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Abstract

This thesis focuses on Sarah Orne Jewett and Roman Polanski's elderly herbalists as 

reactionary tropes to feminist movements in either era. Jewett creates elderly herbalist and 

town scholar, Almira Todd in Country of the Pointed Firs (1896), and Polanski personifies 

author Ira Levin's Satanist cult member Minnie Castevet (Ruth Gordon) in his film 

Rosemary's Baby (1969). Jewett's Almira Todd focuses on the positives and negatives 

inherent within her profession—holistic healer and town matriarch—placing her in the role of 

the benevolent herbalist. Polanski's Minnie Castevet, in contrast, presents a malevolent 

herbalist, one who seeks to harm the title character of the film. Both characters exist within 

the height of the feminist movements of either era and by being elderly herbalists, each 

character acts as a response or reaction to the movements via the trope.
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Introduction

The image of the witch, for several centuries, has remained pervasive in popular Western 

culture. The witch has become a target for the projection of anxieties relating to the femininity 

and independence of women and the marginalized, drawing focus onto either the positive or 

negative aspects of the group they stand in for. As such, the witch is given a wide variety of 

descriptive characteristics and sub-traits such as; demonic, elderly, outsider, queer, teen, 

mystical, and housewife. One such sub-trait can be seen in that of the elderly herbalist trope, the 

subject of this essay in particular. Sarah Orne Jewett and Roman Polanski have each created an 

elderly herbalist to live and grow in their texts decades later— Jewett creates Almira Todd in 

Country of the Pointed Firs (1896), and Polanski personifies author Ira Levin's Minnie Castevet 

(Ruth Gordon) in his film Rosemary's Baby (1968)1.

1 Focus given to the film Rosemary's Baby (1968), rather than Ira Levin's 1967 novel of the same name, is done so 
because of the pervasive influence the film has held over audiences since its release in 1968. Levin's novel is 
seldom mentioned hereafter, and only in instances which draw on changes Polanski makes to the source material 
when relevant.

Both the American 1890s and the 1960s represent periods of intense cultural, societal, 

and historical change, primarily when focusing on the feminist movements in either period. The 

elderly herbalist becomes a key figure for these movements, with the ability to approach societal 

taboos other characters cannot, without scrutiny. Jewett's Almira Todd embodies a highly 

progressive vision of the roles of older women in rural communities who is able to transcend her 

societal boundaries. In contrast, Polanski's character represents a reactionary attitude toward 

older women and the inclination to siding with the younger heroine within Western media, 

opting instead to vilify the herbalist, choosing to make her a literal demon in the process. The 
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elderly herbalist becomes the placeholder for what either era deems as an influence to younger 

women, and therefore a whole generation.

Almira Todd is introduced as a massive woman in a small Maine garden while her 

description is coupled with the herbs that surround her:

If Mrs. Todd had occasion to step into the far corner of her herb plot, she trod heavily 

upon thyme, and made its fragrant presence known with all the rest. Being a very large 

person, her full skirts brushed and bent almost every slender stalk that her feet missed. 

You could always tell when she was stepping about there, even when you were half 

awake in the morning, and learned to know, in the course of a few weeks' experience, in 

exactly which corner of the garden she might be (Jewett 3).

Almira Todd is a recurring character in Sarah Orne Jewett's narratives surrounding the fictional 

Maine fishermen's settlement of Dunnet Landing, specifically Country of the Pointed Firs. 

Almira is a widowed innkeeper and purveyor of homeopathic remedies.

Almira Todd appears not only in Firs, but in the four (often) accompanying short stories 

surrounding Dunnet Landing; “The Queen's Twin,” (1899), “A Dunnet Shepherdess” (1899), 

“The Foreigner” (1900), and “William's Wedding” (1910). In each short narrative, Todd shares 

bits of her life with the nameless narrator, presenting herself as a sort of sage scholar. Todd 

becomes the center of each section in the Firs collection, and therefore a distinct voice for each 

story within the chapters, weaving a tapestry of tradition and sowing seeds of change in Dunnet 

Landing. Almira Todd is a pillar of her community, a figurehead who is given respect. As such, 

she becomes a progressive role model for the New Woman in the turn of the twentieth century, 

by becoming the New Woman aged up. In order to become a proper example of who readers 

should aspire to be, Almira is an elder and scholar, teaching herself through experiences and 
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companionship. Almira is independently successful and runs her own business, but she is also 

traditional and feminine. She possesses the ability to become an influential figure in Dunnet 

Landing through her healing abilities and her social skills. Almira is the ideal woman, the perfect 

benevolent herbalist to usher in the era of the New Woman.

In Rosemary's Baby, Minnie's characterization is full of negatives, focusing on her faults 

as a comparative tool to Rosemary (Mia Farrow). In the second on-screen appearance of Minnie 

Castevet, and the full introduction of her to the audience, she is described within the screenplay 

negatively, a stark contrast to Almira Todd's description. Minnie is described using grotesque 

and undesirable terms; whereas, Almira is introduced as a fixture of her garden, strong, larger- 

than-life, an almost mythic being. Minnie is written as monstrous in Polanski's screenplay, 

demonizing her before she performs any demonic occult acts:

Mrs. Castevet, white hair in curlers under a blue-and-white kerchief, looks solemnly 

straight ahead as if posing for a photograph. Rosemary opens the door...Rosemary holds 

the door wide open. Mrs. Castevet comes in. She wears toreador pants; her hips and 

thighs are massive, slabbed with wide bands of fat. The pants are lime-green under a blue 

blouse; the blade of a screwdriver pokes from her hip pocket (Polanski, 31).

