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From Poetics to Prada 
 

The Influence of Gnostic Feminine Theology  
on Contemporary Poetry and Culture 

 
By Bethany Fischer 

 
 On February 13, 2005, a short film entitled “Thunder Perfect Mind” was presented at the 

Berlin Film Festival. The film and the corresponding commercial—directed by Ridley Scott and 

his daughter Jordan Scott—launched Prada’s new fragrance. Attempting “to convey a simple, 

contemporary form of beauty,”(Prada) the film recorded portions of the gnostic poem, “Thunder 

Perfect Mind” over a jazzy soundtrack and images of a young woman who sees “herself coming 

and going at every turn in the faces of other women, some older, some quite a bit younger, some 

more wholesome” (Browne) and some mirror images of herself.  

For Miuccia Prada, the poem was appropriate because, “It’s about the complexity of 

women. It’s totally contemporary” (Prada). Her description begs the question: How is this 

ancient poem’s presentation of femininity “contemporary”? Ms. Prada states that “It’s 

fascinating how something written in ancient times can actually prove to be so 

illuminating”(Prada). If Prada found “Thunder Perfect Mind” so attractive in its presentation of 

the “multiplicity of women” that they chose to use it in their first television commercial ever, 

what is it about this ancient gnostic text that is so appealing to the contemporary culture the 

fashion-giant represents? (Prada) 

 This paper will explore the answers to these questions by examining the presentation of 

feminine identity. First the poem “Thunder Perfect Mind” will be considered alongside the 

gnostic presentation of feminine identity, which it embodies. Next, contemporary poetry and 

theory will be examined, primarily in the works of Denise Riley and Carol Ann Duffy to identify 

the most prominent ways of presenting and discussing feminine identity in those spheres. 
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Finally, this paper will attempt to explain why the current trends in poetry, theory, and culture 

find this two-thousand-year-old poem to be not only intriguing, but even, in Miuccia Prada’s 

words, “contemporary.” Amazingly, the feminism of postmodern poetry parallels the feminism 

in Sethian Gnosticism as embodied in “Thunder Perfect Mind,” making the poem at once ancient 

and modern. 

 

THE THUNDER  

Discovered in 1945 near the town of Nag Hammadi in Upper Egypt, the poem “Thunder 

Perfect Mind” is one of fifty-two texts contained in the thirteen papyrus books, or codices, that 

make up the Nag Hammadi Library. Many of these texts are gnostic in nature, including the 

Gospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Philip, and the Gospel of Truth. It was not until the 1970s that 

the texts were released for study. Since that time, gnosticism has become the focus of a 

remarkable amount of research, the popularity of which can be seen by the emergence of texts 

such as Elaine Pagels’ The Gnostic Gospels and Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code.  Indeed the 

influence of this ‘ancient’ gnosticism is vast in contemporary culture, as witnessed by Prada’s 

recent production of “Thunder Perfect Mind.”  

Until now I have used the word “gnostic” very loosely. It must be noted that the term 

“Gnostic” (from the Greek word gnosis which is usually translated as “knowledge”) is incredibly 

far reaching, encompassing all who profess possession of a secret knowledge. The term can refer 

to ancient and modern movements in Judaism, Platonism, and Christianity as well as a 

completely secular emphasis on knowing. Given the fact that the term has been used in a wide 

variety of ways, it is necessary to clarify it’s meaning in this text. The word “gnostic” will be 

used here to refer to Sethian Gnosticism. This decision is based on Bentley Layton’s 
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classification of “Thunder Perfect Mind” as a Sethian text, or as he terms it, “Classic Gnostic 

Literature” (qtd. in Pearson 236). Though many scholars have been hesitant to place the poem 

within any tradition, Layton’s classification of the “Thunder Perfect Mind” is helpful in 

analyzing the feminine speaker of the poem, which will be of primary interest here. 

Sethian Gnosticism  is considered “one of the two most important manifestations of 

ancient Gnosticism” (Pearson, 3). In fact, until the twentieth century, most everything known 

about gnosticism referred to the Sethian Gnostics. Condemned as heretics in the middle of the 

second century, nearly everything known about them came from their opponents. Bishop 

Irenaeus, head of the Church in Lyons, c. 180, wrote much condemning the “Falsely So-called 

Knowledge” of the Sethians, referring specifically to texts discovered at Nag Hammadi— the 

Apocryphon of John and the Gospel of Truth (Irenaeus). As Birger Pearson explains in his book 

Ancient Gnosticism, “the ideas found in his description of their teachings are related to those of 

groups other church fathers refer to as ‘Sethians’” (3), (after the name of the third son of Adam 

in the Genesis, of whom they consider themselves spiritual descendants).  Classic Gnosticism 

then, refers to those at the time of the early church who claimed a special witness of the divine. 

