitality to sainthood, as
described by Barbara G. Walker in The Woman’s Dictionary of
Symbols and Sacred Objects (132).

The questing heroine’s talisman is often a
tiara, and as this one protects from telepathic attacks in the
comics, it can be seen as the love of Diana’s mother protecting her
from afar.

 


“Men may quest for the
grail, but each woman already bears the feminine deep within, and
only needs evoke it. Her talisman helps her do so, but this token
of her inner femininity cannot be a sword (Frankel, From Girl to
Goddess 46). The heroine’s talisman is often a circle or a
container like Lucy’s healing potion in Narnia or Dorothy’s
slippers in Oz. Donna Troy has the History of the Universe Orb plus
a divine earring and bracelet; Black Widow has her stinging
“Widow’s bite” bracelets. Wonder Woman’s lasso, bracelets, belt,
and tiara all fall into the category of round items. With her own
magical necklace, Amy Winston could transform from an American
thirteen-year-old to the fully-grown Princess of Gemworld,
Amethyst. All these are also women’s adornments like the original
Batwoman’s purse of gadgets, projected outward as a source of
power. A finger slipping into a glove or ring suggests sex, since
women are symbolically tied to the circle of life. Roundness
indicates the self-perpetuating lifecycle as well as a community
unbound by male hierarchy, only friendship. (Frankel,
Super-heroines and the Epic Journey).

 


In the most ancient of times, the circle was a
feminine symbol “associated with a protected or consecrated space,
the center of the motherland” (Walker 4). Circles appear in ancient
symbols from Stonehenge to chakras, each time suggesting feminine
protection and divinity.

In the original comic, her adornments function
as weapons – Diana often throws the tiara with its razor-sharp
edge. It, along with her girdle are gold with silver bracelets.
These sun and moon colors, emphasize her divine power. Gold is the
masculine sun’s enlightenment and divine power, fire and radiance.
Silver is the virginal moon, the feminine principle (Cooper 40-41).
Diana inherits the symbolism of both, though with more silver for
the film’s iteration and in The New 52 comics reboot of
2011.

The V-shaped triangle of Hippolyta and
Antiope’s movie crown is a feminine symbol, representing the womb
and feminine principle in ancient times (Walker 39). It also
suggests the ancient trinity of Maiden, Mother, Crone. Though
Antiope is of the same generation as Hippolyta, her role as mentor
and her sacrifice as she passes on her talisman place her in the
crone archetype, sacrificing to guide the untested maiden on her
path.

Antiope’s crown also contains a star, showing
her status as shining light of her people. It has 8 points like a
compass rose. “In sacred architecture the compasses represent
transcendent knowledge” (Cooper 42). The compass rose, for sailors,
links with travels, like the ones Diana will embark on. It
encourages its wearer to focus on the future. In a particularly
feminine image, the octagram, or eight-pointed star, represented
regeneration in the ancient world (Walker 71). “The perfect figure
of the circle with the central point, the source of life (Cooper
42).

Hippolyta’s crown shares something of the look
though in majestic gold, suggesting supreme rulership. Her crown’s
V’s interlock in both directions, giving her the power of male and
female, perfectly balanced. Of course, the protective lightning
bolts down Hippolyta’s cheeks make her own crown into armor, while
reflecting Zeus, mightiest of the Pantheon (and also foreshadowing
Diana’s lightning power and heritage). Judging by its symbolism,
the crown may have been a gift from Zeus himself.

Bracelets

Young Diana bargains with her mother for
training in the film, as she wheedles, “What if I didn’t use a
sword?” and “Just a shield then. No sharp edges.” In fact, through
her comics career and also in the film, Diana fights much more with
the lasso and her other superweapon – her “bracelets” as she calls
them in the comics. (Clearly, they’re more like bracers from armor,
but the comics’ creator’s mistress really did wear bracelets in
this style, and the name stuck). “Gloves and circles are
particularly feminine symbols. Gauntlets and wristbands like Wonder
Woman’s bullet-bouncing bracelets accentuate the acts of the hands
– symbol of active power” (Frankel, Superheroines and the Epic
Journey).
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In Golden Age comics, Wonder Woman’s Amazon
bracelets give her her power (unless a man reinstates her chains,
from which she must then break free). In Buddhism, a chain
represents the links that “bind man to continued phenomenal
existence” (Cooper 32). When she is bound, it’s symbolically with
responsibility and ties to the world – a superhero’s fatal flaw.
They are called the Bracelets of Submission for this reason, but
also the Aegis of Athena – forged as they are from the war
goddess’s mantle of queenship and armor. This explains their power
to hurl Antiope across the training field.

