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Abstract

Akam (2013), the Malayalam film directed by Shalini Usha Nair, is a
contemporary adaptation of Maayatoor Ramakrishnan’snovel Yakshi. The
first cinematic adaptation of thenovel, directed by K.S. Sethumadhavan, was
released in 1968 under thetitle Yakshi. Thisversonreflectstheera sanxieties
surrounding femal e sensuality and seeksto containit through narretive erasure.
Incontrast, Nair’sAkam offersadeconstruction of theyakshi myth, delving
into themesof femal e autonomy and the haunted feminine space, reimagining
thelegend through afeminist lens. Thefilm reframesthe mythical yakshi,
positioning femininity asboth spatial and spectrd. Thus, it offersacompelling
critique of gendered perception and challenges viewersto reconsider the
boundariesof desire, identity, and the self. Thisarticle seeksto analyzethe
representation of feminine spacein Akam, with aparticul ar focus on how
domestic and psychological environments shape and reflect gendered
experiences. It al so attemptsto explorethearticulation of femaledesirein the
film, highlighting thewaysinwhichit subvertsthe conventiona portrayasof
femininity. Drawing onfeminist theory, psychoandyss, and spectral studies,
thearticleinvestigatesthe construction of the haunting feminineasasite of
power, ambiguity, and resistance.

Keywords: Mdayadam Cinema; Yakshi Myth; Gendered Spaces, Spectrdlity;
Spatid dynamics

I ntroduction

Thefigure of the yakshi occupiesacentra placein South Indianfolklore,
particularly withinthe cultura consciousnessof Keraa, wheresheisfrequently
depicted asaspectral embodiment of femininevengeance. Typically represented
asawoman who has suffered betrayal or violence, often perpetrated by an
upper-caste male, theyakshi returns asaghostly seductress, employing her
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physicd dlureasaninsrument of retribution. Many of the Yakshi myths*invoke
thefear of formidablefemale sexuality that refuses masculine closuresor
patriarcha castelaws, coming ‘un-dead’ tofulfil thwarted desiresor pending
revenge’ (Pillai 18). Far from serving merely asatrope within the horror
genre, themyth of theyakshi functionsasacultura stethroughwhich collective
anxieties surrounding female agency, sexuality, and socia transgression are
mediated and explored.

Inmid-twentieth century Malaya am cinema, the adaptation of theyakshi
myth often operated asanarrative strategy to reinforce patriarchal anxieties
surrounding fema e sexudity and autonomy. Theyakshi wastypically portrayed
asaseductive yet menacing presence, her physical alure constructed asa
threat to male authority and societal norms. Rather than interrogating the
historical or socio-cultural conditionsthat giveriseto her spectral existence,
these cinematic representationstended to frame her asafigure of excessand
mora deviance. Indoing so, the yakshi became asymbolic sitethroughwhich
anxietiesabout femal etransgression were contained, allowing the cinematic
gpparatusto disciplineand neutralize express onsof feminineagency withina
patriarchal order.

Akam offersaradical feminist reconfiguration of the Yakshi figure,
departing from folkloric and psychol ogical interpretationsto foreground a
spatidly articulated and spectral feminine presence. Directed by Shaini Usha
Nair, thefilm constructs domesticinteriors, femal e desire, and the haunted
psyche asinterrel ated terrains through which normative gender rolesand
patriarchal epistemol ogiesare unsettled. While Akamisoften approached as
apsychological thriller or as a cinematic adaptation of Yakshi, existing
scholarship haslargely emphasized narrative ambiguity, masculine paranoia,
and generic experimentation, thereby leaving the film’s spatia politics
insufficiently theorized. In particular, thereislimited critical engagement with
how the concept of akam is reworked in the film as a gendered and
epistemically opagueinterior that resists patriarchal modesof perceptionand
mastery. Addressing thisgap, the present study arguesthat Akammobilizes
domesticinteriorsashaunted, feminized spacesthat contest patriarcha impulses
to decode and dominate the femal e subj ect, offering aspatially grounded
feminigt critique of epistemic power. Methodol ogicaly, thearticleundertakes

37



indraprasth

closetextual and visual analyses of selected scenes, focusing on mise-en-
scene, lighting, framing, sound design, and architectura composition, and draws
onfeminist theory, psychoandys's, and spectra studiesto examinehow akam
isspatially configured asahaunted interior and how feminine subjectivity is
articul ated through space asasite of power, opacity, and resistance.