As Stephan Hoeller explains, this belief system held a "conviction that direct, personal and 

absolute knowledge of the authentic truths of existence is accessible to human beings, and 

moreover, that the attainment of such knowledge must always constitute the supreme 

achievement of human life" (qtd in Owens). 

This knowledge, or gnosis, becomes part of Sethian Gnosticism’s elaborate mythological 

system1 which re-envisions elements of Judaism, Platonism, and Christianity. The most 

prominent female figure of this system is Sophia (a Greek word commonly translated as 

“Wisdom”). Though her identity differs significantly from text to text and is very complicated, 
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Sophia’s myth is best described in the Apocryphon of John. Simply, she is a feminine deity split 

into various levels, or in Pearson’s words, “higher and lower manifestations” (Pearson, 110).  

Sophia’s higher manifestation is in her role as Barbelo2, the Mother in the divine triad of 

Father, Mother, and Son. In this role, she is the “First Thought” of the Father (Pearson 110). She 

takes an important role in the creation of the world, but this also becomes her shame. As the 

myth goes, Sophia “wanted to bring a likeness out of herself” (110) and thus, virginally gave 

birth to the Demiurge, a deformed being, who in turn, produced and governed the world. It is this 

son of Sophia (or Barbelo) who is believed to be orthodox Christianity’s god. In her creation of 

the Demiurge, Sophia becomes viewed as a fallen being. 

If Sophia’s higher manifestation is that of a divine Mother, her lower manifestation in the 

Sophia myth is as mediator and redeemer. After Sophia had created the Demiurge, she saw “the 

wickedness which had happened” and repented. She thus, as “a fallen being in need of 

redemption” seeks to redeem humankind by giving them life, the divine spark within each 

human (112). She becomes the mediator of saving ‘gnosis’ to the elect. In this role she is Mother 

and Life.  

The dual role of Sophia—as a fallen being and as a life-giving mother and savior—

presents an important concept in Gnosticism’s presentation of femininity. As Sophia is both the 

one in need of saving and the savior, she presents a dualism that pervades Gnostic thought. As 

has been presented in the Sophia myth, Gnosticism held a belief in the dualism of God. It divided 

the Biblical God into two: a transcendent triad with Sophia as the divine Mother and a lower 

creator (the Demiurge). Another important dualism of God within Gnostic thought describes the 

transcendent God as Male/Female or androgynous. In the myth, Sophia erred in bringing the 

Demiurge into the world because she did it without the consent of her consort or male 
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counterpart, thus creating a deformed being. Humans are also dualist in the Gnostic picture, 

consisting of a body and soul that belong to the world and a divine spark, which is consubstantial 

with the supreme God.  

It is with this discussion of dualism in Gnosticism that the poem “Thunder Perfect Mind” 

becomes of particular interest. An intriguing poem, spoken in the voice of a feminine divine 

power, it offers dozens of seemingly contradictory statements. If classic Gnosticism incorporates 

dualism strongly in its beliefs, then its presentation of the feminine deity is a personified duality 

or paradox.  

For I am the first and the last. 
I am the honored and the scorned.  
I am the whore and the holy one.  
I am the wife and the virgin.  
I am <the mother> and the daughter . . .  
I am the silence that is incomprehensible . . .  
I am the utterance of my own name . . .  
I am shameless; I am ashamed . . . 
I am substance and a woman without substance. . . 3 

 
 

Though the speaker is an unnamed entity, some of her pronouncements provide clues to 

her identity. For example, the phrase “For I am the first and the last”4 (13) alludes to the biblical 

God’s assertion: “I am the Alpha and the Omega.” In doing so, it presents the divine status of the 

speaker. Much later, the phrase, “I am the silence that is incomprehensible and insight whose 

memory is great” provides another hint (39-40). According to Pearson, Silence and Reflection 

(epinoia) are designations for Barbelo and Sophia  within Gnostic mythology (64).  