Minnie Castevet is presented to the audience as a nosy older woman; large, and intrusive to the 

main character. She is frequently characterized by Rosemary as “nosy” and presents as such 

when she first meets her. She is described in terms of food, slabs of meat to elicit disgust rather 

than the narrator in Firs' contrasting awe for Almira, Minnie is already a monster before Ruth 

Gordon ever steps into her character. Minnie is boiled down to her weight, an effort to further 

demonize her to that of the twiggy Rosemary, whereas Almira is championed for her size.
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This negative implication of Minnie also becomes clearer further into the film— and is 

particularly evident during the infamous bedroom scene— Minnie is not an ordinary elderly 

herbalist; she is a secret Satanist and wants to inflict harm on Rosemary. Similar to Almira, 

Minnie's community reveres her— Dr. Sapirstein (Ralph Bellamy), namely, since he and the 

others in the apartment community are within her Satanic coven— and practices herbal medicine 

and midwifery, however, she is the antithesis to Almira Todd. As noted previously, Minnie is a 

reactionary response to the Feminist Movement of the 1960s, a negative placeholder. Minnie acts 

as a warning to progressive women in the 1960s of who to avoid becoming. She is the example 

of who the feminist of the late 1960s must avoid, the malevolent herbalist.

It is clear then that both Almira Todd and Minnie Castevet reflect the feminist 

movements in their respective eras— the First and Second waves of the feminist movement. The 

elderly herbalist becomes a blueprint for what is an ideal or a fear regarding the movements. 

Although these characters stem from two vastly different authors, it is important to analyze each 

as either a response or reaction to the aforementioned movements, as they overlap in how they 

are written and presented. The malevolent and benevolent herbalists of either era sow the seeds 

of change, doubt, and anxiety surrounding the feminist movements.

Part I A Brief Historical View of First and Second Wave Feminist Movements

As previously stated, Jewett's text and Polanski's text are responding to the feminist 

movements of their respective eras.2 Though both movements possessed similar goals— equal 

pay, voting rights, domestic parity, and equal representation, it is clear that both movements 

were heavily criticized by those who embraced patriarchal ideas. Women in both eras demanded 

2 For more information on the various women's movements of the late nineteenth and mid twentieth centuries, see 
Chandler O'Leary and Jessica Spring's Dead Feminists: Historic Heroines in Living Color, Sally Roesch Wagner's
The Women's Suffrage Movement, or R. S. Neale's “Working-Class Women and Women's Suffrage.”
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rights, and their demands were perceived as loud and abrasive to outside parties, particularly 

men, but also upper-class women. Many upper-class affluent white women believed that the 

demands from the Women's Suffrage Movement and Feminist Movement of both the 1800s and 

1960s, were unwarranted and wanted to maintain the socioeconomic status quo.

These movements overlap in several ways. By the late 1800s, several states granted full 

suffrage to white women-- in Colorado, Idaho, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming. Because of the 

small size of the list of states granting suffrage, The Country of the Firs was written in a country 

that had yet to decide unanimously that women had the right to vote. White women would not 

gain suffrage until August 18th of 1920. Total suffrage did not happen until the Voting Rights 

Act of 1965, this means that when the screenplay for Rosemary's Baby was written in 1968, 

white women had only gained the right to vote nationally for approximately forty-eight years and 

that all women, regardless of race, had only been able to vote for three years. This overlap is an 

important one to underscore, especially when both characters share similarities, confronting the 

systems put before her.

Almira Todd is a positive response to the First Wave Feminist and Women's Suffrage 

movements. This positivity can be seen in many of Jewett's female characters, but especially in 

the character of Almira Todd. Feminism and the Suffrage movement went hand-in-hand. 

However, they had some contention as separate groups. Many women were riding bicycles, 

wearing bloomers, seeking vocations outside the household, fighting for their right to vote, and 

struggling to find their identities outside of “homemaker, mother, and wife.” The sociopolitical 

climate of the late 1800s meant many changes for affluent and white women in the upper-middle 

class—as well as women in the working class in America. Affluent upper-middle-class women 

typically stood in the camp of suffrage, whereas working-class women stood in the camp of
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“feminism” as a whole. Suffrage demanded the vote; whereas, feminism alone did not 

necessarily.3

3 More specifics found in Ellen Carol DuBois' “The Search for a Constituency: The Working Women's
Association.” Feminism and Suffrage: The Emergence of an Independent Women's Movement in America, 1848
1869

In contrast, the United States in the late 1960s experienced a surge of new feminism, the 

movement that is now often referred to as “the Second Wave.” This movement, like the Suffrage 

Movement before it, sought to give women more rights, especially in regard to education. It also 

advocated for independence without marriage, and demanded bodily autonomy for women 

regarding reproductive health and freedom. The representation of Minnie Castevet in 

Rosemary's Baby gives a clear indication of opinions outside of the movement— distaste, as 

well as disgust and fear of change. Minnie is seen as a threat to true femininity, embodied in 

Rosemary, and is therefore established as the enemy before she is clearly marked as “evil.”

Exploring how Mrs. Todd is depicted to the reader will bring clarity to how many women 

perceived the Suffrage Movement and feminist movement of the late 1800s, which is to say 

positively. In The Country of the Pointed Firs, Almira Todd serves as a placeholder—or 

representation rather—for the movements as a whole. She is someone all women can aspire to 

be, living a satisfactory and fulfilling lifestyle without depending on men to do so. Of course, 

Firs has several male characters, but their presence is to affirm further that the female characters 

do not need them. For example, the presence of the village doctor in Dunnet Landing serves as a 

reminder that the townspeople are not solely dependent on him for their medical needs. They 

instead choose to approach Almira with their ailments for her remedies and cures, rejecting the 

doctor's medicines.
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Women like Almira, in the late nineteenth-century, were venturing into a predominantly 

masculine sociopolitical climate, and women with money could do so with much more ease than 

their lower-class counterparts. Women in the upper-middle-class were able to travel the world 

and observe changes on a global scale rather than just a national one. They were able to afford 

education, spinsterhood, and business licenses by themselves and with little scrutiny from their 

peers.

Jewett's characters often transcend the societal limitations that would exist for them 

outside of their own narratives. These narratives aspire for a world where women are scholars, 

philosophers, writers, and businesswomen. A world where women can build and sustain 

communities with little or no men at all.4 Mrs. Todd, then, is an example of the ideal attainable 

for women in her era outside of the realm of Firs—the promise of ownership, independence, and 

influence in a community that is predominantly matrilineal.

4 Sarah Orne Jewett was in a “Boston Marriage” with Annie Fields for approximately thirty years, this may have had 
some affect on her interpretations of women's communities in her texts. More information can be found in Judith 
Fyer's “What Goes on in the Ladies Room? Sarah Orne Jewett, Annie Fields, and Their Community of Women” and 
other sources.