Gendered Interiorsand theArchitectureof the Uncanny

Setincontemporary Kerda, thefilmfollowstheunraveling psycheof Srini, a
young architect who beginsto suspect that hisenigmaticwifeRagini isayakshi,
amythological seductress who lures and consumes men. While the film
foregrounds Srini’ sdescent into paranoia, thefeminist reading reved sadeeper
engagement with thethemes of gendered space, epistemic violence, and the
politicsof fema e subjectivity.

Thetitle Akam, taken from classical Tamil poetics, referstotheinterior
or emotional realm, often contrasted with puram, the external and public
sphere. The Tamil literary tradition classifiesakam poetry asconcerned with
thepersonal, emotional, and intimate centered around love, longing, and the
inner life. In contrast, puramdeal swithwar, heroism, andthepublicrealm. In
thefilm Akam, thisconceptud dudity isvisudized through spatia arrangements
and gendered subjectivities. Srini occupies the public world of work,
architecture, and rationality, while Ragini issituated in the domestic space—
the apartment, the kitchen, the bedroom—that becomes symbolic of the
feminine akam. Thefilm, thus, deploysthe concept of akamasagendered
and haunted space both literally (asdomesticinteriors) andfiguratively (asthe
unknowablefeminine self) to critiquethe patriarcha compulsionto contain,
decode, and dominatethefemal e subject. Through itsaesthetic strategiesand
narrative ambiguity, thefilm destabilises conventional gender binariesand
reclamstheinterior asaspaceof feminist resistance.

Thedomestic sphere, traditionally coded asfeminineand secure, becomes
deeply uncanny inthefilm. Freud definestheuncanny as* something familiar
[*homely,” “homey’] that has been repressed and then reappears’ (152). The
apartment Srini and Ragini inhabit transformsinto asite of surveillance,
suspicion, and psychol ogicd ingtability. Rather than offering comfort, thehome
becomesahauntedinterior where normative expectationsof gender, marriage,

38



Mapping the Interior: Gendered Spaces and the Haunting Femininein Akam (2013)

andintimacy unrave. Thefilm’ssparsedid ogue, unsettling sound design, and
fragmented spatid framing amplify thistransformation. Oneof themost striking
expressonsof theuncanny emergeswithintheagpartment’scorridorsand rooms,
whichareconsstently framed through congtricted compositionsand fragmented
sightlines, producing asense of spatia spectraity. Asthecameratrails Srini
throughtheseinteriors itinitialy evokessurvelllanceand control, yet thespace
repeatedly €l udeshismastery. Half-open doors, dimly illuminated rooms, and
disrupted spatia continuity render the apartment unstable and ghostly,
transforming thefamiliar domesticinterior into an unsettling presence. This
gpatial disorientation not only intensifiesthe uncanny but al so registersthe
collagpseof patriarchd rationdity. Patriarchd rationdity heredenotesamasculing,
logocentric mode of knowing grounded in surveillance, possession, and
interpretivecontrol, wherelinear causality and visua magtery positionthemde
subject as the authority within the domestic sphere. Akam unsettles this
epistemic structure by making space opague, timefragmented, and thefeminine
subject spectrd, thereby exposing thestructural limitsof phallocentric reason
to comprehend thefeminineinterior.