It becomes even more plausible to read the speaker of the poem as Sophia when it is 

explained that within the literature praising Barbelo5, five documents—the Apocryphon of John, 

the Gospel of the Egyptians, the Three Steles of Seth, Allogenes, and the Trimorphic 
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Protennoia—all contain “I am” statements comparable to those in “Thunder Perfect Mind” 

(Arthur, 165). Though, in “Thunder Perfect Mind,” the term “Sophia” occurs only once: “For I 

am the wisdom of the Greeks / and the knowledge of the barbarians,” as Poirier asserts, “It 

would not be too daring an assumption to suppose that the Gnostics who gathered the Nag 

Hammadi tractates included Thunder because they saw in its feminine speaker an evocation of 

Barbelo” (Poirier 370). 

In assuming such, the line “I am the bride and groom” presents in interesting problem 

(26). If the speaker is feminine, as is presented in lines that begin “I am a woman . . .” (108) and 

“I am she. . .” (109) how can she be both the bride and the groom? Though this is a problem one 

would encounter if many of the lines were considered, this hint at an androgynous nature 

hearkens back to the Gnostic view of God. The divine, in Gnosticism, is often described as a 

dyad; “consisting, in one part, of the Ineffable, the Depth, the Primal Father; and, in the other, of 

Grace, Silence, the Womb and the Mother of All” (Pagels, 50).  

It might be argued, that the feminine identity presented in “Thunder Perfect Mind” is a 

divine being of paradoxical nature. In the poem, she is “insight” and incomprehensible silence 

(39-40); “the word” and one who “cannot talk or speak” (42, 186); “knowledge and ignorance” 

(55). She is “life,” yet has been called death (98-99). She is “perfect mind,” “unity,” and “the 

one,” yet she is the “dissolution” (148, 176, 95, 176). She is all things, beyond negation. She 

seems beyond understanding, but calls out, “Do not be ignorant of me, / in any place, at any 

time. Be alert; do not be ignorant of me.” (10-13) She can be seen as the feminine deity of the 

Gnostic myth called Sophia, Barbelo, Epinoia, and most of all, Mother.  

 

2000 YEARS LATER 
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Having explored the elaborate mythology of Gnosticism’s feminine deity and the 

presentation of her identity in the poem “Thunder Perfect Mind,” the connections between the 

poem and women wearing Prada in the Twenty-first century seem more distant than ever. In 

order to take the next step towards explaining contemporary attraction to this poem and its 

presentation of femininity, it is helpful to examine some issues surrounding the presentation of 

feminine identity today. By examining current discussions in poetry, theory, and feminine 

theology alongside poets who exemplify these discussions, this step will create a framework 

from which to draw connections in the latter part of the paper.  

To begin inductively, if Modernism was characterized by an influx of technology, 

science, and a reliance on reason and intellect, then Postmodernism has responded by a 

resistance to this reliance, valuing other forms of knowing, such as the via negativa in which the 

process of knowing follows a radically different path from the logic valued in Modernism. 

Postmodernism has even responded so far as to sometimes value not knowing. In the same sort 

of movement, feminism, which initially attempted to address the subject “woman” as distinct 

from the subject “that has always been conceived as male,” has now divided creating what has 

been called a “Postmodern Feminism.” In recognizing the death of the subject, this new mode of 

feminism seeks to remove constructions of gender and sexuality in order to avoid “any type of 

universalisms” that would confine rather than liberate people from constructed notions of gender 

. Though the inadequate descriptions of these movements in no way encompass the movements 

themselves, they do provide a simple framework within which Postmodern Feminism can be 

placed.  

Postmodernism feminism exists within a deconstructionist notion of the Subject beyond 

the fixed categories of gender. For Jacques Derridda, one of the most influential Postmodernists, 
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“the experience of the impossible represents the least bad definition of deconstruction” (Caputo 

3). This description exhibits what is perhaps the most important aspect of deconstruction—that is 

a rejection of the “notion of certainty of meaning” (Appignanesi, 79). For Derrida, this rejection 

meant that meaning is not inherent in signs, nor in the objects they signify, but rather results 

“from the relationships between them” (79). Thus his phrase,  “the least bad definition” which 

shows that language lacks the ability to define the meaning of deconstruction. His 

deconstruction, then, is based on the idea that meaning is constructed through relationships. It is 

a peeling back of the layers of constructed meanings, allowing one to get past “the constraints 

and conditions imposed by modernity,” (Caputo 3) and “experience the impossible” (qtd. in 

Caputo 4).  