To better illustrate the climate in which Jewett is writing, it is important to first look 

briefly to the late 1860s, some thirty years before Firs. There was a push from women's 

worker's unions to have equal pay to that of their male counterparts, as well as a demand for the 

equality of hiring in all job fields, which started, namely with the typesetters. This issue was 

contested within the worker's unions as a whole. Many working-class women felt that the push 

for equal pay was justified to an extent, but that employers were doing their part by hiring them. 

Because of the ongoing struggle to enter the workforce, many working-class women did not see 

a reason to push for more liberties than they already had, making the climate for change difficult 

for many years.
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The push and pull between the women's worker's unions and the suffrage movement for 

equal representation, pay, and voting was a difficult yet interesting one. Not only was there 

contention as to whether or not the women's worker's unions were looking for the vote, but it 

was also the cause for infighting between women within either movement as a whole. The two 

groups, Women's Suffrage and the Women's Workers Union, were at odds with how the right to 

vote and the right to enter the job market were connected. Many women considered the two 

topics different altogether. Women in the Suffrage Movement urged working-class feminists to 

push for the right to vote; however, much of the working-class considered politics to be a 

baseless goal or lacked the knowledge to navigate the political sphere. The working-class women 

tended to regard politics as a “silly men's issue” that had no effect on them other than to cause 

problems.

The strife between working-class women in worker's unions and the middle-class in the 

Suffrage Movement caused a rift to form between them, where middle-class women started to 

declare themselves voices for women everywhere, excluding working-class women from their 

meetings entirely with membership fees. Because of this constant infighting, the movements as a 

whole halted for a while and onlookers considered both groups to be futile. Women—from the 

perspective of men's worker's unions and male-run political groups—were unable to govern 

themselves unanimously and as such were considered incapable of shouldering the burden and 

responsibility of the vote.

This is the climate Almira Todd is created in, a climate at odds with itself, where internal 

strife and outside opposition reinforce the idea that women are silly and infantile. Almira is a 

response to the suffrage movement, which chiefly ignores the working-class woman's 

movement. Though many of Jewett's female characters fall into that of “working class” women, 
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they still possess the ability to ignore social norms, marry above their social status, or inherit a 

great deal of land, property, and money.

Jewett's female characters typically consist of older women, spinsters, widows, writers, 

middle-class runaways, women of color who present as white, and women who are willed large 

sums of land to live in. What is most notable about Jewett's female characters is that most of 

them are white women (or passing white women) who live in a romanticized rural fantasy. 

Jewett's characters existing within the realm of possibility, but only when they can maintain 

their needs via financial stability, makes for an interesting character study into Almira Todd.

Almira Todd becomes an ideal example of a woman free of the confines that the 

Working Women's Union and Suffrage Movement set for themselves and the confines which 

existed as set by men of the era. Jewett creates a dreamscape of ideal living— a settlement where 

the female characters are revered just as much, or often more so than the male characters within 

the village. In these ways, Jewett's characters are positive examples, while also stating that the 

progressive woman needs to strive to be better. Almira Todd becomes an example to follow, the 

elderly benevolent herbalist, independent and kind.

The 1960s, also in the United States of America, witnessed another Feminist movement. 

Within the Civil Rights movement there was also demand for more female independence. This 

push was met with some contention, like the suffrage movement before it. The main similarity 

was that this movement was met with backlash from reactionary men with overall confusion as 

to why women were demanding more freedom in the first place. This assumption of unlimited 

freedom, however, was untrue.

Women were still being forced to stay at home, especially after the Second World War. 

Women during the war left their homes to work in factories and in more traditionally
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“masculine” job fields, as many men were drafted. After the war, women were told to return to 

their homemaker lives, with the promise of newfound financial support and stability in a now 

booming economy. The economic boom caused a need for identifying the family unit, the 

nuclear family, as the norm. Though, by the end of the 1950s, a new feminist movement took up 

the mantle of the first, the Second Wave.

Many women remained unsatisfied with the insistence to become homemakers. This 

viewpoint is especially true because the 1960s itself was an era of radical change, protests, civil 

unrest, and upheaval. As a direct result of these progressive shifts towards progress, women 

again began demanding independence in the workforce, and from their families and homes. 

These talking points, of course, were the same arguments made during the suffrage movement, 

proving once again that perhaps the vote was not enough for the equality of women.

The 1960s also saw a push for bodily autonomy by women in the realm of medicine and 

their bodily health. From advocating for birth control methods and then championing for 

midwives to receive recognition as professionals in their field, the Feminist Movement of the 

1960s focused on freedoms and autonomy via science and health. These demands for change 

become relevant when analyzing Minnie Castevet, a pseudo midwife in her own right, 

specifically in Minnie's labeling as menacing and harmful to the pregnant Rosemary. This 

demonization of Minnie as a midwife further demonizes all midwives in the process, 

perpetuating the norm for the public and within the medical profession.

Approaching this era with the implications of women demanding bodily autonomy is 

crucial for analyzing the importance of Minnie Castevet and her attack on Rosemary Woodhouse 

and Rosemary's agency. Minnie becomes a cautionary tale for the audience, a warning— 

feminism is ugly, evil, and corrupts the innocent from the inside out.
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Part II Almira Todd and the Cultivation of the Benevolent Herbalist

“Her height and massiveness in the low room gave her the look of a huge sibyl, while the strange 

fragrance of the mysterious herb blew in from the little garden” (Jewett, 7).

The sibyl in this passage is Country of the Pointed Firs' Almira Todd— a widowed inn

keeper and purveyor of homeopathic remedies— and the garden is her own. As mentioned 

above, Almira Todd is a positive example of a New Woman, however she is aged up. That is to 

say, Almira Todd is the New Woman with time and experience. The term is actualized more 

fully by allowing the reader to envision the label beyond a younger audience. Almira Todd 

becomes a figurehead for the New Woman, a brief view into how the New Woman can expand 

her efforts and develop into a positive role model to the younger generations to come.