Thekitchen and bedroom spaces conventiondly associated with domestic
intimacy, play acrucia rolein generating theuncanny withinthefilm. Ragini’s
cam, ritualised movementswithintheseinteriorscontrast sharply with Srini’s
escalating paranoia. In several scenes, her silenceand stillnesswithin these
spaces provoke suspicion rather than reassurance. The uncanny here does
not emerge from overt supernatural eventsbut from the excess of meaning
Srini projectsonto ordinary domestic gestures, revealing how patriarchal fear
ariseswhen feminineinteriority refusestrangparency.

Mirrorsand reflective surfacesfurther intensify the architecture of the
uncanny. In sceneswhere Ragini isframed indirectly, through reflectionsor
partia visibility, her presence becomes spectral, fragmented, and resistant to
stableperception. Thesevisud srategiesdeny thespectator, dignedwith Srini’s
gaze, acoherent or authoritative view of thefeminine subject. The apartment
thus functions as a haunted interior, where space itself collaborates in
destabilising masculine epistemic control. Within the structure of domestic
patriarchy, epistemic authority isvested inthe hushand, who assumesthe power
todefineand regul atethewife ssubjectivity by categorizing her asloyd, deviart,
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rational, or unstable, thereby securing himself asthe sovereign producer of
truthwithinthemarital domain. AsL ucelrigaray argues* Thefeminineoccurs
only within model sand laws devised by male subjects. Which impliesthat
therearenot really two sexes, but only one. A single practiceand representation
of the sexual” (86). In Akam, this masculinist epistemological privilege
progressively erodesas spatia opacity and psychicambiguity unsettle Srini’s
interpretive mastery.

Feminine Opacity and Epistemic Violence

Building on Akamasagendered realm, thefilm foregroundsinterior spaceas
anuncanny sStewherepatriarcha perception confrontsthelimitsof knowledge
and control, rendering feminine subjectivity s multaneoudy intimate, eusive,
and unsettling. Theinterior spacesin Akamarerendered dim, claustrophobic,
and spatially ambiguous, mirroring both the protagonist’s psychol ogical
deterioration and theinaccessibility of thefeminineinterior. Fromthefilm's
opening sequences, viewers are drawn into Srini’sincreasingly unstable
perception of hiswife, Ragini. Her silencesand calm demeanor becomesites
of suspicionfor Srini, whointerpretsthem assignsof deception. Notably, his
fear doesnot stem from any overt threat but from her refusal to disclose her
inner lifelegibleto him. In thiscontext, Akam becomes synonymouswith
epistemic opacity, and Ragini’ ssubjectivity emerges asacontested interior
ontowhich Srini projectshismasculineanxieties.

Thisdynamic alignswith feminist critiquesof patriarchal systemsthat
position the feminine asthe“ other” —afigure whose subjectivity iseither
idedlized or demonized, but never fully ble. AsLucelrigaray observes
inThis Sex Which IsNot One, thefeminine hasbeen excluded from discourse
(88). In Akam, Ragini’sunknowability isnot anarrativedeficiency but afeminist
refusal of trangparency; ares tanceto being fully seen, known, or gppropriated
by themaegaze. The domestic space sheinhabitsbecomesaterrain of spectra
feminineres stance not through overt confrontation or violence, but through an
aesthetic of ambiguity that refuses patriarchal legibility.

In Akam, Nair offersaradical departurefrom conventional portrayals
of femininedesirein Maayaam cinemaby presenting afemal e protagonist
whoresgslegibility and containment. Ragini, thecentra femaefigure, isneither
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eroticized nor demonized in overt terms, but occupiesacomplex spacewhere
desireisimplied, withheld, and quietly asserted. Rather than presenting her as
the passiverecipient of male attention, thefilm alowsRagini to exist asan
autonomoussubyject, whoseemotiona and sexud interiority isrendered opague.
Thischallenges dominant cinematic representationswherefemaedesireis
either hyper-visible and objectified or morally punished. Her calm demeanor,
silences, and self-contained presence are not indications of repression but
actsof refusal to perform expected emotional labour, to confess, or to make
hersdlf availableto themaegaze.