 According to deconstructivist thought, meaning is not an independent representation of 

reality, “grasped by an already constituted subject,” but rather “part of a system that produces 

meanings” and the “possibility of the subject” (Appignanesi, 94). Seeing identity as a 

construction, postmodern feminism has applied the deconstructivist notion of the subject to the 

categories of gender with which feminism has been occupied. Fraser and Nicholson argue that 

postmodern feminism should be “nonuniversalist,” attuned to the changing nature of individuals 

instead of to “covering laws” (Fraser 48). Furthermore, it should eliminate the idea of a “subject 

of history” (48).  Paralleling the “death of the subject” this elimination manifests itself in 

feminism as the death of ‘woman.’ While some worried that this would “eliminate feminism as a 

social-political power,” others found it to be precisely what was needed in feminism to reach 

beyond not only traditionally male constructions of ‘women’ as the other, but even beyond early 

feminisms own self-restricting, if more positive, constructions (Edman 98). 
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In her “polemical” essay, “Am I That Name?” Denise Riley, a contemporary feminist 

poet and philosopher concerned primarily with issues of identity, suggested that “feminism had 

necessarily inherited those ambiguities heavy in the ordinary collective noun, ‘women.’ That 

‘women’ could be used as political coinage in any political currency ensured that its face value 

had to be deciphered carefully,” (Riley, 121). For Riley, to examine this and the many other 

“peculiarities of ‘women’” does not hurt the feminist cause, but rather allows it to grow by 

understanding “the historical and contemporary” (121) tensions surrounding it. Thus, by 

deconstructing the feminine identity in such a way as to free ‘women’ from the linguistic ties 

that held it, the feminist movement would be able to participate in a more effective politics. 

The self-awareness that results from such a deconstruction is empowering to the movement, 

allowing it to know “the different ways in which you were likely to be heard” and “what your 

assertion of identity [as ‘women’] was doing,” (122). 

Riley’s conception of identity is one “that neither accepts any notion of real or essential 

women (lying, as it were, somewhere beneath present distorting categorizations), nor 

propounds a supposedly neutral deconstructionism that eschews any political commitment” 

(Stanley, 151-152).  Rather, drawn toward Foucault’s “theoretical drive toward self-

obliteration,” she presents the notion of a continually changing identity shaped by the observer, 

so that “whichever / piece is glimpsed” becomes a vision of authentic identity in the eyes of the 

one who sees it (Riley “Wherever” 5-6). Yet this piece of self must be dropped as the self 

changes and other pieces of identity are presented. Responding to  a belief that “Women” could 

suffer, not just from a lack of identification but an excess of it, Riley also maintained that it 

was necessary to reexamine the existing notions of feminine identity as fixed. Writing about 
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“the peculiar temporality of ‘women,’ she was concerned with the question: “when am I a 

woman?” (Riley, 121) 

Riley’s idea that pieces of one’s identity are presented at different times and question 

presenting a thought that she is sometimes not a woman belong to a wider conversation which 

understands gender as performance. When seen as distinct from biological sex, gender is 

“culturally and societally” constructed. If it is such a construction, there seems no reason to 

question that one might sometimes adhere to society’s expectations and sometimes depart from 

them.  In Gender Trouble, Judith Butler describes gender in this way as a “stylized repetition 

of acts” (qtd. in Broom 77). She suggests that when people act, think, and speak in ‘gendered’ 

ways, all they are doing is “repeating available cultural fictions or scripts which provide us 

with ways to ‘do’ or ‘perform’” femininity (Broom 77). These performances, which “actually 

‘produce’ gender,” are what Denise Riley refers to when she considers when she is a woman 

(Broom 77). 

Carol Ann Duffy, a contemporary poet famous for her creative use of the dramatic 

monologue, uses the form “to explore the way in which discourses and cultural norms are 

‘performed’ by speaking and acting subjects” (Broom 87). In “Standing Female Nude,” one of 

Duffy’s most well known poems, gender is presented as a performance in a number of ways.  