In Patricia Marks' book, Bicycles, Bangs, and Bloomers, Marks discusses the New 

Woman at length via the representations given by popular press of the mid to late 1800s. Marks 

gives several examples of the New Woman within printed media, specifically drawing focus to 

how the New Woman was perceived to look and act:

If women were no longer acting like women, then they must be their opposites; hence, 

many of the attributes given to them were male. They are shown smoking cigarettes, 

setting up their own ‘old girl network,' and becoming brusque, muscular, and 

independent; they are lambasted for demanding the keys to their own front doors, 

engaging in social and political action, and mastering analytical subjects. The list is 

endless, as are the fears. (206).

Marks notes that these depictions are obviously caricature, and were prevalent in England during 

the Victorian Period. She also states that in America, at the same time, the New Woman was 

eventually depicted as much more eloquent to her British counter.
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According to Marks, American print moved away from previous depictions which were 

in the same vein as those in England, “Life, especially, turned its lampoons of dress and behavior 

into a series of charming drawings that immortalized the New Woman, whose grace outshone 

her garments and whose air of independence expressed the democracy she was born into” (207). 

Almira becomes a mixture of the two above representations. She is independent and physically 

strong, she smokes a pipe, and owns property while sharing her wisdom with those around her. 

She is outspoken, yet maintains an air of femininity and confidence. Almira Todd is able to 

perform in her dubbed womanly hobbies, knitting, gardening, cooking, and herbalism, while also 

maintaining her ability to perform traditionally more masculine tasks—rigging a sailboat, 

smoking tobacco, and maintaining a property alone.

Almira's independence continues in her self efficiency after the death of her husband. 

Because of her widowhood, she can operate as an elevated figurehead within her community, she 

is free from the confines of marriage, but is able to enjoy the benefits of having been married. 

Her presence within the town sets her at the forefront of the narrative because she becomes the 

sole owner of others' narratives, a keeper of Dunnet Landing's past. Almira is also able to act as 

a homeopathic doctor, wise woman, and purveyor of knowledge, while owning land and a small 

business. She is the second healer in Dunnet Landing, operating in the absence of the traveling 

village doctor and offering a small pharmaceutical business catered to her neighbors and friends.

By dubbing Almira a sibyl, Almira is labeled as a witch of sorts. A sibyl—according to 

the Oxford English Dictionary—can be described as, “A prophetess; a fortune-teller, a witch.” 

(Sibyl, n2). This honorific is placed alongside the description of the smells emanating from the 

garden; this description directly ties back into Almira's distinct form of herbal healing and 

therefore links back to her “witched” otherness given to her immediately upon entering the page.
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This otherness happens even before Almira is labeled as a sibyl, when the narrator 

describes Almira as treading “heavily upon thyme” (3) and refers to her herbs as ancient. In a 

sense, the herbs themselves are mystic, “There were some strange and pungent odors that roused 

a dim sense and remembrance of something in the forgotten past” (4). This link between Almira 

and the ancient bygone herbs is important for establishing Almira herself as a link between the 

forgotten and the present, especially when the narrator mentions the importance of the herbs as 

having “belonged to sacred and mystic rites, and have had some occult knowledge handed down 

with them down the centuries” (4). Almira is the keeper of the secrets the herbs in her garden 

possess, again aligning her with the hidden, forgotten, and mystic.

The constant return to herbs, medicinal qualities, and ancientness concerning Almira does 

an adequate job of also creating a benevolent “witchy woman”, or elderly herbalist character 

within the text. Almira is written as mystical and curiously fantastical at times, while also 

maintaining her wise and friendly nature via her old age. Almira Todd remains a focal character 

throughout the text, and therefore grounds the narrative. Almira becomes the main character of 

Firs, not the nameless narrator. Her abilities to heal are a source of her power and influence in 

the village.

The Dunnet neighbors trust Almira. This trust is a brilliant subversion of the North 

American witch as a malevolent figure; historically speaking, an older widow distributing 

medicines amongst her peers would be met with anger and outrage, especially on the East Coast 

in generations prior5. Because of the persecution of witches in the United States, especially by 

that of religious groups. Almira Todd's own relation to witchcraft and herbalism can easily align 

her with the more unfavorable attributions regarding witchcraft. However, none of her neighbors 

5 More specifically, The Salem Witch Trials of 1775.
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are critical of her and her practices, at least not openly. Almira is able to use her herbalism 

uninterrupted and without hostility, thus making her a contrasting figure to the malevolent 

herbalist.

Directing attention back to Almira's tonics and cure-alls, there is a pointed level of 

secrecy surrounding her healing tinctures and their distribution:

They were dispensed to suffering neighbors, who usually came at night as if by stealth, 

bringing their ancient-looking vials to be filled. One nostrum was called the Indian 

remedy, and its price was but fifteen cents; the whispered directions could be heard as 

customers passed the windows (Jewett, 4).

This secrecy and apprehension from herself and her neighbors suggests a connection between 

herbalist medicine and the possible implications of mysticism and witchcraft overall. Almira's 

neighbors are aware of the possibility of negativity dispensed with the remedies, but they 

continue to buy them and use them, because they themselves believe that they will work. This 

insistence is interesting because of the implication of the powerful effect herbal medicine has on 

the patient, namely that of suggestion rather than medical effectiveness.

Due to the relatively fresh history regarding witchcraft in the United States, Almira acts 

as an allusion to the persecution of women practicing herbal medicine and their subsequent 

demonization. Almira is depicted as a figurehead of her community, a healer for her friends, and 

a keeper of knowledge and sage wisdom. She is the counter to the “Satan's servant” witch of the 

prior decade. Almira is even a devout worshiper of the Christian God; she's the perfect elderly 

herbalist, benevolent in every way.

When critically examining Almira Todd as a character, it is crucial to bring attention to 

her informal position as a healer. Almira is a holistic healer, not a doctor. She is depicted as quite 
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the opposite from a professional; this depiction is most evident in the juxtaposition between 

herself and the village doctor:

The village doctor and this learned herbalist were upon the best of terms. The good man 

may have counted upon the unfavorable effect of certain potions which he should find his 

opportunity in counteracting; at any rate, he now and then stopped and exchanged 

greetings with Mrs. Todd over the picket fence. The conversation became at once 

professional after the briefest preliminaries, and he would stand twirling a sweet-scented 

sprig in his fingers, and make suggestive jokes, perhaps about her faith in a too persistent 

course of thoroughwort elixir, in which my landlady professed such firm belief as 

sometimes to endanger the life and usefulness of worthy neighbors (Jewett, 4).