The Legend of Wonder Woman (2017) calls
them “The Armlets of Artemis. Impenetrable. Superior to any
shield,” linking Diana with the archer moon goddess and giving her
blessings from all the women of Olympus.

Famously, the bracelets of the comics deflect
bullets, lasers, and so on, allowing her to defend herself and
others from the weapons of man. Wonder Woman can also precisely
deflect projectiles back at her enemies or slam the bracelets
together to generate a concussive blast, as seen in the film’s
first moments of divine strength. In training, Antiope tells her,
“You must dig deeper or you will never find your inner power.” When
she finally finds it, she smashes her bracelets together and a
burst from them sends her aunt flying.

Lasso

“The Lasso of Hestia compels you to reveal the
truth,” the Amazons tell the first man to wash up on the island,
Steve Trevor. Hestia was the Greek Goddess of home and hearth – a
gentle modest figure, but apparently mightier than she seems, with
this gift of defense for the Amazons. They too appear primitive
women (though at least they wear armor instead of the gauzy short
gowns of comics and television). However, they too are formidable.
Her name suggests a call to protect homes and civilians, as well as
offering blessings from all the Olympians.

Armaments in this style were popular with
ancient goddesses, who fought in war, but at a remove: “Artemis has
her silver bow, and Hecate a whip, both distance weapons. Pele
needs only the devastating power of her lava. Devastating oceans
and storms are the province of many water goddesses” (Frankel,
From Girl to Goddess 48-49). Even among superheroes, the
epic heroine “has different gifts, a weapon that’s often more
chalice, ring, or magical cord than sword (Supergirl’s ship,
Vixen’s totem, the Witchblade gauntlet, Wonder Woman’s bracelets,
girdle, tiara, and lasso)” (Frankel, Superheroines and the Epic
Journey). Comics Wonder Woman is adept
with the lasso, not only battling with it, but spinning it hard
enough to send her flying on air currents or disrupt radio
transmissions. In the film, the lasso is more than a little
telepathic and can stretch to reach something or wrap around it
(Gosling 129).

Diana’s Lasso of Truth is symbolically a
mythic weapon “created in divine realms” and imbued with the power
“to penetrate the human soul” (Arnaudo 126). In ancient times, the
earth hung from Zeus’s heavens on a golden cord. Likewise, Plato
describes the “sacred cord of reason” and the fates spun a lifeline
for each person, short or long as they chose. The cord around the
waist of a monk binds him to his vocation (Cooper 42). A cord can
trap someone, or allow them to stretch forward and climb – Wonder
Woman uses her lasso for both. “The rope both bind and limits yet
provides the possibility of infinite extension and freedom” (Cooper
140). It’s also the rebirth journey – the umbilical cord, or
“Ariadne’s thread leading Theseus through the Labyrinth (into the
darkness and out again)” (Walker 130). Using this imagery, the
Fates spun a lifeline for each person, connecting them to the gods
and to each other. In the Egyptian world, cords represented
matriarchal law, in service to Maat, goddess of justice. Witches
were known to use their own sacred cords for magic. Wonder Woman
harnesses all this symbolism, binding herself to responsibility, to
humanity, as the protector of life. She guides and is guided in
turn.

William Moulton
Marston, inventor of the early
lie-detector called the systolic blood-pressure test, has a connection to his lasso from the
start. Marston said that he created Wonder Woman as a “dramatized
symbol of her sex. She’s true to life –
true to the universal characteristics of women everywhere. Her
magic lasso is merely a symbol
of feminine charm,
allure, oomph, attraction every woman uses” (qtd. in Hanley
51). With this, the lasso compels people to obey Wonder
Woman’s commands in a metaphor for love-inspired obedience.
Symbolically, it’s an extension of herself – her smile and words of
persuasion. “With this great gift I can change
human character,” Diana marvels of it in Sensation Comics #6 (Jun. 1942). “I
can make bad men good, and weak women strong!”

In Sensation Comics, the lasso comes
from Aphrodite’s mythic girdle, which performed a similar task,
giving Diana charm powers from the goddess herself. This early
incarnation was not a Lasso of Truth but one of Submission, which
forced whomever was bound in it to obey whomever held the other
end.