First, the poem presents the voice of a “cynical ‘river whore’” posing for an artist in Duffy’s 

well-known form (Tuma 850). In doing so she shows the performance of culture through a 

text, which is intended to be performed. As Thomas explains, “the dramatic monologue is the 

ultimate performative gesture in which the subject constitutes itself in language believing. . . 

that it is in control of the means of expression and can deploy it in order to make itself clear” 
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(Thomas 129) Thus, the poem dramatizes the creation of self as gendered identity is revealed 

in a performance piece.  

“Standing Female Nude” also presents gender as performance in the way language 

“speaks” the individual. Because it is impossible to conceive of a self outside language, 

Thomas argues that “the intelligible or acceptable invocation of identity is the product of 

certain rule-governed discourses including gender, which converge to produce the ‘I’ that 

speaks or writes of itself to others” (Thomas 122). She explains that because these discourses 

“pre-exist” and shape us, “the issue, therefore, for a feminist and a poet is how to take part in 

the symbolic order but at the same time question its values and meanings” (122). Duffy faces 

this challenge by using a pre-existing form traditionally used to present a characters identity, 

but replaces a traditional speaker with a marginalized voice of the “other,” in this case a poor, 

hungry prostitute. In doing so, it is actually the break with the repetitions of tradition symbolic 

order that enable the poet to present a glimpse of performed identity. 

Duffy further presents the speaker’s identity as socially dependent. She seems to 

construct her identity based on the way she imagines other people thinking about her. The first 

instance of this in the poem is her conceptions of what those who are socially and 

economically above her might think about her: “I shall be represented analytically and hung/ in 

great museums. The bourgeoisie will coo/ at such an image of a river-whore. They call it Art” 

(5-7) The phrase possesses hints of both jealousy and contempt, showing she views herself, in 

some sense above the pettiness of the bourgeoisie, but yet still also as a degradated “river-

whore.”  

In the next stanza, she forms a body image in response to the artist’s complaints, 

“You’re getting thin, / Madame, this is not good” and the imagined praise of the Queen of 
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England, “Magnificent” (9-10, 13). With this in mind she is able to release the criticism of 

Georges and imagine a sexual desire she can see in him at times. Just as she is forming her 

identity based on a social dialogue between the two, so he too is shaping her identity, as it will 

be seen by the wider world, “He possesses me on canvas as he dips the brush / repeatedly into 

the paint.”  

At the end of the poem we are left with a striking line by the model, “It does not look 

like me” (28). This line leaves the reader with a final statement about the presentation of 

gendered identity: however other people may create social roles or gendered identities, they are 

only artificial constructions that cannot possible present reality. 

In addition to presenting gender as performance, Duffy’s “Standing Female Nude” is 

also representative of current discourses on Embodiment. While earlier feminism drew 

distinctions between sex as a biological characteristic and gender as a product of culture, in 

current theory, “the female as well as the feminine is at issue” (Broom 76). Judith Butler 

argues that it is impossible to imagine sex as a passive shell onto which cultural constructions 

of gender are imposed. Rather one’s sex is always experienced in and through gender. 

Embodiment, the experience of gender and sex through the physical body, raises important 

questions regarding the relationship between the body and the mind. 

“Standing Female Nude” seems to find embodiment a crucial part of feminine identity. 

As the title makes explicit, the speakers thoughts and indeed whole conception of self are 

based upon her bodily experience. The title to her monologue is not “Poor Desperate Soul” but 

rather “Standing Female Nude”; the essence of who she is can be better described in bodily 

terms than in spiritual ones. The situation of the prostitute is one in which it seems impossible 

to deny that gender and sex are necessarily experienced through the physical body. For the 
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speaker, the body is her whole experience of being feminine as she stands for six hours with 

her “Belly nipple arse in the window light,” imagining people who might someday critique her 

bare body in the painting, and recalling the sexual desire she can sometimes see in her artist. 

As a prostitute, her mind and thoughts cannot be separated from the way she experiences 

gender and sex. 