This interaction between Almira and the doctor is used to add humor to the practice of herbal 

medicine in general. The unassuming nature of Almira, to the doctor, allows Almira to fully 

navigate her practice without his interference, while he also depends on her failures as a healer 

for his business to always be needed in Dunnet Landing. His approval is not needed, unlike 

Minnie's approval from Doctor Sapirstein, and therefore gives her more authority via her 

reputation with her peers.

In Catherine Hand's review essay, “Sarah Orne Jewett's Depictions of Women in a 

Changing Medical Profession: Nan Prince and Almira Todd,” Hand mentions the importance of 

Almira's position as an herbalist in the period. Hand states that the decision is a response to the 

changing of medical practices as a whole, particularly in the advancements of medicines that 

were newly dubbed dangerous or altogether unhelpful. As she mentions in her abstract, “Sarah 

Orne Jewett, who lived from 1849 to 1909, witnessed a revolution in medicine that led to the 

formation of the medical profession as it is recognised today” (1). Jewett lived through several 
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iterations of medicine and, therefore, saw the evolution of the medical field as it actively fought 

with past forms of homeopathic practices; this experience adds to the nuance between Todd, the 

doctor, and the Dunnet residents.

Hand explains the awareness for the need of older traditions and remedies alongside more 

“advanced” medicinal advancements of the period, and the correlation of this awareness having 

effect on Firs and Almira Todd's characterization specifically:

To be an exceptional practitioner, and indeed, to harness the full power of this new 

medical science, Jewett saw that it was necessary to step back, to respect certain aspects 

of traditional wisdom. Jewett's portrait of Almira shows how the author considered it 

necessary to think creatively and to view the patient in his or her unique environment in 

order to fashion more informed and tailored medical care (1).

As Hand suggests, there is an attempt to blend both ideologies of medicine into one central idea, 

that of progressive change as well as consideration for the past and the people who were being 

treated. The recognition of Almira's herbal medicine's ability to harm her fellow Dunnet 

Landing residents is shared with the same acknowledgement that the remedies have some merit, 

either for sore throats or aches and pains. The description of Almira and her practice remains 

critical while also pointing to the possible helpfulness of herbalism.

By introducing the reader to Almira, and then suggesting that she cooperates with the 

local doctor at least on a minimal capacity while also administering folk-remedies to the village 

regardless of the medical advice given to her, there is an endorsement for the blending of the two 

schools. The practices exist in a symbiosis rather than a set of contentious methodologies 

struggling to snuff one another out. Almira remains neutral to the advances of medicine while 

understanding the need for the progressions, and remains suspicious of new medical practices.
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Almira fills a gap that is empty when the doctor leaves— that of constant and reliable medical 

care that is both comforting and consistent. Almira is the herbalist Dunnet Landing wants, but 

not quite the doctor they need, she fulfills their needs without infringing on their way of life, 

allowing the residents to continue to exist within the past and present simultaneously.

Almira's life is both desirable and attainable. Not because Almira is an average woman, 

but because she is a believably exceptional woman. Almira, through herbalism, wisdom, and 

property ownership, can experience upward mobility in her gender without fully becoming a 

progressive and entirely “new” woman. Almira is able to enjoy aspects of her womanhood that 

are comfortable— her companionship with other women, her knitting, her gardening, and her 

housekeeping. Almira sets one foot firmly in the past but also enjoys the freedoms which 

widowhood and old age provide her. Almira is not expected to uphold the standards other, 

younger women are set to and she is fully aware of these limitations around her.

It should also be noted that the narrator is also a woman and a traveling author. Her 

existence in the narrative, alongside Almira, is further evidence for the desire to convey a new 

progressive narrative for female communities as a whole. The narrator experiences the types of 

freedoms upper middle-class women experienced—namely in freedom to travel, a disposable 

income, and free time—and therein becomes her placeholder. The narrator idolizes Almira Todd. 

However, this admiration is not because of Almira's skill as an herbalist alone, but with how she 

chooses to participate in old and new practices of folk-medicine and knowledge.

As mentioned, Almira skirts the line between traditional and progressive. She becomes 

the exceptional example of the feminist and suffrage movements as a whole, an attainable goal 

rather than a seemingly distant aspiration.

17



An example of Almira's existence between old and new can be seen in her struggles with her 

sense of duty as a woman. Almira chooses to marry a suitor chosen for her over a man she loves 

based on social class:

‘No, dear, him I speak of could never think of me,' she said. ‘When we was young 

together his mother didn't favor the match, an' done everything she could to part us; and 

folks thought we both married well, but't wa'n't what either one of us wanted most; an' 

now we're left alone again, an' might have had each other all the time' (Jewett, 7).

Almira shows regret for having to choose the man she married, her second choice. She, through 

her sense of duty, chose to give up her fight for her suitor. Almira, in her old age, regrets her 

decision but understands that they were not a proper match for the time. She is nervous about 

pursuing the pairing, even as a confident older widow. Her remaining fear of status quo further 

affirms her existence as progressive and traditional.

Almira holds power in Dunnet Landing, not only as a healer but as a friend and teacher.

Almira is a confidant and prophetess of sorts, indeed a sibyl. She has ties to the rest of the village 

via their shared past, a past that is quickly fading due to the speedily progressing 

industrialization of the fishing industry, and Almira can preserve some older ways of life through 

her herbalism, and then again via her storytelling. By having access to medicinal herbalism, and 

forgotten knowledge associated with it, Almira can exist more fully within her narrative.

Though Almira— and by extension Dunnet Landing itself—is fictional, she becomes a 

benevolent herbalist folk-hero. She is the model for Firs' readers to follow, a blueprint for 

exceptional feminism. Almira is the goal for the era's feminism. She is a successful New 

Woman's future self, existing in fantasy only because she exists in numerous women, not just a 

singular one.
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Part III Minnie Castevet and Uprooting the Malevolent Herbalist

“Now Mrs. Castevet grows her own things” (Rosemary's 13:34).