Ragini embodiesaform of desirethat isenigmatic andinward, ressting
the patriarchal tendency to define women’sdesiresthrough the male gaze.
Thefilm usessubtlevisua and narrative cuesto portray Ragini’semotional
autonomy and unsettling allure. One notable scenein thefilm occurswhen
Ragini gently but assertively initiatesintimacy with Srinivasan. Her body language
iscalm, composed, and controlled, subverting thetraditional portrayal of the
desirable woman as expressive and eager to please. Here, desire is not
flamboyant but self-possessed, expressed on her own terms. Srinivasan,
however, growsincreas ngly disturbed not by her presence, but by hisinability
toread her desireor locateit within familiar gendered patterns. Her refusal to
be transparent becomes a source of fear and suspicion. As the narrative
progresses, Ragini’squiet self-containment becomesasite of projection for
Srinivasan’sinsecurities. He becomes paranoid after noticing that she goes
out alone or speaksto strangers without offering explanations. Instead of
representing her desire asdangerousor immoral, Akampresents Srinivasan's
anxiety asareflection of hisownfragilemasculinity. Themystery of Ragini’s
inner liferemainsintact throughout thefilm, asserting her agency andresisting
narrativeclosure.

“TheYakshi asthe Monstrous Feminine,” discusseshow contemporary
Yakshi narratives conflatethewifeand thewhore, rendering thewife persastently
othered through the suspicion that she harbors secrets: what initially appears
asmystery and alurelater becomesthe source of masculine paranoiaand
mistrust (Karollil and Bindu 168). Akamtrandatesthislogicinto spatia terms,
wherethe home, rather than offering reassurance, becomes unfamiliar and
threatening. A telling instance occurswhen Ragini exitsaroom after abrief
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exchangeand the cameralingerson theempty corridor sheleavesbehind; her
absenceisoverdetermined asconceal ment. Thismoment crystalizesepistemic
violence, asmasculineanxiety transformsfeminine opacity into evidence of
guilt, projecting suspicion onto both the woman and the space sheinhabits.

Thesubversvenessof Ragini’sportrayd liesinhow her desreisarticulated
not through dial ogue or romantic display, but through spatia presenceand
affectivewithdrawal. Scenes such asthosein thekitchen, where she appears
immersed in her own world, or moments of physical intimacy that lack
performative seduction, create amode of feminine presence that is self-
possessed rather than reactive. Ragini’sfailureto respond to Srini’sgrowing
paranoiafurther destabilizesconventional gender roles. Her silence becomes
unsettling not because it signifies danger, but because it deniesthe male
protagonist epistemic access. Thisrefusal tobe‘read’ disruptsthe patriarchal
expectation that femal e desire must betransparent, available, and responsive
tomaeinterpretation. Inthissense, Ragini’spresenceembodieswhat Irigaray
cdlsafemininediscoursethat resistsbeing subsumed into masculinelogic.

The Spectral FeminineBeyond Horror Trope

By refusing to make Ragini’smotivationsand inner lifefully knowable, Akam
reclaimsfemaledesireasaprivate, interior forcerather than aspectaclefor
male consumption. Thefilm critiquesthetraditional binary in whichwomen
aredtheridedized asnurturing and docileor vilified asdangerousand excessve
intheir desires. Ragini fitsneither role; sheisneither alovingwifenor afatal
seductressin any conventiona sense. Instead, thefilmalowsher ambiguity to
remain unresolved, making her interiority asiteof both narrativeand political
resistance. In doing so, Akamnot only reimaginestheyakshi myth througha
feminist lensbut al so opensup new representationa possibilitiesfor depicting
femaledesirelessasan object of fear or control, and more asan autonomous
and spectral forcethat destabilizespatriarchal narratives.

Thefeminist, Barbara Creed, hasdiscussed thetrope of the* monstrous-
feminine,” noting how horror filmsoften framethewoman’sbody asthesource
of fear and abjection (3). In Akam, thefear doesnot stem from Ragini’ sbody
per se, but from her refusal to conform to the roles of the ideal wife. Her
ambiguity, her silence, her sexuaity—noneof thesefit Srini’ sexpectations. As
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aresult, sheisframed asmonstrous, even though she commitsno monstrous
acts.