Embodiment, Gender as Performance, and Deconstruction are three of the most 

important issues surrounding dialogue within contemporary discussions of feminine identity in 

poetry and theory. Deconstruction, as Edman states, is the form of postmodernism of most 

interest to feminism (97). When the subject ‘women’ is deconstructed so as to remove the 

social and cultural constructions of gender which confine it, feminine identity appears to be  

multifaceted, the “million surfaces without a tongue” of Riley’s “Wherever you are, be 

somewhere else” (51). These “facets” can be seen as different performances of gender. Though 

gender is a culturally constructed “stylized repetition of acts,” (qtd. in Edman 101) we are 

reminded of Riley’s question, “When am I a woman?” If gender is acquired when one follows 

culturally acceptable patterns of performing gender, then when one chooses to reject such a 

pattern they would be outside the construction of gender. Thus, it becomes more fitting in a 

postmodern framework to understand identity as pieced, so that we sometimes present one 

identity and sometimes another, just as a woman might be both a mother and a child. When 

gender is understood as a culturally construction pattern distinct from sex, the question of 

embodiment is raised, calling for a reconsideration a the sex-gender relationship as unrelated.  
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Drawing Connections 

 Having acquired a grasp of feminine identity as presented in Classical Gnosticism and 

the poem “Thunder Perfect Mind” as well as an introduction to dialogue surrounding feminine 

identity in contemporary poetics and theory, it is now possible to consider the ultimate goal of 

this paper. In order to speculate the reasons Prada found the poem “Thunder Perfect Mind” 

appropriate for their first commercial ever, this section will consider the poem in an attempt to 

explain why the current trends in poetry, theory, and culture find this two-thousand-year-old 

poem to be not only intriguing, but contemporary. 

 Though it was written long before Postmodernism, “Thunder Perfect Mind” contains 

elements that are attractive to deconstruction. As expressed earlier, one of the primary aspects 

of deconstruction is a suspicion of language. Putting this suspicion into practice, many poets 

have found that the limitations of language are so strong that they prohibit adequate description 

of a subject. Though this is true for women, as was seen in Riley’s work, it is especially true 

for authors attempting to describe God.  

Recent trends in theological discourse have attempted to describe God in such a way as 

to mirror Derrida’s definition of deconstruction. Coming to know God, in this sense, is “the 

experience of the impossible.” Unlike cataphatic theology, which seeks to envision God 

through positive images and human characteristics, theology of the twentieth century was 

dominated by efforts to deconstruct the anthropomorphic, culturally constructed ‘identity’ of 

God. Karl Barth, the leader of the Dialectical theology described, in a phrase that captures the 

essence of the theological shift, a newfound sense of the radical “wholly-otherness” of God 

(Livingston, 65).  
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“Thunder Perfect Mind” seems quite ready to enter into dialogue with these modes of 

thinking. The feminine divine speaker of the poem, Sophia, presents her identity through 

paradoxical “I am” statements. Though each statement is distinctly positive and 

anthropomorphic in nature, the juxtaposition of identifying claims creates a paradox.  

For I am knowledge and ignorance. 
I am shy and bold 
I am shameless; I am ashamed. 
I am tough and I am terror.  
I am war and peace. 

 
Through this use of paradox, the indefinable nature of identity, especially one that is both 

feminine and divine. In the same way that  Dialectical Theology emphasized the infinite 

tensions, paradoxes, and basic ambiguities inherent in Christian existence holding, against 

rationalism, that God is unknowable, this poem presents a Sophia as unknowable through the 

tensions within her defining characteristics.  

 In this way, paradox becomes a metalanguage- a pattern of speech which allows the 

description of the properties of ordinary language, in this case as incapable of grasping divine 

identity. The use of paradox then, becomes a way of easing the tensions inherent in identity. 

Paradox as such is a way in which to present in language “distinction without division.”  

 In offering a way in which to present such different identifying characteristics, the 

paradoxical form of “Thunder Perfect Mind” relates to the way Denise Riley presents identity. 

Recalling her notions of a fragmented self, Riley’s poetry is concerned with the problems of 

fixed notions of gender, which do not allow for the complexities of the gendered identity. She 

attempts to describe this complex nature of feminine identity in “Wherever you are, be 

somewhere else” through the explosion of the feminine subject. As the remnants of this 

explosion, “a stream of specks,” are flapped away by “flying light,” the speaker “I” cannot be 
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understood, in Riley’s thought, as an entity with a clear image to present to the world. Rather, 

feminine identity for Riley is multifaceted in such a way that each speck becomes a different, 

though equally important, presentation of self. Each piece being necessary to make up the 

whole, yet none representing the whole.  Thus, the “I” can say, “whichever / piece is glimpsed, 

that bit is what I am, held / in a look until dropped like an egg on the floor” (Riley 5-7).  