Minnie Castevet is the opposite of Almira Todd, but this is most evident in how her own 

herbalism is depicted. Minnie possesses only the negative aspects of the herbalist, and lacks the 

positive nuances of Almira. Minnie is a reactionary character to the feminist movement of the 

late 1960s, becoming an example what not to do. She is an example of the worst kind of woman, 

labeled as a Satanist and therein coding her as undesirable and impure when compared to 

Rosemary—the title character.

Minnie becomes a commentary on the feminist movement in subtle ways, namely in her 

comparison to Rosemary throughout the entire film. Minnie is placed in the trope of the 

malevolent herbalist, evil and harmful to those around her. She is evil via her satanism, but is 

also given attributes of the typical older woman character. Minnie is loud, obnoxious, nosy, and 

demanding of her friends, husband, and strangers. She is the antithesis of Rosemary Woodhouse, 

but more importantly of Almira Todd. Minnie is the example to avoid, a warning about and to 

would- be feminists of the 1960s.

The environment of Polanski's film is claustrophobic and tense. The apartments, as stated 

by the landlord (Elisha Cook Jr.), are subsections of what used to be a larger living space. The 

film's idea of space is liminal because of this sectioning off. The first piece of dialogue from 

Minnie is heard through the bedroom wall Guy and Rosemary share with the Castevets, a 

flowered wallpaper divide, screaming for her husband Roman (Sidney Blackmer) to bring her 

root beer. Minnie's second introduction to the audience is via the Castevet's ward, Terry 

(Victoria Vetri) in a conversation with Rosemary in the laundry room. Then the first on-screen 

appearance within the film is after Terry has allegedly committed suicide. Within these first 
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introductions on screen, the film establishes that Minnie and Roman are married, elderly, 

possibly retired, and help the needy.

Minnie's exact age is never addressed in the film, not specifically. But her husband's age 

is addressed when he declares, “I'm 79, and I've been going one place or another since I was 10” 

(26:02). This is interesting when focusing solely on Minnie for analysis, if it is assumed that 

Minnie is close to Roman's age, then she is in her mid-70s or early 80s. Age, just like with 

Almira, is an important aspect of Minnie's character. Minnie is often framed in shots that focus 

on her wrinkles, curlers, or dated (even for 1965/66) make-up. In Minnie's first formal 

introduction to Rosemary the audience is forced to examine Minnie through the keyhole of the 

Woodhouse's apartment door. This shot isolates Minnie's face as the focal point, blurring edges 

around her face and focusing on her wrinkles, hair wrap, and overdone makeup. She is framed as 

grotesque upon her first greeting, as is evident through the film's screenplay and written 

description of the character.

Minnie is never said to have a job, this absence of any mentioned vocation allows for the 

audience to align her with Rosemary, another jobless woman and homemaker. Minnie's 

unemployment status also draws attention to Minnie's place as a woman in the 1940s and 1950s 

onward, her lack of a job is the standard and continues to be the desired goal, as seen with 

Rosemary. Rosemary is a homemaker, depending on her husband to bring in the sole earnings 

for their home which she designs, rearranges, and cleans. Rosemary exists in her household to 

maintain it; her job is curatorial and performative for her husband specifically. Rosemary's life is 

centered around Guy, and as such she is unable to perform any acts without his explicit approval 

in one sense or another. This push and pull contrasts with Roman and Minnie, where Minnie 

bosses Roman around and yells at him consistently throughout the film.
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Minnie has more power than Rosemary, and as such veers from Rosemary's “perfect” nature and 

into a nefarious one.

In the essay, “Urban Irrational: Rosemary's Baby, Polanski, New York,” Joe McElhaney 

compares the Castevets to fairy-tale witches and does so by drawing attention to the nefarious 

nature of Roman and Minnie in regards to their age and their relationship with Rosemary and 

Guy:

Reading the film within the perspective of Rosemary's middle American, small-town 

paranoia, the Castevets and their circle of acquaintances assume a function straight out of 

the world of European fairy tales in which “innocents” (Snow White or Hansel and 

Gretel, for example) are lured to their doom by deceptively kind, elderly people who are 

ultimately out for young blood; The Bramford becomes a variation on the gothic horror 

mansion (211).

Old age and witchcraft, as McElhaney suggests, directly link into the notion of the elderly 

seeking to harm the youth. Rosemary's own youth is constantly under attack by Minnie, either 

because Rosemary is losing her own religious faith or losing faith in her husband's abilities to 

provide for her—financially or emotionally. Rosemary is being punished in the narrative for her 

transgressions as a wife, for losing faith in her husband. Rosemary's life is drained from her, 

siphoned into her unborn son, and then given to the coven itself to achieve power through the 

antichrist.

The continued stigma against the elderly is carried throughout the film and is reinforced 

by Minnie's behavior especially. Minnie is invasive of Rosemary's privacy, invites herself into 

her apartment, sifts through her mail, asks her how much her furniture costs, and uses pity to 

guilt-trip Rosemary into coming over for dinner after Terry's alleged suicide. Minnie uses her 
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old age to insert herself into Rosemary's life using her age as a point of authority. Minnie abuses 

social conventions for her benefit and Rosemary is expected to yield to her out of kindness and 

respect. Minnie is fully aware of this expectation of Rosemary and takes advantage of this 

deferential good will.

Minnie's elderly qualities are used to show the audience that she is nefarious from her 

first appearance on screen. These qualities are also present in Almira, however, Almira is never 

seen as “too nosy” or “annoying”; instead, Almira is considered wise and thoughtful. The 

distinction between the two here is that Minnie is meant to unsettle or frustrate the audience; 

whereas Almira, is meant to put the reader at ease with similar qualities. Both characters share 

the same framework. However, they both contrast in execution, application, and framing. Minnie 

performs her qualities, whereas Almira embodies hers.

Minnie has more agency than Rosemary. Minnie constantly leaves the apartments, 

whereas Rosemary leaves only three or four times total over the course of nine months. 