Thenotion of thefeminineasa’ spectral’ presencein Akamextends
beyond supernatural tropes. It intersectswith broader feminist questions of
representation, knowledge, and power. Thefilm questionswhoisalowedto
know, whoisseen, and who isbelieved. Srini’ sdescent into madnessisnot
just psychologicd; itisepistemol ogica . Hisworld collgpsesbecauseit cannot
accommodate awoman who refusesto be possessed emotionally, sexualy,
or narratively. Inthiscontext, spectrality becomesafeminist epistemol ogy
where ghost storiesevolve asameans of rewriting history, of including the
excluded (Brogan 5). Ragini isexcluded from Srini’ sunderstanding, fromthe
film’snarration, and from direct speech. But her spectral presence destabilizes
theentire narrative structure. She does not haunt through action but through
absence and withdrawal. Thisalignswith afeminist politics of opacity, as
proposed by Edouard Glissant, who arguesfor “theright to opacity” asa
res stanceto theimperialist and patriarcha demand for transparency (Glissant
189). Ragini’srefusal to * explain hersaf’ isthusan assertion of her subjective
autonomy, aradical insistence onthevalidity of interior life beyond male
comprehension.

Nair'sdirectoria choicesfurther reinforcethefeminist themeticsof Akam.
Thefilmavoidsme odrama, horror tropes, and jump scares. Ingtead, it cultivates
adow, meditativerhythmthat invitesviewersinto acontemplative state. The
use of long takes, negative space, and subdued color palettes creates an
atmosphereof disquiet, not terror. Thisaesthetic restraint iscrucia asit shifts
the focus from what happens to how perception is shaped. The editingis
dlipticd, oftenleaving gapsintimeandinformation. Ragini isfrequently framed
aone, inwindowsor doorways, reinforcing her position bothinsdeand outside
the domestic sphere. These visual choicesreflect acinematic language of
ambiguity, which resistspatriarchal narrative closure. Moreover, the sound
design characterized by minima music, ambient noises, and silencesdeepens
the sense of estrangement. Sound, like space, becomesamedium of haunting,
suggesting that feminine presenceisfdt rather than seen. Inthisway, thefilm
mohbilizesafeminist poeticsof thespectra, grounded in aestheticindeterminacy
rather than spectacle.
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Conclusion

By reimagining Akam as a gendered and haunted interior, Akam offersa
sugtaned critiqueof thepatriarchd impulseto dominatethefeminineemaotiondly,
spatialy, or epistemologically. The domestic space, traditionally coded as
knowableand controllablewithin patriarchal logic, isrendered unstable and
opague, mirroring Srinivasan’s psychol ogical fragmentation. Ragini’sspatial
elusivenessfunctions not merely asan atmospheric device but asanarrative
strategy that exposesthefailure of masculinerationaity and visua mastery.
Her refusdl toremain fixed withintheframe destabilizesthemalegaze, denying
it astableobject of desireand undermining cinema'sconventiona mechanisms
of narrativeand visua control.

Positioned asboth wifeand spectra presence, Ragini emergesasafigure
of feminist resistance rather than gothic excess. Her silence, opacity, and
narrativerefusal do not signify absence or monstrosity; instead, they operate
asassartionsof agency that res st interpretation and containment. By withholding
explanaory closure, thefilm compe sviewersto confront thelimitsof patriarcha
knowledge systemsthat demand visibility, coherence, and resolutionfromthe
feminineinterior. Inthissense, Akamreclamshaunting asapolitica andfeminist
mode, transforming the domesticinterior into aspacethat cannot be col onized
by gaze, logic, or fear. Thefilm ultimately proposesthat the unknowability of
thefeminineinterior signifiesnot absence or lack but aform of power that
destabilizespatriarcha cinematic and epistemol ogical authority.
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