When the entire DC universe was rebooted in
1985 after Crisis on Infinite Earths, Diana’s weapon was
reenvisioned as the Lasso of Truth. This time it was forged by the
smith god Hephaestus from the Golden Girdle of Gaea that was once
the birthright of Diana’s lost aunt Antiope. It compels people to
speak the truth, but can also restore people’s lost memories,
hypnotize, and protect from magical attacks. Its power comes from
the Fires of Hestia, giving the film’s Lasso of Hestia its
origin.

Of course, the weapon has strikingly divine
power. Many, forced to face the deep truths of their own lives,
despair – Captain Nazi and Ares both break down in tears after
facing what they’ve become. Meanwhile, some comics show Diana tying
herself as a type of meditation, peering deep into her own soul and
coming to terms with what’s hidden there.

Shield

Though wielded by men, the shield is another
circle motif, “Preservation; the sheltering, protecting feminine
power” (Cooper 152). It’s also “an attribute of chastity
personified” (Cooper 52). Wonder Woman fights often with the
shield, using it to protect herself from machine gun fire and even
deflect mortar shells.

A shield can protect others as well as the
self, emphasizing teamwork and community. It conceals, shelters,
provides a stalwart wall.

 


 


A warrior’s shield
became the principal bearer of heraldic designs because the latter
evolved from magical totemic themes. Every warrior felt the need
for protective magic concentrated particularly in the shield, upon
which his life could literally depend. (Walker 154)

 


In the film, Diana’s shield has a pattern of
feminine triangles and is emblazoned with a sun image. While Greeks
and Europeans made the sun masculine and moon feminine, ancient
cultures around the world like the Celts, Vikings, Romans, and
pre-Islamic Arabs worshipped sun goddesses. In Tantric myth, “the
sun was nothing more than a garment of light for the Great
Goddess.” One striking solar goddess was named Diana, worshipped by
the Scythians – the likely historic Amazons (Walker
353-354).

Sword

As the novelization tells:

 


Together mother and
daughter rode their mounts up Themyscira’s tallest hillside,
heading towards the stone keep on its peak. The armory was a high
tower that seemed to morph from a mountain into a building, as did
many of the curving buildings on the vast island. A single window
like a God’s eye overlooked both land and surrounding sea…The
armory gate was made of heavy iron, spiked with spearheads, and
locked from the outside. Diana stuck her face between the bars.
Inside it was very dark and smelled of damp and the sea. The chief
guard unlocked the gate and entered before them, lighting a series
of torches along the walls as she went. Diana followed her mother
down the bleak tunnel. Ahead there was a rectangle of
light.

 


The armory is “a monolith symbolizing the
collective physical strength of the women who live peacefully
around it” (Gosling 28). Production Designer Aline Bonetto adds,
“In a way, it’s masculine – a link between the earth and sky, the
Amazons and the Gods” (Gosling 28). However the imagery here of
“curving buildings” a protective eye, and the scent of the sea are
all feminine, blending the symbolism.

In the courtyard, young Diana sees a sword
with a [air of dragons or sea serpents on the hilt and a pattern of
mystic runes. Dragons are an image of power, decimating
battlefields…as they war against the patriarchy. As subterranean
leviathans, they suggest the might of the Great Goddess, eternally
savaging the feudal civilized knights.

Hippolyta tells her that Zeus forged it
himself to defeat Ares and that only the fiercest of them can wield
it. Taking it is a test – to step up and become the champion, the
slayer of monsters.

In her light golden brown training armor,
Diana touches the sword and “In this moment, she felt as if Zeus’s
hand lay in hers.” It’s kept, positioned like the sword in the
stone yet within looping brown spirals, like gusts of power, or
like a maze, guiding her to the center. In the middle sits the
Godkiller, as she thinks, but it’s really an image of the track
guiding her inward, to face herself.

Likewise, the red and blue armor is kept in a
structure of “a stylized eagle with two wings joining,” as Bonetto
says. She adds, “The wings are forming an open almond or a bivalve
shell. So there’s the softness of the feather and the power of the
eagle (one of Zeus’s symbols)” (Gosling 34). These are feminine
reproductive symbols, with suggestive shapes and the shell echoing
birth and regeneration. “In religious symbolism it stood for the
feminine creative force, the Mother-spirit that gave birth to the
world and the gods” (Walker 16). Meanwhile, the upright oval also
suggests a mirror, reflecting who Diana could become.
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