Rosemary is tied to the apartment so fully that she only leaves to see her doctor or to escape 

from the complex later on. It should be noted that many of Polanski's films revolve around 

issues of isolation. This is so widely known that there are a set of Polanski films labeled the 

“Apartment Trilogy”: Repulsion (1965), Rosemary's Baby (1968), and The Tenant (1976). This 

is important to acknowledge because Ira Levin's novel, from which the film is adapted, has 

many scenes which take place outside of the apartment complex, highlighting New York City 

itself as a character. The omission of these additional excursions in the film draws more focus on 

Minnie's ability to freely leave the apartment complex. Minnie is also shown to have almost too 

much free time on her hands, constantly being able to pester Rosemary at a moment's notice.
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Minnie's feigned participation as a woman is frowned upon in the film. Not only is 

Minnie pretending to relate to Rosemary, but she is twisting the role which Rosemary covets and 

takes on as a full-time vocation. Minnie is performative in regards to her femininity, it is clear 

she is only acting as a kind elderly woman. This is first evident through the establishment of 

Minnie as a caretaker and grandmotherly figure to Terry which after being asserted as fact, leads 

to Terry's death. By establishing herself as kind-hearted and nurturing, Minnie can further 

perform her femininity for Rosemary, deceiving her throughout the film.

The clearest instance of Minnie's feminine performance can be seen approximately thirty 

minutes into the film. Guy visits the Castevet's apartment and Minnie appears with Laura-Louise 

Mcburney (Patsy Kelly) who “lives up on 12” and who wants to meet Rosemary for the first 

time. The two women invade Rosemary's privacy and enter the apartment even after Rosemary 

looks reluctant and uncomfortable. After entering, they immediately take out embroidery 

materials and knitting supplies and overtake the couch where Rosemary was lounging, forcing 

her into a guest chair. During this scene, Rosemary divulges that she is on her period and was 

trying relax. Laura-Louise shares her own period story and laughs while focusing on her 

embroidery pattern. After a short digression from Minnie she is then placed behind Rosemary in 

the accompanying shot, but in front of Laura-Louise, a wedge between two women who have 

just met.

Minnie begins to knit, almost frantically. This is strange because the audience never sees 

her knit again. Her knitting is never brought up as a hobby, and there is never a finished knitted 

product within her own apartment or in her wardrobe. This is a performative act, one which 

Minnie does for Rosemary's benefit. Unlike Almira's knitting, which she does peacefully as she 

exposits stories to the narrator, Minnie's activities are a bastardization of femininity, and she is 
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performing these acts to mask her true intentions from Rosemary attempting to weave trust and 

innocence onto herself.

In “Witches, ‘Bitches' or Feminist Trailblazers? The Witch in Folk Horror Cinema,” 

Chloe Germaine Buckley characterizes Minnie's age as playing into her grotesqueness and 

comic fantasticalness:

Though not folk horror, this film draws directly on Early Modern material, including the 

Compendium Maleficarium (1626), in its depiction of the older woman, Minnie Castevet, 

as a witch-cum-midwife, laughable as well as horrifying in her grotesquerie. Ultimately, 

though, Minnie transfers her power to the male members of the coven, her nefarious 

skills in herblore surpassed by a satanic physician posing as Rosemary's doctor. (26) 

This passage also allows attention to be redirected to Doctor Sapirstein, a popular medical 

professional in the narrative. The biggest similarity, as well as difference, between Almira and 

Minnie is the authority granted to them as herbalists. Both women are given permission to 

practice from doctors in their communities, however Almira's permission is through turning a 

blind eye and humoring her. Minnie's permission is given to her directly as a recommendation to 

a patient of her healing capabilities, a license to prescribe and treat Rosemary.

It is vital to acknowledge, as with Almira, that Minnie Castevet is not a trained medical 

professional nor a trained midwife. The doctor in Polanski's text is much more enthusiastic 

about Minnie's abilities than Jewett's doctor. Almira is cautiously given authority via the doctor 

and is given more authority from the Dunnet Landing locals, friends who exist as complimenting 

personas to her own. In contrast, Minnie is given full authority via Sapirstein, a renowned 

obstetrician.
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Doctor Sapirstein rallies behind Minnie during Rosemary's first visit, “Minnie Castevet 

has an herbarium, I'm going to have her make a daily drink for you, that'll be fresher, safer, and 

more vitamin-rich than any pills on the market” (00:58:32). This specific line is interesting 

because Minnie has—according to Terry at the beginning of the film— only recently started 

dabbling in herbalism after the death of Mrs. Gardenia. Minnie is a relatively new herbalist, but 

she is endorsed as a skilled one. Sapirstein's approval gives Minnie less power than Almira in 

the long run, but gives her more validity than Almira from the beginning.

It is also important to note that the reference from Dr. Sapirstein gives Minnie power 

over Rosemary specifically. That is, a male acceptance of her craft gives her authority as a 

healer. This authority is also given to Almira; however, her approval is given to her by her peers, 

not explicitly the village doctor. Dr. Sapirstein approves of Minnie's herbal medication and 

concoctions, he is an example of another transition from “older medicines” and homeopathic 

remedies versus the new wave of medicine. This form of medicine renounces newer methods 

such as lab-made medications, vitamins, and medical jargon while advocating for natural and 

homeopathic medications. Sapirstein is outdated and harmful, just like Minnie and Roman are 

outdated and eventually harmful. Sapirstein's participation in the narrative is nefarious, but only 

to add more emphasis on Minnie's own nefariousness.

Minnie's intent to harm is most obvious through the constant use of the “herb” Tannis 

Root. Tannis Root is a fungus, as noted by the character Hutch (Maurice Evans), and confirmed 

through the book he leaves Rosemary after entering into a coma. The book itself is aptly titled; 

“All of Them Witches” and labels Tannis Root by the name, “Devil's Pepper.” The book also 

associates the substance, putrid smell included, with witches and Devil worship. This inclusion 

of a fantastical herb— which assuredly does not exist in real life, and is a complete fabrication 
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by Ira Levin—is vital for coding Minnie as a malevolent herbalist. Association of the herb in the 

film further vilifies herbalism by mentioning Tannis Root in relation to Minnie, Roman, and the 

coven. Focus is given particularly to the smell and the implication that the substance is in 

Rosemary's daily drinks used as a potent poison, or perhaps a demonic fetal vitamin booster, 

invading her space even when Minnie is absent.