In the same way, the “I” of “Thunder Perfect Mind” presents her identity in a multitude 

of self-contradictory statements, each of which accurately describes her. In fact, we might 

imagine one who says things like “I am restraint and lack of restraint” and “I am foolish and I 

am wise” to agree with Riley’s speaker saying: “whichever / piece is glimpse, that bit is what I 

am.” For both, identity is transient. Confining the identity of either speaker to one presentation 

of identity would fail to grasp the complexities of the nature of feminine identity.  

As theologians such as Barth saw God as unknowable, yet simultaneously sought ways to 

describe Him as such, Riley in her efforts to deconstruct ‘women’ from descriptions which 

necessarily limit true identity, calls on Foucault’s goal of  writing to “have not face.” In her essay 

“A History of Preoccupations,” Riley quotes Foucalt:  

It rejects its identity, without previously stating: I am neither this 
nor that. It is not critical, most of the time; it is not a way of 
saying that everything else is wrong. It is an attempt to define a 
particular site by the exteriority of its vicinity, rather than trying 
to reduce others to silence by claiming that what they say is 
worthless. I have tried to define this blank space from which I 
speak, and which is slowly taking shape in a discourse which I 
feel to be so precarious and so unsure . . .. I am  no doubt not the 
only one who writes in order to have no face. (122) 

 
Highly influenced by this idea, Riley’s attempt to define her “blank space” without rejecting 

identity in a negative way, saying “I am neither this not that.” In the same way, the poem 

“Thunder Perfect Mind” rejects a set identity, working to “define this blank space” which is 
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her identity, “the emptiness of the Absolute” as theology might describe it (Livingston, 494). 

Yet, like Foucault and Riley, this deconstructive effort is also a positive identification, not a 

denial of identities altogether, such as the via negativa attempts. In this poem, it is the use of 

paradox which provides positive descriptions of the speaker’s feminine identity, while 

simultaneously creating an identity which is not confined by its own identification. Thus, 

“Thunder Perfect Mind” presents an attractive all-encompassing identity, which does is not 

confined to logical coherence, but moves around the limitations of language to present an 

identity which is simultaneously knowable and unknowable. 

 The poem’s presentation paradoxical presentation of identity is prompted (and perhaps 

best understood) in recalling the ideas of dualism which pervade the Gnostic thought in which 

it is seeped. As discussed previously, the very nature of Sophia is one of a personified duality 

of paradox. She is split into upper and lower manifestations, even taking different names in 

connection with her different roles (though decidedly one entity). It is not just the presentation 

of her identity which is dualistic, but her very being and the roles she takes the roles of saving 

mother and fallen being. 

So, just as the poem enters into an interesting dialogue with the deconstruction of 

feminine identity, it also correlates with contemporary conceptions about gender as 

performance. In both form and content, “Thunder Perfect Mind” presents gendered identity, 

through the words of Sophia, as a performance. The speaker’s name even changes when she 

takes on different roles in the divine/human relationship, showing the limits of names and 

categories as confining the self to a particular performance of identity. Gender as a ‘stylized 

repetition of acts’ confines ‘women’ to constructed identities in much the same way a name 

does. Contemporary feminist theory, as seen in Denise Riley’s Riley’s work “Am I That 
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Name?”, seeks to deconstruct the name ‘women’ in order to recognize that it does not convey 

essential truth about women, but rather represents the constructed performance society 

attributes to the name. 

Form is perhaps the most obvious way in which “Thunder Perfect Mind” works with 

the notion of gender as performance. Like Carol Ann Duffy’s work, the poem takes the form of 

the dramatic monologue. In doing so, it follows criticism of Duffy’s poetry as language 

speaking the individual. The poem supports this as the speaker Sophia says, “I am the utterance 

of my own name” (43). Given that she is called multiple names, primarily Sophia and Barbelo, 

the line can be read as claiming identity as performance. Like Riley’s speaker who is 

whichever piece that is glimpsed, the speaker’s identity changes, in a sense, depending on 

which name is uttered.  