The herbalism performed by Minnie being depicted as harmful draws a negative 

distinction to herbalism overall. Doctor Sapirstein, Minnie, and Roman are placed in the same 

box, labeled as suspicious before anything fantastical happens within the narrative. Minnie, 

through the men in her life, is given authority and power via her knowledge herbs, especially 

Tannis Root. Minnie remains, first and foremost, a witch and Satanist, unlike Almira she is never 

subverting the witch trope, she is absorbing it. Minnie becomes the malevolent herbalist in the 

fullest capacity, harming Rosemary throughout the film purposefully, poisoning her daily 

mentally and physically.

Minnie is never just an older woman. In Cinamaterinity: Film, Motherhood, Genre, Lucy 

Fischer briefly mentions the complications present with Minnie and her reliance on Saperstein 

for her authority and power over Rosemary via her herbalism:

From her first entrance into the Woodhouse apartment (when she asks if Rosemary will 

have children), she is concerned with her neighbor's reproductive life, and when 

Rosemary becomes pregnant. It is Minnie who administers homeopathic potions (filled 

with "snails and puppy dog tails"). Like the ancient midwife, she must transfer her power 

to a male physician (Abe Sapirstein), who, nonetheless, relies on her expertise (80). 

Fischer's comments on Minnie's own agency are helpful for pointing to Minnie's continued 

difference from Almira. Minnie needs to be vetted by a man to exist in a position of authority;
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Almira does not. The malevolent herbalist, therefore, lacks vital power and respect within her 

narrative, qualities which the benevolent herbalist has spent decades earning from her peers in 

Dunnet Landing.

Coming to a close for Minnie Castevet, it is important to remember that she is a character 

created out of a tumultuous time for female bodily autonomy. The right to birth control was not 

accessible for women until 1960 in the United States, and abortion was not nationally legalized 

until 1973 via Roe v. Wade. Bodily autonomy was still unattainable for many women, and 

therefore influences the narrative of the film. Rosemary lacks autonomy over her own body, and 

Minnie takes advantage of this lack of autonomy by taking control over Rosemary's life for her. 

Minnie places almost all of Rosemary's self-worth on her ability to reproduce from their first 

real conversation to their last interaction in the film involving the antichrist infant. Minnie only 

truly cares about Rosemary's ability to give birth, and therefore treats Rosemary as an object, a 

vessel.

Minnie is created by not one, but two different men with a year separating the two 

creators. Not only is her existence dependent on men, but her interactions within her own 

narrative are dependent on the men around her within that narrative. Minnie uses the elderly 

herbalist persona to further her own interests. She is monstrous in the worst possible way; she 

hides her true nature so that she can become more powerful—within her coven, around strangers, 

and with those in positions of authority, such as the police, doctors, and her own husband.

Even though the “coven” themselves are the larger evil entity within the film and Roman 

is technically their leader, Minnie holds the reins and guides Rosemary through much of the plot. 

Minnie controls the narrative from start to finish becoming the main antagonist. Minnie is the 

one that marks Rosemary as a possible vessel for the spawn of Satan, she argues with Roman
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consistently regarding information about their plans, and she continually lies to Rosemary for her 

own gain. Though her power is filtered through men, Minnie remains the focal villain, her power 

is tainted instead of earned and revered. Again, she is a warning to young women to stay within 

the confines of their societal status, the malevolent herbalist.

Conclusion

What then has been created in the elderly herbalist? A righteous woman with power and 

authority over her community, a reexamination of the term “witch,” and a radical 

recontextualization of the herbalist midwives of their generations. Each text critically analyzes 

the elderly herbalist as a feminist placeholder; however, each does so with drastic differences. 

Critically analyzing either character, and how they exist within their trope of the malevolent or 

benevolent herbalist, places their nuances as responsive or reactionary figures for the feminist 

movements of the late 1800s and the late 1960s. Both Almira Todd and Minnie Castevet exist in 

spaces that want them to adhere to the societal norms they exist in. However, in Firs the herbalist 

is an example of a feminist figurehead which works as a role model and example for readers and 

in contrast, Minnie is the elderly herbalist presented as a cautionary tale.

Using nature and herbalism to convey societal anxieties via the herbalist has remained 

pervasive in Western society even today. Many Western audiences have decided to embrace 

holistic medicine, choosing to either begin dispensing essential oils (the new snake oil), or 

drinking copious amounts of tea when they are ill rather than seeking professional medical help. 

The trend of herbalism, and therefore the herbalist, prevails because of the continued 

representation of herbalists in fictional media as well. Examples of the herbalist as witch can be 

seen in American texts—film and novels alike that choose to embrace urban fantasy or apply 

magical abilities to otherwise “normal” people— leading up to 2020; The Addams Family (1964- 
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1966), The Witches of Eastwick (1987), Outlander (1991), Practical Magic (1998), and The Love 

Witch (2016).

This continued representation of herbalists— and by extension witchcraft and witches— 

in media as reactions and responses to the feminist movements surrounding the author has 

remained pervasive, but why? It is clear that the herbalist, and therefore the witch herself, is able 

to navigate her landscape more freely with taboo topics, especially when commenting on 

women's bodies and autonomy. The herbalist becomes an active participant in the complicated 

nuances of the feminist movements she exists in and therefore becomes a call for change, or a 

warning siren to the audience regarding change. The film and novel herbalist remains both a 

witch and an herbalist, either using her powers and knowledge to harm or to heal. Griffin 

Dunne's Practical Magic focuses on the relationships between the women in the text, drawing 

attention to the inherent magic each woman possesses to banish an evil entity, the narrative itself 

being critical of domestic abuse against women throughout the film. In contrast, Anne Biller's 

The Love Witch chooses to analyze witchcraft as a feminist movement and the possibility for the 

patriarchal touches within the movement harming the female followers within it, stripping them 

of the very autonomy they are claimed to have within the group while also following a serial 

killer trying to regain her agency via witchcraft.

The herbalist remains a provocative, powerful, and fascinating figure to use in film and 

literature. Her existence alone does not create a movement, but her existence does create a 

reaction to the movements around her. Because of the herbalist, audiences can draw conclusions 

about the way in which she is being used by the author. Jewett's Elderly Herbalist represents the 

hopeful future, a small town where women hold power and respect. Polanski's Elderly Herbalist 
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is a terrifying force, demonic in nature, one who wishes to harm the youth and destroy beauty 

from the inside out.
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