The question then arises: Who is it that speaks identity? Though language speaks 

identity, both “Thunder Perfect Mind” and Duffy’s “Standing Female Nude” present questions 

as to who it is that speaks this language. Duffy’s poem presents others speaking identity onto 

the speaker, engaging in a identity-forming dialogue with her own thoughts. In as similar way, 

an unidentified “he” in “Thunder Perfect Mind” participates in the construction of Sophia’s 

identity. She says, “I am the servant of he who fashioned me” (31). Though this phrase seems 

to speak of a divine creator above Sophia, the lines before and after this one create ambiguity 

in paradox saying “he is my offspring” and “I am the ruler of my offspring” (30, 32). The 

complex and perhaps symbolic relationship between Sophia and the “he” of this section shows 

the influence of male dialogue on the feminine presentation of identity in much the say way 

Duffy’s artist participates in the formation of the speaker’s feminine identity. 
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Or perhaps, the poem should be considered in light of the Judaic and Christian 

framework, in which God’s name is unutterable. If the phrase “I am the utterance of my own 

name” is viewed in this way, it presents other issues within postmodern dialogue. If the 

utterance is in fact unutterable then the performance of identity will be impossible and 

unrepresentable, thus embodying postmodernism’s skepticism of language, theology’s notion 

of God as “wholly other,” and the idea that identity is performed in one phrase. 

 The word “embodies” presents the third way in which the poem presents contemporary 

issues surrounding feminine identity. Embodiment is important to feminist dialogue in the 

suggestion that gender cannot be experienced as separate from physical sex, because it can 

only be experienced through the lived experience of the body. An important parallel exists in 

feminist theology in which “the sacrality of embodiment” dismantles a the dualistic paradigm 

of dominant theological discourse “which places a transcendent, metaphysical God over 

against the profane realities of a messy, dirty, material world” (Mantin 212). “Thunder Perfect 

Mind” encompasses both of these notions of embodiment as it presents a divine femininity 

saying, “I am substance and a woman without substance” (162). 

 In this statement, Sophia presents an existential transcendentalism. She is at the same 

time substantial, in existence in a very real sense, and transcendental as her identity goes 

beyond that of a substance. This dualism of Sophia adds the ways in which she is identifiable 

as a personified duality.  

In an essay confronting questions of gender in feminism, postmodernism and Thomism, 

Rosalind Edman Smith Edman suggests that all of these issues of embodiment in “Thunder 

Perfect Mind” are already in dialogue. Her essay offers a Thomist “lesson” to postmodern 

feminism in a dialogue about the equality of men and women  and the connection of the 
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sexed body to a person’s essence of being. She suggest that “it is in the communion of 

persons—male and female—that the image of God is most clearly expressed” (104). With this 

view the transcendental nature of God may be understood to be most completed embodied in 

the combination of male and female. Thus, when the Sophia describes herself as “the bride and 

the groom” her lived experience of gender and sexual identity, which is only sometimes 

feminine like Riley who asks “when am I a woman?”, she is deconstructing gender in order to 

clearly express her divinity. 

 In conclusion, this paper has presented the presentations of feminine identity in the 

Gnostic poem, “Thunder Perfect Mind” alongside contemporary dialogue in poetics in order to 

show that the poem is able to engage in that dialogue in profound and meaningful ways. When 

Prada chose to present this poem in an attempt to present the multiplicity of women, it found 

the poem to be ‘totally contemporary.’ The way it confronts issues of gender in a 

deconstructist form, offering an appeal to the idea that gender and identity are performative, 

and showing that that identity is formed most completely in the bodily experience, the poem 

proves itself an appropriate and insightful choice for Prada. Miuccia Prada was speaking the 

truth when she said described the poem as “totally contemporary.” 
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Notes 

 

1. Due to the complex nature of Sophia’s mythology, the presentation of it in this paper is highly 

simplified. For a more detailed account see King, Good, Arthur, or Pearson. 

2. (“Thunder Perfect Mind” 13-17, 39, 43, 57, 162)  

3. Perkins argues that Sophia is not to be identified with Barbelo, but since Barbelo’s role seems 

to have shifted in the Christianized Gnostic writings, I have chosen to follow Pearson’s 

description which follows the Apocryphon of John which describes Sophia within Sethian 

Gnosticism 

4. Or “For it is I who am the first and the last.” This grammatical construction with the Coptic 

cleft sentence is employed throughout the text, and Wolf-Peter Funk refers to such extensive use 

of cleft sentence as “hyperclefting.” (Meyer’s footnote, 372)  

5. It may be helpful here to note that the names Sophia and Barbelo are being used 

interchangeably as two manifestations of one feminine deity. 
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